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DEMOCRATIZATION OF UNRECOGNIZED STATES: A COMPARATIVE STUDY 

 

Hilmi Ulas, PhD 
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Dissertation Chair: Solon J. Simmons 

 

 

 

The question of how to effectively and peacefully resolve conflicts involving unrecognized states, 

which pose significant regional security challenges despite their small territorial areas, has been 

frequently asked since the Kosovar independence and the Ossetian War of 2008. Central to the 

behavior of unrecognized states in conflicts is their political systems, for many unrecognized states, 

having emerged from an ethno-nationalist conflict, institutionalize ethnic nationalism and politicize 

an ethnic identity to galvanize local support for the fledgling state as well as the war heroes that 

emerged. These war heroes then tend to cultivate their political capital through ethno-nationalist 

manipulation and mobilization. Much of the literature has already asserted that unrecognized states 

cannot democratize – at least not fully. Instead, they become ethnocracies or titular democracies, 

serving a single ethnic group (the founding, titular one) over any others. However, this literature 

has provided no empirical evidence to any such assertion. This dissertation takes up the challenge 

of discovering how and why unrecognized states democratize. 

 

The methodology adopted for this purpose involves a comparative historical analysis of 

Somaliland, the TRNC, and Taiwan. While no original fieldwork has been conducted, a thorough 



 

x 

 

literature review was conducted instead, and the scholarly assertions were then supplemented by 

documentary evidence, newspaper reports, recorded elite or social activist statements, and the 

datacollected by international organizations such as the Freedom House, CIVICUS, and Amnesty 

International. This dissertation will argue that while democratization is plausible in the context of 

unrecognized states, there needs to be an alignment of international, regional, and domestic factors 

that capitalize on systemic shocks that undermine the authoritarian governments that unrecognized 

states suffer through from their founding.



 

1 

 

 

 

I. Introduction 
 
 
 

Non-Recognition, Democratization, and Conflict Resolution: The Genesis of the Question 

 The genesis of this dissertation came about through the question of what are the 

socio-cultural and political effects of non-recognition on the development and conflict-related 

behavior of unrecognized states? Asking this question had ipso facto held the inherent assumption 

that non-recognition does affect the development, behavior, and thus the conflicts of unrecognized 

states in unique ways. Indeed, the review of the literature immediately proved this to be true: 

unrecognized states developed in such a way as to resist outside interventions and traditional 

approaches to conflict resolution. This holds especially true as unrecognized states seem to fail to 

develop into mature democracies, undermining Track II and Track III approaches and causing elites 

and shadow negotiators to dominate Track I negotiations. Given this, and especially since this is a 

dissertation written within the conflict resolution discipline, the central questions of this dissertation 

are how and why do unrecognized states democratize and how can the international community 

promote democratization in unrecognized states to prime them for conflict resolution? Both of these 

questions, naturally, require this dissertation to tackle the dynamics, mechanisms, and processes 

underlying the democratization of the successfully-democratized unrecognized states. 

Numerous scholars underlined that non-recognition perpetuated a sense of security and 

high levels of threat perception in unrecognized states, prompting the homogenized populations of 

unrecognized states to congregate under strong, central, militarized, and authoritarian governments 
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that embodied sovereignty1. Such governments naturally resisted reunification and conflict 

resolution, opting to pursue independence or retaining the status quo. On the one hand, some 

scholars have argued that the authoritarian and ethnic tendencies of these governments are 

exacerbated when the unrecognized state is diplomatically and/or economically dependent on an 

ethnic-kin sponsor2. On the other hand, other scholars have posited that the elites controlling the 

political landscape in unrecognized states benefit from the non-recognized status of unrecognized 

states (through crime or corruption). As such, they exploit the population’s insecurities to enflame 

nationalism and maintain both a chokehold on power and the no war, no peace status quo. This 

subsequently explains why Track I diplomatic efforts have proven fruitless in these cases3. Most of 

this literature claims that the conflicts involving unrecognized states will inevitably be intractable, 

                                                           
1 E.g. Laurence Broers, “The Limits of Leadership: Elites and Societies in the Nagorny Karabakh Peace Process,” Accord, 

Accord, no. 17 (2005), http://www.c-r.org/accord/nagorny-karabakh/politics-non-recognition-and-democratisation; Nina 

Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty: The Complex Dynamics of Democratisation in 

Unrecognised States†,” Nations and Nationalism 17, no. 2 (April 1, 2011): 337–56; Nina Caspersen, Unrecognized 

States: The Struggle for Sovereignty in the Modern International System, 2012; Direnç Kanol and Nur Köprülü, “Quality 

of Democracy in Unrecognized States: Lessons from Northern Cyprus,” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 0, 

no. 0 (January 15, 2017): 1–14; Direnç Kanol and Bülent Kanol, “Roadblocks to Peacebuilding in Cyprus: International 

Peacebuilding Actors’ Handling of the Recognition Issue,” Journal of Conflictology 4, no. 2 (2013), http://journal-of-

conflictology.uoc.edu/index.php/journal-of-conflictology/article/view/vol4iss2-kanol-kanol; Hilmi Ulas, “Donors and 

De Facto States: A Case Study of Un Peacebuilding in the Self-Declared Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,” Journal 

of Peacebuilding & Development 11, no. 1 (2016): 75–80; Ching-Hain Yu, “From Authoritarianism to Democracy: A 

Study of Taiwan’s Democratization” (PhD, The Pennsylvania State University, 1995). 
2 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Hilmi Ulas, 

“Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime,” in New Threats to Security 

(IAPSS Autumn Convention 2015, Prague, Czech Republic, 2015); Ulas, “Donors and De Facto States”; Vincenc 

Kopeček, Tomáš Hoch, and Vladimír Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy: The Case of Abkhazia,” Bulletin of 

Geography. Socio-Economic Series 32, no. 32 (2016): 85–104; Oleh Protsyk, “Representation and Democracy in 

Eurasia’s Unrecognized States: The Case of Transnistria,” Post-Soviet Affairs 25, no. 3 (July 1, 2009): 257–81; Ceslav 

Ciobanu, Frozen and Forgotten Conflicts in the Post-Soviet States: Genesis, Political Economy and Prospects for 

Solution, East European Monographs ; No. 756 (Boulder, CO: 2009); Ara Ghazarians, “From Frozen Conflicts to 

Unrecognized Republics: The de Facto States in the Emergent Region of the Post-Soviet States of the South Caucasus” 

(PhD, Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, 2007); Kristin M. Bakke, “After the War Ends: Violence and Viability of 

Post-Soviet Unrecognized States,” in Unrecognized States in the International System, ed. Nina Caspersen and Gareth 

R. V. Stansfield, Exeter Studies in Ethno Politics (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 90–109. 
3 Ciobanu, Frozen and Forgotten Conflicts in the Post-Soviet States; James Harvey and Gareth R. V. Stansfield, 

“Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy,” in Unrecognized States in the 

International System, by Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield (New York: Routledge, 2011), 11–26; Charles 

King, “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States,” World Politics 53, no. 4 (July 2001): 

524–52; Daria Isachenko, The Making of Informal States: Statebuilding in Northern Cyprus and Transdniestria, 

Rethinking Peace and Conflict Studies (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 
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as they revolve around sovereignty and identity and as they are driven by ethnic identity and 

dependence on an ethnic sponsor.  

Another point of agreement within these mostly divergent scholarly opinions – and the one 

that is the most significant for the purposes of this research – is that non-recognition leads to a lack 

of democracy, where majoritarian ethnocracies4 (also dubbed titular democracies) are the best 

possible political system they can adopt. It is rare for scholars to argue that non-recognition can 

lead to a mature democracy5, and any democratization experienced by unrecognized states is treated 

as a case of exception6. Despite this apparent consensus among the scholars, a considerable 

scholarly gap exists in empirically explaining why unrecognized states experience democratization 

in the first place, and what democratization and democracy affected by non-recognition look like. 

Nevertheless, there also exists scholarly agreement that democratization and democracies affected 

by non-recognition are unique: a formal democratic façade covering a nationalist, authoritarian, 

militaristic underbelly7. Given this, some scholars have concluded that the lack of recognition is 

directly linked with the limitations on democratization, whereas the limited nature of 

democratization is directly linked with the failure of conflict resolution in these cases8.  

My initial quest was to tackle the question of how non-recognition affected conflict and 

conflict resolution processes, arguing that non-recognition not only perpetuated the parent state-

                                                           
4 Defined as systems that are democratic exclusively for an ethnic group while other groups are marginalized and/or 

excluded. 
5 E.g. Yaniv Voller, “Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity: Understanding Democratic Transitions in Unrecognized 

States,” Democratization 22, no. 4 (2015): 610–630. 
6 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Caspersen, Unrecognized States, chap. 3; Kanol and 

Köprülü, “Quality of Democracy in Unrecognized States”; Direnç Kanol, “Titulary Democracy in Unrecognized States,” 

LAÜ Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 6, no. 1 (2015). 
7 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Nina Caspersen, “States Without Sovereignty: 

Imitating Democratic Statehood,” in Unrecognized States in the International System, by Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. 

V. Stansfield (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 73–89; Broers, “The Limits of Leadership.” 
8 Broers, “The Limits of Leadership”; Kanol and Kanol, “Roadblocks to Peacebuilding in Cyprus”; Nicolas Bouchet, 

“Donbas and the Democracy Dilemma in De Facto States,” Policy Perspectives, Research Collection, 4, no. 6 (July 

2016); Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime”; Ulas, “Donors and 

De Facto States”; Hilmi Ulas, “Peace in the Country, Peace in the World” (ISA Annual Conference, Atlanta, GA, 2016). 
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unrecognized state conflicts, but also directly caused new ones9. These studies located at the genesis 

of this dissertation assumed a rather direct relationship between non-recognition and conflict. 

However, further studies on this topic uncovered a triangular, dynamic, yet inherently interlinked 

relationship among non-recognition, democratization, and conflict processes. Rather, all the 

dynamics identified that contributed to the intractability of the conflicts involving unrecognized 

states pointed out a more central yet generalized problem: a lack of democracy. 

Indeed, the monopolistic authoritarian arrangements in unrecognized states allowed for a 

group of what I term plunder elite to form, who act corruptly and in collusion with criminal 

elements10. These elites monopolize state resources (such as the natural wealth and aid controlled 

by the state), use nepotism to distribute government employment to their followers, and make 

beneficial relationships with criminal organizations – such as those engaged in sex trafficking. 

Meanwhile, these elites use the excuse of nationalism to equate sponsor support with their own 

hold on power, which when coupled with the state’s aid-dependence renders these elite directly 

responsive to the sponsor state. As such, the corrupt, monopolistic, authoritarian states in 

unrecognized states promote the participation of criminal organizations and the sponsor state as 

shadow players in the domestic politics of unrecognized states. This is achieved due to the lack of 

accountability that comes with authoritarianism, as well as the dependence on external actors rather 

than citizens for the economic survival of the state which sustains such authoritarianism. These 

dynamics are especially important as the plunder elite, the sponsor state, and criminal organizations 

which are empowered in unrecognized states have a stake in maintaining the isolated, conflict-

                                                           
9 Hilmi Ulas, “An Unrecognized Aspect of Conflict: Isolationism and Resolution in Cyprus,” in The New Generation of 

Ideas, vol. 10 (Conflict Studies and Global Governance, Boston, MA: UMass Boston, 2014); Hilmi Ulas, “Three 

Inequalities: Unrecognition as a Source of Conflict,” in Inequality, Peace, and Conflict (IAPCS Autumn Convention, 

Manchester, UK: International Association for Peace and Conflict Studies, 2015). 
10 Ulas, “An Unrecognized Aspect of Conflict”; Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to 

Transnational Crime.” 
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driven status quo of unrecognized states11. Additionally, both authoritarianism and the 

empowerment of the three political actors described above undermine the citizens’ political voice 

and participatory politics through the disempowerment of the civil society12. 

The de-democratizing dynamics inherent in unrecognized states that were outlined above 

underline the reason why most scholars believe that unrecognized states cannot democratize, while 

others have emphasized that such dynamics undermine conflict resolution13, thus causing the 

intractability that stood at the crux of this dissertation’s genesis. This point in its turn produced two 

significant conclusions: firstly, that understanding the dynamics of de-democratization in 

unrecognized states can help explain the apparent intractability of the conflicts where they are 

involved; and secondly, that understanding the dynamics of the democratization of unrecognized 

states can help the promotion of both democracy and conflict resolution in unrecognized states. 

Even the briefest survey of unrecognized states reveals that most unrecognized states are 

not democratic; in fact, most are quite authoritarian, mostly ranking at the bottom of surveys 

evaluating democracy (when included). As such, the study of the dynamics of democratization or 

de-democratization should instead focus on the more critical cases; i.e. cases where unrecognized 

states successfully democratized to a considerable degree14. Such cases would be better qualified 

to reveal what processes and mechanisms delimit or promote democratization in unrecognized 

                                                           
11 Ulas, “An Unrecognized Aspect of Conflict”; Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to 

Transnational Crime”; Ulas, “Peace in the Country, Peace in the World.” 
12 Hilmi Ulas, “Constraints to Internal Systemic Change through Civil Resistance in Unrecognized States: A Comparative 

Case Study” (Conference Presentation, Mason Annual Graduate Student Conference, Fairfax, VA, March 2015); Ulas, 

“Three Inequalities: Unrecognition as a Source of Conflict”; Ulas, “Donors and De Facto States”; Ulas, “Peace in the 

Country, Peace in the World.” 
13 Broers, “The Limits of Leadership”; Tigran Mkrtchyanx, “Democratization and the Conflict of Nagorno-Karabakh,” 

Policy Brief (Turkey: European Stability Initiative, n.d.); Bouchet, “Donbas and the Democracy Dilemma in De Facto 

States”; Ulas, “Donors and De Facto States”; Nina Caspersen and Antje Herrberg, “Engaging Unrecognised States in 

Conflict Resolution: An Opportunity or Challenge for the EU?,” Crisis Management Initiative, 2010; Kanol and Köprülü, 

“Quality of Democracy in Unrecognized States”; Alexander Cooley and Lincoln A. Mitchell, “Engagement without 

Recognition: A New Strategy toward Abkhazia and Eurasia’s Unrecognized States,” The Washington Quarterly 33, no. 

4 (October 2010): 59–73, doi:10.1080/0163660X.2010.516183. 
14 Although any such democratization may have occurred to differing degrees. 
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states. Uncovering these dynamics, and explaining how more effective conflict resolution efforts 

can be conducted based on the findings, is the general undertaking of this dissertation.  

Indeed, the focus of this dissertation will be on the question of how and why unrecognized 

states democratize despite the literature arguing either that: a) these unrecognized states are black 

boxes whose inner political workings do not matter15; or b) these unrecognized states are 

authoritarian by nature and cannot fully democratize16 due to reasons endemic to the particular 

conditions of non-recognition17. In fact, some unrecognized states such as Taiwan and North 

Cyprus have democratized ostensibly, whereas some others such as Somaliland and Abkhazia have 

democratized to a more limited extent despite the widespread scholarly beliefs to the contrary. 

Nevertheless, the gap in the literature as well as in the policymaking world regarding the underlying 

dynamics, mechanics, and processes that drive the phenomenon of democratization in these 

unrecognized entities persists. This dissertation will capture the complex, repeating patterns that 

help democratization across three cases that are geographically and culturallyseparated in order to 

uncover the causal mechanisms driving the democratization processes in unrecognized states. 

As should be clear, this dissertation assumes that the current efforts at engaging 

unrecognized states in conflict resolution  fall considerably short. There are two significant yet 

unanswered questions in the policymaking realm that drive the apparent ineffectiveness of conflict 

resolution efforts in these cases. Firstly, the question of how to treat nationalistic or ethnic 

movements for independence, especially when they succeed in partitioning recognized states’ 

territories and unilaterally establish their sovereignty, has been a longstanding one in international 

                                                           
15 King, “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States.” 
16 Here, the scholars refer to liberal democracy as the ‘full extent of democratization realistically available to most states 

in the world’. Deliberative or direct democracy are seen as options available at sub-state levels, if at all. 
17 Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Kopeček, Hoch, and Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy”; Pål Kolstø and Helge 

Blakkisrud, “De Facto States and Democracy: The Case of Nagorno-Karabakh,” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 

45, no. s 1–2 (March 1, 2012): 141–151. 
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relations. Given this lack of clarity, most states appear to opt for freezing and forgetting the 

conflicts, isolating these secessionist entities. Furthermore, the question of how and when 

recognition is to be awarded also arises. However, this dissertation will not answer the two 

questions mentioned above. Instead, this dissertation will argue that conflict resolution efforts 

where unrecognized states are involved are more likely to fail when unrecognized states are 

isolated, as: a) the international community loses leverage over these entities; and b) as the entities 

cannot democratize, allowing for the empowerment of resolution-resisting political actors and thus 

delimiting the effectiveness of Track II and III efforts. As such, this dissertation suggests engaging 

unrecognized states actively and in a way that can promote their democratization – a type of 

engagement without recognition – would be the ideal first step towards a resolution to the conflicts 

involving unrecognized states.  

There are three reasons why the pursuit of the question about the democratization of 

unrecognized states is important. Firstly, the international community appears to currently operate 

under the principle of earned recognition, where democratization earns an otherwise unrecognized 

state the opportunity of gaining diplomatic recognition. While this dissertation will briefly argue 

that recognition is essentially a political act that occurs irrespective of the internal conditions of an 

unrecognized state, the fact remains that democratization and the potential for recognition interact 

in a way that defines in their turn the interactions between recognized and unrecognized states18. 

Ergo, the bilateral relations between the international community and unrecognized states can be 

evaluated and normalized by understanding the dynamics of democratization in unrecognized 

states. Secondly, democratic states interact with each other differently as compared to when they 

                                                           
18 Voller, “Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity”; Eiki Berg and Martin Mölder, “Who Is Entitled to ‘earn 

Sovereignty’’? Legitimacy and Regime Support in Abkhazia and Nagorno-Karabakh: Who Is Entitled to “earn 

Sovereignty’’?,”’” Nations and Nationalism 18, no. 3 (July 2012): 527–45, doi:10.1111/j.1469-8129.2011.00527.x; 

Rebecca Bryant, “Unrecognized States: The Struggle for Sovereignty in the Modern International System,” Southeast 

European and Black Sea Studies 14, no. 4 (October 2, 2014): 626–31, doi:10.1080/14683857.2014.967964. 
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interact with semi-democracies or authoritarian regimes19. As such, given that the interactions 

between the entity and its parent and sponsor states are central in the case of unrecognized states20, 

the regime type of each of these actors is also crucial. Additionally, there is evidence that positive 

linkages between a state and democratic states can help empower local civil society and discourage 

state repression21.  

Last but not least, the democratization of unrecognized states is necessary for both short-

term and long-term domestic and external conflict resolution22. To begin with, a democratic 

(unrecognized) state is unlikely to conduct a wholesale violation of human rights or governmental 

repression of the civil society by its nature23. Additionally, due to governmental transparency and 

accountability, governmental complicity in organized crime – such as sex trafficking or drug 

trafficking – can  be prevented through democratization24. Furthermore, democratizing 

unrecognized states appear to have a more constructive relationship with their parent states as they 

                                                           
19 Vincent Boudreau, “Democratization and Security,” in Routledge Handbook of Democratization, ed. Jeffrey Haynes 

(New York, NY: Routledge, 2011), http://www.routledgehandbooks.com/doi/10.4324/9780203148433.ch24; Stephen 

Brown, “Democracy Promotion,” in Routledge Handbook of African Politics, ed. Nic Cheeseman, David M. Anderson, 

and Andrea Scheibler (New York, NY: Routledge, 2013), 

http://www.routledgehandbooks.com/doi/10.4324/9780203070680.ch31; Mark J.C. Crescenzi and Kelly M. Kadera, 

“Built to Last: Understanding the Link between Democracy and Conflict in the International System,” International 

Studies Quarterly, September 2015, n/a-n/a, doi:10.1111/isqu.12215. 
20 Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Kopeček, Hoch, and Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy.” 
21 Dawn Brancati, Democracy Protests: Origins, Features, and Significance (New York, NY: Cambridge University 

Press, 2016); Ya-Chung Chuang, Democracy on Trial: Social Movements and Cultural Politics in Postauthoritarian 

Taiwan (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2013); Democrat Youth Community of Europe, “Civil Society for 

Peace Diplomacy: The Role of Civil Society in Peace Building and Intercultural Dialogue,” Study Session Report, (2009). 
22 Sonja Grimm, “Democratization and Conflict Resolution,” in Routledge Handbook of Democratization, ed. Jeffrey 

Haynes, Routledge Handbooks (London ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 424–39; Caspersen and Herrberg, “Engaging 

Unrecognised States in Conflict Resolution.” 
23 David Beetham, “Democratization and Human Rights,” in Routledge Handbook of Democratization, ed. Jeffrey 

Haynes (New York, NY: Routledge, 2011), http://www.routledgehandbooks.com/doi/10.4324/9780203148433.ch25; 

Elif M. BabüL, “The Paradox of Protection: Human Rights, the Masculinist State, and the Moral Economy of Gratitude 

in Turkey: The Paradox of Protection,” American Ethnologist 42, no. 1 (February 2015): 116–30, 

doi:10.1111/amet.12120. 
24 Felia Allum and Renate Siebert, eds., Organized Crime and Democracy, Routledge/ECPR Studies in European 

Political Science (New York: Routledge, 2003); Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to 

Transnational Crime.” 
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choose more cooperative rather than competitive options25. In the longer term, adopting democratic 

institutions would translate into  adopting a democratic socio-political culture, which is central for 

the purposes of resolving conflicts involving unrecognized states26. Indeed, the proposition that a 

democratic political arrangement is the only one under which ethno-nationalist conflicts, of which 

those involving unrecognized states are part, can be resolved peacefully is widely accepted27. 

Lastly, as they democratize, unrecognized states should also become less dependent on their 

sponsors for their economic and political activities. Thus, conflicts involving unrecognized states 

would be less likely to act as triggers for regional or international conflicts through a diffusion to 

the sponsor states. Ultimately, there is a clear need to study democratization in the modern world 

at large and the democratization of unrecognized states in particular for the purposes of adapting 

conflict resolution to respond to the challenges of the modern world – especially at this moment of 

democratic crisis. 

 The Larger Significance of the Democratization of Unrecognized States 

The democratization of unrecognized states serves as the much-needed critical cases of 

democratization in the modern world and this, coupled with the fact that conflicts involving 

unrecognized states both last long and destabilize regions of geostrategic importance, necessitates 

the study of this phenomenon. There are at least twelve unrecognized states around the globe28 – 

although the count is much higher according to some others29, – most of which have survived for 

                                                           
25 Yana Zuo, Evolving Identity Politics and Cross-Strait Relations: Bridging Theories of International Relations and 

Nationalism, New Perspectives on Cchinese Politics and Society, 2016. 
26 Grimm, “Democratization and Conflict Resolution”; David Kinsella and David L. Rousseau, “Democracy and Conflict 

Resolution,” in The SAGE Handbook of Conflict Resolution, by Jacob Bercovitch, Victor Kremenyuk, and I. William 

Zartman (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2009), 475–91, doi:10.4135/9780857024701. 
27 Grimm, “Democratization and Conflict Resolution”; Kinsella and Rousseau, “Democracy and Conflict Resolution.” 
28 “Unrecognised, Self Declared States Around The World - Worldfactsinc,” accessed August 10, 2017, 

https://sites.google.com/site/worldfactsinc/unrecognised-self-declared-states-of-the-world. 
29 Adrian Florea, “De Facto States in International Politics (1945–2011): A New Data Set,” International Interactions 

40, no. 5 (October 20, 2014): 788–811, doi:10.1080/03050629.2014.915543; James Ker-Lindsay, The Foreign Policy of 

Counter Secession: Preventing the Recognition of Contested States, 1st ed.. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); 

Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield, “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System,” in 
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decades in the world stage as de facto states while lacking de jure diplomatic recognition and 

thereby not directly participating in international organizations such as the UN or in the 

international market for trade. This, of course, is problematic from a Westphalian point-of-view 

regarding territorial integrity and statehood, as these unrecognized states have unilaterally seceded 

from recognized parent states. Given this, the nature of unrecognized states and the act of 

recognition, as well as their implications on the international political system, have been reflected 

on within the fields of international relations30 and international law.  

However, from a conflict resolution point-of-view, the problem is further exacerbated for 

various significant reasons. First and foremost, while being small on their own with regards to 

territory31, these territories tend to be geostrategically important and their conflicts involve 

powerful states either directly (as interested parties) or indirectly (as mediators, negotiators, etc.), 

thus affecting the global conjecture. The Cypriot Conflict which involves the TRNC, for example, 

tends to dictate whether Turkey and Greece, staunch allies of the Western Bloc as well as the 

gatekeepers of the NATO’s easternmost wing, will have adversarial or friendly relations. Likewise, 

the conflict in the South China Sea is largely shaped by the relationship between the PRC and the 

ROC over the ‘ownership’ of Taiwan and could dictate whether the conflict will remain nonviolent 

or whether an outbreak of war will occur. As such, addressing these currently frozen conflicts, 

which have a high latent potential for inducing wars or overt conflicts, is of importance to the field 

of conflict resolution. However, the critical nature of these cases for the field of conflict resolution 

                                                           
Unrecognized States in the International System, by Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield (Milton Park, Abingdon, 

Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 1–7. 
30 Usually dubbing unrecognized states as black boxes and ignoring such spaces. Indeed, this  act of ‘ignoring’ 

unrecognized states is reflected on official maps where such territories either are labeled to be under occupation or to 

belong de facto to the parent state in the first place. Unrecognized states are rarely incorporated into maps despite their 

factual existence. 
31 The three cases which will be considered within the context of this dissertation are the TRNC, Somaliland, and Taiwan 

are 3,355; 137,600; and 36,193 in square kilometers, respectively. For comparison, Somaliland is approximately the size 

of Arkansas, Taiwan is close to the size of Indiana, and the TRNC is smaller than Rhode Island - the smallest of the 

American States. 
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does not stop at the overall significance of the actors participating in conflicts involving 

unrecognized states. In fact, studying unrecognized states can provide profound insights into the 

natures of statehood and democracies, as well as into how and under what conditions 

democratization and democratic peace can occur in ethno-nationalist or sectarian conflicts. 

 Indeed, one of the questions that has reigned supreme in the fields of international relations 

and conflict resolution in the post-World War II period - and increasingly so in the post-Cold War 

era - is that of Democratic Peace. According to the theory of Democratic Peace, democratic 

countries do not go to war with each other and they are much less likely to be involved in wars 

overall due to cooperation and mutual increases in prosperity being more valued than competition 

and sacrifice for democratic polities. As such, the theory originally hypothesized that as the number 

of democracies increases in a system, so should the overall peacefulness of this system. However, 

as the scholarly and practical knowledge regarding democracies improved, the theory has been 

adjusted to reflect that not any democracy would fulfill the requirement for this theory to work; for 

example, semi-democracies or minimalist/formalist democracies would not by nature promote 

international cooperation. Furthermore, semi-democracies appear more likely to go to war over 

nationalist causes and to experience domestic instability.  

Nevertheless, well-established, liberal democracies are demonstrably both less likely to 

experience domestic instability or civil strife and less likely to go to regional or international war. 

Moreover, well-established democracies are where authorities are elected by the people, are 

transparent, and are responsive and they are accountable to the will of the people. As such, these 

democracies tend to follow the democratic peace trend per the democratic peace theory32. The 

                                                           
32 Jacques Thomassen, “Democratic Values,” in The Oxford Handbook of Political Behavior, ed. Russell J. Dalton and 

Hans-Dieter Klingemann (London, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007), 

http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199270125.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199270125-e-

022?mediaType=Article; Wolfgang Merkel, “Democratization and War,” in Routledge Handbook of Democratization, 

ed. Jeffrey Haynes (New York, NY: Routledge, 2011), 
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theory also adds that democracies can trust one-another and thus become increasingly 

interdependent for trade and security, thus lowering chances of conflicts sparking among them. 

Overall, then, democratization is certainly a tool for the purposes of conflict resolution at both 

domestic and international levels.  

This theory of democratic peace is well-supported through the available evidence, yet there 

is no scholarly consensus on whether democratic peace exists de facto. In fact, many scholars doubt 

and scrutinize the hypotheses associated with this theory33 - a debate further exacerbated by the fact 

that, in the first place, there is no scholarly consensus on what constitutes a democracy either. Given 

this, there is a lack of understanding on the nature of democracy and the processes which lead to 

the democratization of an entity. On this note, unrecognized states are critical cases for the study 

of democracy and democratization, and as such democratic peace as well as democracy and conflict 

resolution. Therefore, studying the democratization of unrecognized states can serve the touted 

international goals of promoting peace and human rights globally. 

Democratization of Unrecognized States as Critical Cases, and their Wider Theoretical 

Implications 

 Unrecognized states lack de jure recognition and thus have very limited and easily 

identifiable number of international/outside points of influence in their domestic affairs, usually 

involving their parent states, their sponsor states, and the international entities aiming to resolve 

their conflicts. Additionally, they can hardly participate in trade and have to rely on aid or diasporas 

to survive economically34. Lastly, these states suffer from proactive (social) isolation and economic 

                                                           
http://www.routledgehandbooks.com/doi/10.4324/9780203148433.ch27; Alex Weisiger and Erik Gartzke, “Debating the 

Democratic Peace in the International System,” International Studies Quarterly 60, no. 3 (September 2016): 578–85, 

doi:10.1093/isq/sqw022. 
33 Seung-Whan Choi, “A Menace to the Democratic Peace? Dyadic and Systemic Difference,” International Studies 

Quarterly, September 2015, n/a-n/a, doi:10.1111/isqu.12214; Weisiger and Gartzke, “Debating the Democratic Peace in 

the International System.” 
34 Liam Anderson, “Reintegrating Unrecognized States: Internationalizing Frozen Conflicts,” in Unrecognized States in 

the International System, by Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: 
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sanctions. Therefore, the interactions between the unrecognized states and the international 

community, which is an important factor for promoting democratization, can be controlled for, 

providing for an opportunity to conduct a quasi-experiment on democratization. Furthermore, 

studying unrecognized states and their democratization would allow us to answer the following 

questions: Can democratization occur in the absence of diplomatic recognition? How is 

democratization affected by economic activities pursued by a state – or in the lack thereof? Can 

democratization occur when there is economic or military reliance of the state on an outside actor 

(or multiple outside actors)? Can democratization occur when a state is isolated instead of 

incorporated into the scheme of interdependence? How do sanctions affect democratization? Can 

democratization be promoted by outside aid, and under what conditions? More centrally, what is 

the relationship among statehood, democracy, and the international community? Can the existence 

of free and fair elections on their own justify democracy in the modern era any more?  

The above enumerated queries are central questions for all scholars studying democracy, 

democratization, and statehood in the post-Cold War era, and as cases where international influence 

can be more directly controlled for and measured, unrecognized states would serve as critical 

studies that are ideal for furthering scholarly understanding on these topics. The findings based on 

the democratization of unrecognized states can not only be generalized to the cases of unrecognized 

statehood but also to understand how and why states such as Iran, North Korea, Cuba, etc. that are 

isolated from the international community can democratize or de-democratize. Therefore, the study 

of unrecognized states and their democratization can prove critical if not central to understanding 

democratization and democratic peace in the post-Cold War era. 

                                                           
Routledge, 2011), 183–206; Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) 

Sovereignty”; Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime.” 
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 However, theories of democratization and Democratic Peace have always been state-

centric; indeed, a de jure recognized state appears to be necessary a priori to any claims towards 

the democratization of an entity within the international realm35. Unfortunately, this translated into 

the belief that even studying the domestic affairs of unrecognized states and their democratization 

or de-democratization would automatically entail a claim to their de jure sovereignty. Given this, 

many scholars have historically refrained from studying unrecognized states and their inner 

workings until the late 90s - i.e. the end of the previous millennium36. As is well-known, however, 

pluralistic and participatory democracies are the only known political arrangements37 for the 

sustainable resolution38 of ethno-nationalist conflicts which the conflicts involving unrecognized 

states are. Moreover, the institutions and socio-political values associated with democracies need 

to be cultivated over time for them to become a part of the contentious repertoire of a polity. As 

such, we can conclude that the democratization of unrecognized states is vital for the purposes of 

the effective and sustainable resolution of conflicts involving unrecognized states.  

Studying the Democratization of Unrecognized States 

Despite this, there have been only a handful of scholarly efforts to date which have 

addressed the question of the democratization of unrecognized states39. Moreover, they have been 

un-empirical, un-generalizable, and unreliable as each of them has focused on single case studies 

                                                           
35 Anne-Marie. Gardner, Democratic Governance and Non-State Actors, 1st ed.. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); 

Charles Tilly, Democracy (Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
36 Commentary provided in person in response to my presentation on the impact of unrecognized states’ inner dynamics 

on international security, Ulas, “Peace in the Country, Peace in the World.” 
37 An alternative resolution to such conflicts is through the use of force or through the partition of entities encumbered 

by such conflicts in the first place - and as such they do not constitute political arrangements. Moreover, as these solutions 

do not address underlying issues which led to the conflict in the first place, they fail to effectively address the conflict 

(e.g. Kosovo is still threatened by the ethno-nationalist stance on it coming from Serbia). Therefore, they are not 

considered either desirable or effective options for conflict resolution within the context of this research. 
38 i.e. without a high chance for a resurgence of conflict. 
39 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Kopeček, Hoch, 

and Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy”; Kolstø and Blakkisrud, “De Facto States and Democracy”; Voller, 

“Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity”; Kanol, “Titulary Democracy in Unrecognized States”; Kanol and Köprülü, 

“Quality of Democracy in Unrecognized States.” 
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and theorized to the general from this, assuming an overarching commonness to the phenomenon 

of unrecognized statehood that was not justified. In addition, these four studies have failed to agree 

on whether meaningful democratization (i.e. a process leading to a liberal – if not direct – 

democracy) can take place in unrecognized states: Caspersen, Kanol, and Koprulu do not perceive 

such a possibility, believing that the repercussions of unrecognition lead to constrained 

democratization resulting in semi-democracies40; Kolsto, Kopecek et al., and Voller, on the other 

hand, do not dismiss the possibility41. In fact, Kolsto and Kopecek et al. argue that unrecognized 

states can democratize under certain conditions that are hard to attain, whereas Voller argues that 

non-recognition actually facilitates the democratization of unrecognized states42. As a result, there 

is a scholarly and practical gap within the field regarding unrecognized states. 

 There will be several questions that this dissertation will attempt to address, although there 

will be a single central question. Generally, this dissertation will inquire as to whether unrecognized 

states can democratize and, if so, what types of democracies (Semi-democracies? Minimalist 

democracies? Participatory democracies? etc.) can be produced in these entities. The central 

question for this research will be what are the common patterns of democratization and de-

democratization in the context of unrecognized states?  

Following this, and likewise central for the research from a conflict resolution perspective, 

my dissertation will also ask whether the current policies of engagement and conflict resolution 

within the context of unrecognized states are productive and what alternative and potentially more 

effective policies exist for these purposes. Currently, policies for dealing with unrecognized states 

include disengagement and isolation, freezing and forgetting, sanctions, economic aid and CSO 

                                                           
40 “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; “Titulary Democracy in Unrecognized States”; “Quality of 

Democracy in Unrecognized States.” 
41 “De Facto States and Democracy”; “De Facto States and Democracy”; “Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity.” 
42 “Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity.” 
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engagement (Track II diplomacy), and, lastly, engagement without recognition, which is mostly at 

a theoretical stage. These strategies have been employed to an extent with unrecognized states, but 

they have yet to yield results towards a resolution (although they have achieved negative peace, 

which is a mile marker rather than an end-point), thus reinforcing the need to further understand 

and respond to the internal dynamics of unrecognized states. Ultimately, given the centrality of 

democratization as a means of peacebuilding both within and without unrecognized states, as well 

as within both short and longer terms, understanding whether unrecognized states can democratize, 

which dynamics, conditions, and processes allow for this phenomenon to occur, and how 

international interventions could further promote democratization in a way as to promote 

reconciliation and resolution within the context of conflicts involving such states, is the central 

concern of this research project. 

 To conclude,unrecognized states are appropriate subjects for study in the field of peace and 

conflict studies. Not only are they embroiled in some of the more contentious and conflicts of 

geostrategic importance around the globe, but they are also critical cases for the study of 

democracy, democratization, and statehood. Moreover, as democratic institutions and democratic 

values provide for the necessary and sufficient conditions for resolving the conflicts involving 

unrecognized states peacefully, the promotion of democratization in these unrecognized states 

becomes of primal importance vis-à-vis sustainable peacebuilding. Such democratization would 

also promote rule of law and human rights in unrecognized states, and would thus also increase the 

likelihood of positive and more peaceful interactions of the unrecognized state with the parent state. 

Clearly, then, understanding the conditions and processes for the democratization of unrecognized 

states is crucial for promoting the peaceful resolution of conflicts in which they are involved. 
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Background of the Problem 

 Unrecognized states are entities that came into being after declaring independence – either 

through violence or through other violations of set international treaties and norms – from 

internationally recognized states (parent states) and usurping some of the latter's lands43. Moreover, 

these entities have achieved de facto independence (de facto sovereignty), but lack widespread 

international recognition (de juro sovereignty)44. Additionally, these unrecognized states have all 

the attributes expected of a recognized, peer state such as an army, a government, a flag – among 

others. In addition, most scholars are sure that these entities act like states45. Furthermore, most 

scholars also refute the commonplace conception of unrecognized states as lawless, corrupt, and 

violence-prone, instead re-iterating their perception that these entities are necessarily state-like in 

spite of their recognition that shadow economies and corruption are commonplace in these 

entities46.  

 Indeed, unrecognized states are quasi-states established on territories forcefully or 

otherwise de facto taken from an officially recognized state. This feat is achieved through 

mechanisms (such as civil wars, illegitimate and unilateral referenda, etc.) which lie outside of the 

accepted legal parameters for the establishment of a novel nation-state. Subsequently, these states 

                                                           
43 See, for example: Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield, Unrecognized States in the International System, Exeter 

Studies in Ethno Politics (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2011); Harvey and Stansfield, 

“Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy”; Cooley and Mitchell, 

“Engagement without Recognition.” 
44 Ibid. 
45 Caspersen and Herrberg, “Engaging Unrecognised States in Conflict Resolution”; Anderson, “Reintegrating 

Unrecognized States: Internationalizing Frozen Conflicts”; Caspersen, “States Without Sovereignty: Imitating 

Democratic Statehood”; Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and 

Political Economy”; P. Kolsto, “The Sustainability and Future of Unrecognized Quasi-States,” Journal of Peace 

Research 43, no. 6 (November 1, 2006): 723–40, doi:10.1177/0022343306068102. 
46 Antje Herrberg, “The Politics of Unrecognized States and the Business of International Peace Mediation: Enablers or 

Hindrance for Conflict Resolution?,” in Unrecognized States in the International System, by Nina Caspersen and Gareth 

R. V. Stansfield (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 165–82; Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as 

Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime”; Ulas, “Three Inequalities: Unrecognition as a Source 

of Conflict”; Ulas, “Peace in the Country, Peace in the World”; Bogdan G. Radulescu, “The Transnistria ‘Republic’ and 

Its Illegal Arms Export,” in International Security Studies (Annual Meeting 2006, Tucson, Arizona: International Studies 

Association, 2006); Protsyk, “Representation and Democracy in Eurasia’s Unrecognized States.” 
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are not granted 'peer state' status by the international community, both to affirm this community's 

rejection of the aspiring pseudo-state's extra-legal 'break' away from its parent state and to deter 

other peoples aspiring for independent statehood from employing similar methods. The conflicts 

involving unrecognized states tend to last for long periods of time – usually decades47.In fact, these 

conflicts endure despite powerful and persistent efforts of the international community, including 

the costly deployment of peacekeeping forces and mediation by third-parties for peace-making, 

which almost always prove inefficient48. Moreover, the conflicts involving unrecognized states 

heighten international tensions, which increases the risk of violence as well as the toll on the 

international community. In addition, these unrecognized states become prime grounds for 

international crimes such as trafficking and terrorism. In fact, let us note that the first 16 years of 

the new millennium have proven to be a busy time for unrecognized states. Russia was involved in 

the creation of three new unrecognized states (Abkhazia – October 1999, South Ossetia - 2008, and 

Crimea – April 2014) as well as the destruction of one (i.e. Chechnya was reabsorbed with limited 

autonomy in 2003). Additionally, the Sri Lankan State militarily destroyed the Tamil Eelam with 

considerable civilian casualties in 2009. In Nagorno-Karabakh (NKR), more than a dozen have 

been killed in the summer of 2014. The Israel-Palestine conflict had claimed 9,028 Palestinian and 

1,182 Israeli lives in the new millennium according to sources until the conflict re-escalated to 

violence on July 8th, 2014, when approximately 2,200 Palestinian lives – 30% of whom were 

children – and 68 Israeli lives were lost. 

                                                           
47 Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System,” 4. 
48 Klejda Mulaj, “International Actions and the Making and Unmaking of Unrecognized States,” in Unrecognized States 

in the International System, by Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: 

Routledge, 2011), 47–48. 
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 According to current research, unrecognized states possess a natural tendency to develop 

into authoritarian-leaning security vacuums49. Although some scholars object to this point of view 

and argue that the perception of the threat-level from unrecognized states is exaggerated, the 

perception of unrecognized states as authoritarian-leaning security vacuums seems to hold at large. 

Subsequently, these unrecognized states threaten both domestic peace – e.g. through repression and 

human rights violations – and regional/global peace – e.g. through being fertile grounds for terrorist 

and/or criminal organizations and their activities or through an increased risk of warfare50. 

Therefore, unrecognized states are generally treated as problematic existences, assumed to 

be intrinsically conflictual, which must be forced by third-parties to resolve their issues with their 

parent state and thus re-integrate into the international community51. As such they are isolated from 

the international community and left dependent on regional52 and usually ethnic sponsors, whereby 

these unrecognized states become spaces removed from international norms and laws, such as those 

regarding human rights or dealing with international criminal organizations. This status quo 

therefore further exacerbates the international perception of the security threats as posed by 

unrecognized states. This dissertation will adopt the general perception that unrecognized states are 

entities which have achieved de-facto independence extra-legally, possess inherent roadblocks to 

full-democratization, lean towards black market and criminal economic activities, depend largely 

                                                           
49 Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy”; Mulaj, 

“International Actions and the Making and Unmaking of Unrecognized States”; Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: 

Unrecognized States in the International System.” 
50 Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy”; Ulas, 

“Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime”; Ulas, “Peace in the Country, 

Peace in the World”; Cooley and Mitchell, “Engagement without Recognition”; Eiki Berg and Scott Pegg, “Scrutinizing 

a Policy of ‘Engagement Without Recognition’: US Requests for Diplomatic Actions With De Facto States,” Foreign 

Policy Analysis, May 5, 2016, orw044, doi:10.1093/fpa/orw044. 
51 Indeed, only a few cases, such as East Timor and Eritrea, end in recognition – a very unlikely ending. Most 

unrecognized states stay in their condition of limbo (e.g. South Ossetia, Abkhazia). Frequently, they are forcefully 

reintegrated (e.g. Chechnya, Tamil Eelam).  See Anderson, “Reintegrating Unrecognized States: Internationalizing 

Frozen Conflicts,” 188. (with emphasis). 
52 Except in the case of Taiwan, which is sponsored by the USA. 
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on a sponsor, and are located in the peripheries, if not completely outside of, international 

arrangements and organizations. However, this research will not assume unrecognized states to be 

ipso facto problematic entities for policy-making, intervention, or analysis. 

 This apparent intractability of conflicts involving unrecognized states, well-recognized 

within the literature53, indicates that the international community neither knows how to deal with 

such conflicts efficiently, nor understands what motivates the behavior of unrecognized states. 

Despite this lack of knowledge, the international community consistently risks suffering from 

negative unintended consequences54 as it utilizes standard policies (which are social actions) to 

cover all cases involving unrecognized states. Moreover, and more worryingly, the domestic 

impacts of these policies are rarely assessed. However, there is scholarly and practical evidence 

that the condition of non-recognition tends to promote human rights abuses, de-democratization, 

and criminal activities aided by elite complicity. As such, non-recognition of a deviant state can 

generate further conflicts – that is, the act of non-recognition can act as a conflict trap – which can 

subsequently generate further conflicts. Therefore, non-recognition can make addressing the initial 

conflict that led to the state declaring unilateral independence harder while making the domestic 

situation within the unrecognized states less stable and thus less predictable, and more complex to 

address. Meanwhile, conducting non-recognition in a way that would simultaneously promote 

democratization can achieve both the goal of discouraging unilateral movements for independence 

and promoting conflict resolution as democracies are more transparent and accountable, which 

would delimit the extent of corruption, human rights abuses, and criminality at the government 

                                                           
53 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Kolsto, “The Sustainability and Future of 

Unrecognized Quasi-States”; King, “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States”; Ulas, 

“Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime.” 
54 Any social action risks unanticipated/unintended consequences if the action is taken without extensive knowledge of 

the context, or where basic values regarding concepts such as justice and territorial integrity might prohibit alternative 
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level. From a conflict resolution point of view, then, understanding the inner dynamics underlying 

democratization and de-democratization in unrecognized states as well as how to avoid conflict 

traps embedded in non-recognition becomes necessary. 

  There is also general agreement in the scholarly community with regards to the nature of 

the conflicts where unrecognized states are involved and are central, as well as the need to address 

them with a more engaged fashion. According to scholars, these conflicts are originally ethno-

nationalist by nature, but they become intractable because of the institutionalization and 

profitability (especially to nationalist leaders on both sides). The current approach to dealing with 

unrecognized states, which is to freeze and forget about conflicts where they are involved or 

alternatively to promote Track I negotiations and Track II confidence-building, appear to be 

ineffectual at large - despite some unsubstantiated arguments to the contrary - and a minority in 

both the scholarly and policy-making communities have been pushing towards a less isolationist 

and more inclusive tactic.  

This more newly promoted tactic is called engagement without recognition and has been 

promoted by Cooley and Mitchell, whereas it has been employed to some extent by the EU in the 

South Caucasus region in order to mediate conflicts revolving around unrecognized states involving 

Moldova (a member state; v. Transnistria) and Georgia (an ally on the border; v. Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia)55. A derivation of this particular strategy is advocated for as the most likely to 

promote conflict resolution within this dissertation. According to the assumptions of this strategy, 

the West (especially the USA and the EU) lacks leverage to resolve conflicts involving 

unrecognized states as such states are largely dependent on their sponsors (in Transnistria, 

Abkhazia, and South Ossetia, their sponsor is Russia) and thus are more likely to be influenced 
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towards non-Western policies and push for recognition with the backing of their sponsor. As such, 

the policy-makers need to separate the diplomatic issue of non-recognition from political, 

economic, legal, etc. cooperation (i.e. governance issues). Subsequently, they should promote the 

unrecognized states’ cooperation with the West on governance issues, accompanied by the clear 

declaration that the independence of unrecognized states as an extra-legal fait-accompli cannot and 

will not be accepted. This strategy would reduce the dependence of unrecognized states on their 

sponsors and thus reduce the sponsors’ influence on these states while simultaneously increasing 

the leverage that the West would have in pushing for Western values of conflict resolution, 

democratization, and human rights - among others.  

 This dissertation will assert that democratization is possible in unrecognized states under 

favorable conditions, especially when there is lesser dependence on a single (especially if non-

democratic) sponsor and more integration with the international community. Moreover, this 

dissertation will assert that the current approaches to non-recognition not only cause de-

democratization or undermine the democratization processes of these states, but they also act as 

conflict traps that render the conflicts involving unrecognized states more complex and, as such, 

harder to resolve. Therefore, this dissertation will also adopt the approach that conflicts involving 

unrecognized states are intractable ones that need to be addressed through further engagement 

rather than isolation. Additionally, this dissertation also holds as true that non-recognition must be 

re-defined to reflect the fact that, currently, it goes beyond the realm of diplomacy. This is usually 

achieved by enacting social, economic, and legal isolation of the unrecognized states and their 

citizens from the international community, international organizations, and international norms and 

laws. Given this, there is a need to define the concepts of conflict, intractable conflict, and non-

recognition for the purposes of this research. 
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Definition of Concepts  

The central terms to this research that will be defined in this section are as follows: 

● Conflict, Conflict as a Dynamical System, and Intractable Conflict 

● Non-recognition (a deconstructed definition) 

● Unrecognized state 

● International community 

● Democratization and “Full Democracy” 

 To begin with, this research concerns itself with conflicts at inter-group and intra-group 

levels rather than interpersonal ones. This dissertation will adopt the definition of conflict as when 

two or more parties engage in contentious behavior over a long-term (with their contention proving 

mostly unresponsive to efforts at resolution), and over a perceived, high-level incompatibility of 

interests, values, identities, security, recognition, or scarce resources (where the scarcity can be real 

or imagined). Furthermore, this study conceptualizes the phenomenon of conflict where two sides 

engage in contentious acts of ‘communication’56 to ‘negotiate’57 as one which is a dynamical social 

phenomenon taking place in a dynamical system delimited by norms and laws within the 

international community, where the international community is defined as the countries 

constituting the majoritarian vote and view as expressed through the UN58. The dynamic nature of 

conflicts as social phenomena begets that parties react to and modify their behavior in reaction to 

                                                           
56 Whether this be violent or nonviolent, physical or verbal or symbolic, etc. 
57 Where negotiations can take place through the use of carrots and sticks (I.e. incentives and disincentives), through 

diplomatic engagement, through threats or sanctions, etc. 
58 I acknowledge the problems associated with the use of the term international community as it implies a non-existent 

consensus while globalizing what are often Western values, as pointed out by critics of the term such as Noam Chomsky 

and Martin Jacques. However, it goes beyond the limits of this research to attempt and evaluate how much of a consensus 

there is with regards to the norms and laws that delimit international actions and interaction; neither will this research 

effort aim to analyze whether such norms and values are Western or non-Western. Instead, this research acknowledges 

that such norms and laws exist and, regardless of them representing a certain block of countries or not, they are generally 

adopted and enforced through the UN and the EU - the two international organizations that are the most effective and 

active with regards to engaging with conflicts involving unrecognized states. As such, the term international community 

will be adopted in this dissertation despite its shortcomings. Moreover, as values associated with the international 

community’s will such as conflict resolution, democracy, and human rights are also promoted by myself, I caution the 

reader with regards to a positive bias towards the terminology on my end. 
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or in accordance with the guiding systemic principles such as laws, per the perceived ‘moves’ in 

the conflict by the Other as well as the groups perceived to be supporting or opposing their aims. 

In addition, the plethora of behaviors available to both interveners and the parties in the conflict 

system are delimited by the norms and laws that surround said system; e.g. in the cases under 

consideration here, recognition of unrecognized states cannot be promised by interveners as this 

would not comport to the laws banning unilateral secession or norms regarding the centrality of 

territorial sovereignty. However, unrecognized states tend to choose actions in pursuit of the goal 

of recognition or the perpetuation of their de facto independence, whereas the parent states tend to 

act to block the former’s recognition and to reincorporate the territories occupied by the former.  

Dynamical social phenomena are self-organizing per the feedback from the other actors 

active in the dynamical system and are perpetuated as far as there are stronger positive feedback 

mechanisms as compared to negative feedback mechanisms, as long as the context delimiting the 

phenomena (i.e. norms and laws) are conducive to such perpetuation; this law of dynamical 

phenomena is applicable to social conflicts. However, where unrecognized states are involved, 

there also are dynamics promoting the escalation and perpetuation of conflicts, in addition to the 

creation of new conflicts due to the perpetuation of the original, leading to intractability. 

Meanwhile, dynamical systems tend to also be path determined, meaning that precedents set (e.g. 

a prior, contentious engagement in conflict) or previously adopted systemic laws tend to strongly 

impact the current dynamics disproportionately. As such, dynamical systems that are set in an 

attractor state tend to self-organize for the purposes of stability and are aided in the preservation of 

the status quo by the actions and laws that led to the status quo in the first place. Therefore, once a 

system settles into a conflictual state where there are no immediate mechanisms to address the 

conflict or any momentum towards conflict resolution, the conflicts become intractable. As 

previously argued, unrecognized states exist in a status quo of no war, no peace and there are no 
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established mechanisms or policies to address their conflicts; thus they tend to settle into intractable 

conflicts. 

  So what are these intractable conflicts, and how do conflicts involving unrecognized states 

qualify as such? Many scholars agree that some very few conflicts - specifically 5% of them, 

according to Peter Coleman59 - not only escalate to a crescendo, but they also prove nigh impossible 

to resolve save for some drastic results such as the complete loss of one party. According to experts, 

intractable conflicts involve disparate claims over interrelated yet non-negotiable values, power, 

resources, or basic human needs, and they occur over a protracted time where the issues become 

compounded into an extensive past of victimization, an insecure sense of the present, and an 

unknown future where the party is threatened directly by the claims of the Other.  

In fact, especially with regards to threats against basic human needs such as the need for 

security, as well as perceived threats against group identity, which are pertinent in conflicts 

involving unrecognized states, tend to naturally create highly escalated conflicts. Moreover, due to 

the interrelated nature of the issues, coupled with the fact that they get compounded, all issues 

become so interwoven and complex such that simply addressing what is apparently an issue which 

should be easy to solve becomes improbable if not impossible. Additionally, within the levels of 

analysis adopted here (i.e. intergroup and international), the context - especially a past of 

victimization of one of the parties in a colonial arrangement, etc.; what is generally dubbed 

structural violence or structural victimization - also figures heavily within the conflict, creating a 

lack of trust towards the Other and further adding further, historical grievances to the volatile 

mixture driving these conflicts. As such, intractability in the conflicts involving unrecognized states 

is quite the natural phenomenon. 
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Importantly, the protraction of intractable conflicts leads to their institutionalization, where 

the parties’ identities (esp. national mythologies), economies, and politics revolve around the 

enduring state of conflict. As a result, moreover, the conflict becomes profitable for nationalist 

politicians who thrive on over-exaggerating the threat of the Other to stay in power or to criminal 

organizations engaged in the black-market deals rendered available only in this protracted state of 

conflict, whereas others become blind to potential solutions due to sunken costs. Another result of 

this protraction is the polarization of the identities of the Party and the Other, whereby their 

identities become zero-sum. This leads to the perception that the mere existence of the Other is a 

threat to the Party, which, compounded with the profitability of the ongoing conflict, the mythology 

of historical grievances, and the sunken costs, furthers the complexity-level of the conflict, thus 

undermining a potential resolution. Lastly, one final characteristic of intractable conflicts is that 

ripe moments for intervention, where the parties perceive the status quo as mutually harmful and/or 

a resolution as mutually beneficial, are rare. Following this, the parties prefer the perpetuation of 

the status quo over the Other’s preferred outcome, which perpetuates the status quo as an attractor 

state: a condition where a dynamical system - the conflict system in cases this paper is concerned 

with - settles for a long time and is hard to move away from without significant changes or 

incentives.  

 Resolving intractable conflicts, which are among the most prolonged, self-perpetuating, 

and complex conflicts, takes creativity and innovation as traditional mediation or negotiation 

methods appear to always fall short. Nevertheless, the efforts to resolve intractable conflicts must 

include measures that will: a) support negative feedback mechanisms; b) obstruct the perpetuation 

of positive feedback mechanisms; c) avoid springing any conflict traps that would exacerbate the 

situation; and d) creating momentum towards positive change within the system that can establish 

new laws, rules, routines, and precedents to lend themselves towards conflict resolution or towards 
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factors that can contribute to conflict resolution. This is the reason why this dissertation supports 

the shift towards an engagement without recognition policy for both democratization and conflict 

resolution in unrecognized states. Engagement would create alternatives to sponsor dependence, 

which would then change the sponsor-unrecognized state relation that undermines efforts at a 

resolution. Moreover, increased international engagement and scrutiny would render the 

unrecognized states’ governments more accountable, which would deal a blow (albeit not 

eliminate) to destructive phenomena such as gangsterism, criminality, and political corruption. 

Additionally, as trade and alternative revenue venues become available, the society would be better 

off – and there is a strong correlation between increased general prosperity (i.e. wealth without too 

much inequality), increased chances at a good education, and democracy, as well as between 

democracy and the resolution of ethnic conflicts that require pluralistic governmental 

arrangements. As such, engagement without recognition is a policy with the potential to disrupt the 

no war, no peace status quo often found in conflicts involving unrecognized states, which qualifies 

the policy as an appropriate tool to deal with the intractable conflicts involving unrecognized states. 

All of the above-mentioned characteristics of an intractable conflict are applicable to 

conflicts involving unrecognized states. First and foremost, these conflicts concern sovereignty 

over territories and resources, which is scarce by its nature; co-sovereignty is not an applicable 

concept in these conflicts. Additionally, these conflicts have involved inter-group struggles prior 

to their denouement in de facto partition, whereby historical grievances and deep-rooted distrust 

towards the Other party are promoted. Furthermore, on the part of the unrecognized states, the 

parent state’s persistent claim for reintegration into a unitary state becomes a perceived yet direct 

existential threat towards the cultural group’s identity and security - especially when coupled with 

the aforementioned distrust towards the parent state. Moreover, both the parent state and the 

unrecognized state, as well as their respective populations, believe themselves to be the victims of 
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the conflict and the Other to be the perpetrator, which furthers the polarization between the two 

parties involved in the conflict while exacerbating the lack of trust. Additionally, shadow 

negotiators, such as the sponsor state of the unrecognized state or transnational criminal 

organizations who benefit from the lack of international accountability found in unrecognized 

states, further complicating the conflicts and adding to the intractability. As such, these conflicts 

are stuck in an attractor state of no war, no peace. Indeed, it appears that a large portion of the 

populace within unrecognized states prefer the status quo – i.e. suffering from unrecognition – over 

‘giving in’ to the demand of the parent state and thus, according to their perception, accepting to 

become a minority to be ruled over by an almost existentially antagonistic majority. Nevertheless, 

what exactly is this policy of non-recognition which defines these unrecognized states? 

  The policy of non-recognition, which produces unrecognized states as a result, is based on 

the Stimson Doctrine which states that unilateral acts of secession carried out extra-legally and 

through the use of unjustified force will not be recognized as legitimate60. As such, the policy was 

conceived to be a diplomatic punishment towards the secessionists, as well as a symbolic act 

cautioning other peoples who might want to secede that only legal and mutually-agreeable acts can 

be accepted for creating novel states. Mainly, then, this policy aimed to be a diplomatic tool towards 

preserving territorial sovereignty of existing states while regulating secessionism around the globe 

and disincentivizing the use of violence to achieve secessionist ends. Unfortunately, the policy is 

often used instead as a political tool for states to employ when dealing with the nationalist or ethnic 

conflicts of another state, based on their own preferences. Indeed, there is evidence that recognition 

is granted based less on international laws or standards and more on the politics involved in the 

recognizing state’s calculus. Furthermore, the policy becomes much more complicated in practice 

                                                           
60 “Milestones: 1921–1936 - Office of the Historian,” accessed August 24, 2017, 

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/mukden-incident. 
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and there is evidence that the policy of non-recognition becomes a conflict trap within the context 

of conflicts involving unrecognized states. This conflict trap, in its turn, appears to occur due to the 

four-fold isolation of the unrecognized states resulting from the initial non-recognition. 

 An important DST concept is that of conflict traps. According to Coleman, conflict traps 

are actions that are taken without considering all of the possible consequences, and which either 

create new problems or exacerbate existing ones61. Given this, we can conceptualize the isolationist 

approach to the policy of non-recognition as a conflict trap within a DST-based theoretical 

framework. Subsequently, it should be treated as an independent variable connected to, yet distinct 

from, the policy of unrecognition itself. To begin, let us expand on the idea of the difference 

between policy and execution in the context of unrecognition. Even legal scholars have yet to come 

to a consensus on when and why states should be recognized62. Moreover, these laws appear to be 

interpreted to suit the politics of the international community63. Subsequently, the nature of the 

policy is one that is legally ambiguous yet politically explicit. The politics behind the policy, 

therefore, are clear and well-articulated: extra-legal means were used in their breaking away and 

this needs to be decried64. The aim of this policy is to deter the use of force for independence. One 

of the main reasons underlying this policy is because the principle of territorial sovereignty is 

largely inviolable in the international realm, and therefore the unrecognized states' recognition 

would set a bad future precedent65. 

                                                           
61 The Five Percent, 7. 
62 Thomas D. Grant, The Recognition of States : Law and Practice in Debate and Evolution (Westport, Conn: Praeger, 

1999). 
63 Caspersen, “States Without Sovereignty: Imitating Democratic Statehood”; Mulaj, “International Actions and the 

Making and Unmaking of Unrecognized States,” 54; Stacy Closson, “What Do Unrecognized States Tell Us About 

Sovereignty?,” in Unrecognized States in the International System, ed. Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield, 

Exeter Studies in Ethno Politics (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 58–70. 
64 International Court of Justice, “Chapter 9: Diplomatic Relations, Succession, and Continuity of States” (ICJ, July 22, 

2010), https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/153981.pdf. 
65 Stephen D. Krasner, “Recognition: Organized Hypocrisy Once Again,” International Theory 5, no. 01 (2013): 170–

176; Robert H. Jackson, Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations, and the Third World, Cambridge Studies in 
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 Given this, we can understand that political isolation is a par of course for unrecognition 

to achieve its well-defined political ends. However, isolationism as executed with regards to 

unrecognized states goes well beyond the simple mandate of political punishment and has four 

faces: 

● Political Isolationism: The unrecognized states are not recognized as peer states and thus cannot 

join the international community of states. This type of isolation alone corresponds to the 

intended aims of unrecognition as a policy. 

● Societal Isolationism: The unrecognized states' citizens are discouraged from becoming a part 

of the ever-globalizing world society through embargoes or difficulties to their travel, 

sports, etc. Traveling, cultural exchange, and professional sports could instead be used for 

establishing a culture of peace without this type of isolation. 

● Economic Isolationism: The unrecognized states and citizens cannot participate in the 

international economy. This disallows the use of free markets for liberalization, especially 

since the economic sanctions are level at the whole of the unrecognized states' citizens and 

not just the spoilers, as has become the international norm66. The 'apolitical' decision by 

the UK Courts, which inexorably linked recognition and trade in the case of Cyprus, has 

contributed to this. Another contributor here is the plunder elite as underlined in the section 

on unrecognized states67. 

● Legal Isolationism: International law is executed over the unrecognized states – as evident in 

their unrecognition. However, international law is not executed within unrecognized states 

due to a lack of accountability spurred on by the fact that internationally enforcing laws in 

UBSs might spell their unwitting recognition. This type of isolation paves the way to 
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67 King, “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States.” 
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oppression, criminality, and human rights violations. Indeed, while the TRNC's parliament 

has ratified the European Convention on Human Rights into law, the execution of this 'law,' 

which explicitly forbids torture as a crime against humanity, is absent68. 

By now, it must be clear that isolationism as experienced is significantly distinct from 

unrecognition as intended and has unexpected consequences, thus turning into a conflict trap for 

all intents and purposes. 

  

 Another term that must be defined for the purposes of this research is the term international 

community. This term is criticized by some scholars as being too generalized, assuming a shared 

set of values or actions that would be adopted by a wide variety of individual actors (states). Such 

criticism is not without merit. Nevertheless, as this dissertation is concerned with the policy of non-

recognition and the interaction of unrecognized states with entities such as the UN, the EU, and the 

USA (among others), we can surmise that the topic of this dissertation focuses on international 

norms and standards that are widely shared among most international actors – if not shared by the 

whole gamut of them. As such, the term, which refers to a group of state or supra-state-level actors 

that are bound and guided by standardized laws, norms, actions, etc. that are shared among them, 

appears applicable for this research effort. 

 Finally, we must define democracy in order to elaborate on the democratization of 

unrecognized states. Democracy as a term has been variously defined, sometimes in a minimalist 

fashion, which refers to the adoption of popular elections and their free and fair conduct for the 

choosing of the executive and legislative branches, coupled with the peaceful transfer of power 

between political parties and actors. Further adding to this definition would be respect for human 
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rights, elimination of categorical inequalities, the encouragement of popular political participation 

at both official and grassroots levels, the transparency of elected officials and governments, and the 

accountability of elected governments to their citizens. As such, a democracy can lie anywhere in-

between a regime that simply conducts free and fair, popular elections and one that completely 

fulfills all the criteria mentioned above. According to this dissertation’s conceptualization, 

democracy is experienced in degrees: the degree to which a regime can provide for popular 

participation, eliminate inequalities’ effects on the government, and eliminate independent trust 

networks. Therefore, when referring to whether unrecognized states can fully democratize, this 

dissertation refers to whether an unrecognized state can simultaneously address the three factors 

identified above to such a degree that could be called satisfactory. Lacking this, any regime would 

be a semi-democracy that features a flawed democracy at best. Therefore, when this dissertation 

asks the question of how and why do unrecognized states democratize, the pursuit underlying this 

query is identifying what mechanisms and processes can be adopted to allow for unrecognized 

states to satisfy the criteria mentioned above and, if so, whether these mechanisms and processes 

can be adopted simultaneously. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The field has increasingly recognized the need to increase our scholarly understanding 

regarding the domestic affairs of unrecognized states for the purposes of better informing 

policymakers in order to more effectively address conflicts involving unrecognized states, ideally 

leading to an eventual reintegration or a law-abiding partition on mutually-acceptable and amicable 

terms. This is demonstrated by the increased scholarly attention to and policy papers published on 



 

33 

 

the inner dynamics of unrecognized states69. Meanwhile, scholars also agree that Track II and Track 

III diplomatic efforts must be utilized in conjunction with official, elite-level negotiations (i.e. 

Track I efforts) for the purposes of a resolution in these cases70. However, the effective execution 

of Track II and Track III efforts requires a functioning democracy and a strong economy supporting 

an equally strong middle-class on the ground, and, therefore, also an understanding of the domestic 

state of affairs in unrecognized states – which the scholarly literature currently lacks. This is doubly 

disconcerting as scholars also underline that many unrecognized states lack domestic sovereignty 

due to over-dependence on a sponsor, which indicates that strong shadow negotiators that 

undermine efforts at all three Tracks also exist, further undermining these efforts. In conjunction 

with the isolation from the international community and the lack of democratic governance, 

cultivating the voice of citizens of unrecognized states for the purposes of bottom-up pressure 

towards reconciliation on these states’ governments becomes nigh impossible without both the 

consent of the sponsor and extensive democratization. Track I negotiations are also detrimentally 

affected due to sponsor dependence, where the elites are bound not by the will of a state’s citizens 

but that of the sponsor state. Therefore, when authoritarianism and sponsor dependence are taken 

together, they effectively render resolution efforts unfruitful, indirectly causing intractability.  

Meanwhile, democratization and sponsor-dependence are interlinked variables. The more 

an unrecognized state depends on a sponsor, the less democratic its mode of governance can be, as 
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such an arrangement allows for political interventions from the sponsor (although the sponsor does 

not necessarily choose to intervene). Alternatively, a mature democracy requires a vibrant civil 

society as well as a strong middle-class, whereby also requiring a strong economy, which would 

lessen, if not eliminate, the power of a sponsor state on the unrecognized state. Given this, 

democratization and sponsor dependence – both variables that undermine Track I, Track II, and 

Track III efforts – are inversely correlated. As such, either lessening sponsor dependence or 

encouraging democratization in unrecognized states can be two methods to increase the likelihood 

of success of official negotiations complemented with citizen diplomacy.  

However, lessening sponsor dependence appears to be a remote possibility as compared to 

encouraging democratization. Indeed, unless the international community wants to unilaterally and 

unconditionally open trade routes to unrecognized states or sustain heavy embargoes against 

sponsor states, which are unlikely options due to parent state opposition and financial and strategic 

costs, respectively, sponsors are unlikely to lessen the unrecognized states’ dependence on them 

(as they fulfill national security and symbolic victory concerns). Moreover, having no other route 

for economic or military survival, unrecognized states are even less likely to sever their ties of 

dependence. Given this, encouraging democratization and tackling the problem of dependence from 

the bottom-up, indirectly, and over a diffused timeframe is the more likely option, 

For rendering unrecognized states more vulnerable towards grassroots pressure and more 

representative of their populaces, and to promote participation and plurality in their polities to 

increase the likelihood of a desirable resolution to conflicts involving unrecognized states, then, 

democratization becomes a necessity. Nevertheless, and despite scholarly acknowledgment of the 

importance of democratization for sustainable peacebuilding in the context of ethno-nationalist, 

secessionist conflicts, studies on and knowledge of the process and dynamics pertaining to the 

democratization of unrecognized states are lacking. Ultimately, this dissertation will at once 
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address both the scholarly and the policy-making gaps in knowledge regarding the democratization 

of unrecognized states. 

Purpose of the Study 

 This study aims to identify the conditions underlying as well as the processes leading to 

the patterns of democratization and de-democratization observed in unrecognized states in order to 

promote more fruitful entanglements with these entities vis-à-vis conflict resolution. As such, this 

study will employ CHA to empirically observe the multivariate, long-term phenomenon of 

democratization within different geographical and cultural contexts tied by the theme of diplomatic 

unrecognition over a two-decade period, from 1991 to 2010. Specifically, the employed 

methodology of CHA will utilize process-tracing to capture the complex dynamics that led to 

different degrees of democratization in three unrecognized states: Somaliland, TRNC, and Taiwan. 

 The three subjects of this study, which will be examined at the mezzo level between 

structural and individual agent levels, were chosen from the thirteen cases of unrecognized states 

that are currently in existence. Of these thirteen cases, only five showed ostensibly significant shifts 

towards democratization. Of these five, only three have lasted long enough for process-tracing and 

historical analysis to be employed within the chosen timeframe. As such, the three chosen subjects 

were uniquely appropriate for this study. At this point, it is important to note that historical, pre-

1991 cases of unrecognized statehood, such as Biafra, were not included in the universe of cases 

as post-Cold War dynamics regarding the centrality of democratization in the international realm 

differed considerably from preceding eras. 

 The variables to be observed were identified through a review of the literature on the 

dynamics of democratization at large and on the democratization of unrecognized states in 

particular. Caspersen, one of the foremost experts on the topic, identifies two sets of two variables 
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which she hypothesizes to be polar opposites and, as such, constraining of one-another, thus leading 

to semi-democratic ethnocracies in unrecognized states71. These variables are: 

○ Incentives to Democratize vs. Economic Isolation/Incentives for 

Dependence (on a sponsor); and 

○ Need for Plurality to Ensure Sustainability vs. Siege Mentality/Need for 

Security 

Caspersen, who borrows the terminology from Smooha’s work72, believes these variables mutually 

constrain one-another, promoting ethnocratization73 in unrecognized states.  

 Kopecek et. al., in their study of Abkhazia’s (i.e. another unrecognized state’s) 

governmental ebb and flow between democratization and de-democratization, identified four pro-

democracy and two anti-democracy variables in unrecognized sates74. The pro-democratization 

factors they identified were as follows: 

○ Prolonged institutional and political stability, creating room for challenges 

to traditional narratives and identities empowered in the political sphere. 

○ The emergence of a critical civil society and political opposition. 

○ A lack or decline of oppressive capacity in the authoritarian government; 

and 

○ Democracy promotion by portions of the elite and the society. 

Whereas the two de-democratizing factors Kopecek et. al. identified were: 

○ The influence of external players, with special emphasis on the sponsor on 

which the unrecognized state grows dependent, where the sponsor’s mode 
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of governance can be especially undermining of democracy if not 

democratic; and  

○ Political dominance by the titular ethnic group. 

As such, Kopecek et. al. are mostly in agreement with Caspersen’s borrowed thesis of ethnocracies 

as the endpoint of the democratization of unrecognized states which develop internal drivers for 

democratization but are constrained by the ethnic kin sponsor as well as the emphasis on the rights 

and privileges of a single ethnic group over others (due to a persistently perceived existential 

threat). However, it is imperative to emphasize that both Caspersen’s and Kopecek et. al.’s papers 

were written with regards to the South Caucasian unrecognized states (i.e. Abkhazia, Nagorno-

Karabakh, South Osetia, and Transnistria), where Russia is the ethnic kin sponsor, as the foci – a 

large factor which might skew the findings of these scholars. 

 The last but not least scholar contributing to the sparse literature dealing with the 

democratization of unrecognized states is Voller who studied the Kurdish Regional Government 

(KRG) as an unrecognized state75. While KRG is not an unrecognized state according to the present 

research, Voller’s findings are still of use. On the one hand, Voller identifies the following as 

contributing positively towards the democratization of unrecognized states: 

○ Elite commitment to democratization, even if only strategic or 

instrumental at the initial stages (as ostensible democratization is believed 

to pave the way towards recognition). 

○ External and internal pressures to democratize, especially those 

implemented through transnational networks. 

● With special emphasis on diaspora activism. 

                                                           
75 Voller, “Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity.” 
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○ Availability of international aid to transnational networks and domestic 

civil society organizations. 

On the other hand, Voller identifies the following factors to be detrimental towards 

democratization: 

○ Dependence solely on a sponsor coupled with the sponsor’s willingness to 

interfere in the domestic politics of the dependent unrecognized state. 

○ Lack of complete authority of the unrecognized government over all the 

territories it claims. 

○ Lack of skilled personnel to support democratization. 

○ Lack of socio-cultural resonance with democratic values; and 

○ Sacrifice of democracy for security. 

Voller argues that full-democratization is entirely plausible in unrecognized states as long as local 

momentum towards democratization is coupled with international aid – both monetary and in 

capacity-building. Additional opportunities can be provided by reducing the dependence of 

unrecognized territories through economic engagement and by addressing security concerns 

through international treaties of guaranteership. Voller’s thesis, then, is that full-democratization is 

plausible in unrecognized states despite some prominent, endemic roadblocks towards 

democratization in these cases. Nevertheless, despite disagreeing on the extent of potential 

democratization of unrecognized states or the main processes and variables promoting 

democratization or de-democratization in these cases, the available literature on the topic provides 

plenty of variables to be investigated with regards to their effects on Public Politics, Categorical 

Inequalities, and Networks of Trust. 

 All in all, then, the purpose of this study is to observe the dynamics, processes, and 

conditions that promote either democratization or de-democratization within the context of 
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unrecognized states. By conducting process tracing through the lens of a comparative and historic 

perspective and validating and/or modifying existent hypotheses, this dissertation will reveal 

potentially replicable mechanics that could help further promote democratization in these states, 

which would increase the likelihood of domestic peace, peaceful interaction with the parent state, 

and more productive negotiations for conflict resolution. Another purpose of this study is to 

promote practices that would be more effective in engaging with unrecognized states and thus 

promoting conflict resolution in the intractable conflict where they are involved. 

Significance of the Study 

 This dissertation will produce knowledge that will further elaborate on the impact and 

pertinence of the factors that the literature assumes to have an impact on democratization while 

testing the available hypotheses on the democratization of unrecognized states and modifying them 

as necessary. Democracy has proven central for the sustainable resolution of ethno-nationalist 

conflicts. In addition, whether a state is democratic is decisive on its representativeness of its 

populace, and it also determines how local CSOs can be safely and effectively engaged to promote 

public participation in politics. As such, understanding the means, processes, and mechanics 

through which unrecognized states can democratize is crucial for more successfully engaging in 

Track I, Track II, and Track III efforts, while also promoting democracy and democratic values to 

ensure complete reintegration with the parent state – an unchanging, eventual goal of the 

international community – in the long-term, as a part of a sustainable resolution. Such knowledge 

can significantly improve the effectiveness of engagement with and interventions into these 

unrecognized states. Identifying the endemic mechanisms of democratization and de-

democratization in the cases of unrecognized statehood will serve three purposes. Firstly, a deeper 

scholarly understanding of democracy and democratization in the post-Cold War era will be 

attained. Secondly, it will be possible to further understand the domestic dynamics of unrecognized 
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states and thus interact with them better, even allowing for further engagements with them in a way 

that would promote democratization and conflict resolution. Given that, this second purpose would 

serve both academic and policy-making audiences. Lastly, the findings of this research will be most 

directly applicable to understanding and interacting with relatively isolated recognized states, such 

as Venezuela, Iran, North Korea (among others), which would be useful for policymakers. 

Therefore, this research will have both academic and practical impacts that can improve the chances 

of policies to produce democracy and peace, especially in the modern era where democracy is on 

the wane. 

Primary Research Questions 

The primary research questions for the purposes of this dissertation are as follows: 

○ What are the dynamics of democratization and de-democratization as 

experiences within the context of unrecognized states? Are there specific 

dynamics endemic to unrecognized states with regards to democratization, 

as hypothesized in the literature? 

○ What types of democracies (participatory, ethnocratic, etc.) are produced 

in unrecognized states? 

○ What are the implications of the democratization processes in 

unrecognized states on their non-recognition or engagement with them by 

the international community? What tactics would be more effective for the 

purposes of engaging unrecognized states fruitfully towards a resolution? 

Hypotheses 

 The hypotheses borrowed from exploratory studies that will need to be verified and, as 

necessary, modified, will be those of: 1) ethnocracy as the predetermined end-point of the 
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democratization of unrecognized states due to endemic roadblocks to further progress in 

democratization; and 2) full-democratization is plausible in unrecognized states if positive feedback 

loops are reinforced through international engagement and aid, whereas negative ones such as 

dependency and ethnicity-based politics are counteracted. Given that there have been cases such as 

Taiwan, which is a beacon of democracy in Southeast Asia, as well as TRNC and Somaliland, 

where democracies exist albeit with flaws, I expect to find a modified hypothesis closer to #2 but 

with many roadblocks as proposed in #1 that need to be effectively addressed. 

 More specifically, Caspersen hypothesizes that an increase in siege mentality delimits 

democratization, whereas local demands increase any such chance towards democratization. 

According to Caspersen, it is the simultaneous increase in both variables which results in a pre-

determined, ethnocratic end-state to their governments’ evolution. Kopecek et. al. hypothesize 

instead that the extent of the dependence on an unrecognized state on its sponsor constrained by 

local demands for further political rights and civil liberties lead to ethnocratization with Taiwan as 

the sole exception. Lastly, according to Voller, protracted non-recognition causes crises of 

legitimacy in unrecognized states, and when coupled with strategic democratization-for-

recognition, leads to full democratization if basic institutions can support a democratic government. 

 Meanwhile, the null hypothesis of this study would dictate that none of the factors endemic 

to unrecognized states, such as heightened siege mentality, stability leading to dissent, etc. would 

have a significant impact on the process of democratization. Instead, factors identified in the more 

generalized theories on democratization, such as economic development, will prove more pertinent, 

and, as such, theories on democratization will prove directly applicable. However, I fully expect 

that the unique conditions imposed by non-recognition will be impactful on the democratization 

process of unrecognized states. More specifically, I believe this dissertation will find evidence that 

unrecognition can both help and inhibit democratization, and the extent to which the de-
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democratizing or democratizing effects will manifest will be dependent on the economic activities 

predominantly available in these states. 

Research Design 

 This research aims to be explanatory, and thus builds on the existing, exploratory, academic 

studies conducted on the processes underlying the democratization of unrecognized states. Such a 

feat is achieved while systematically excluding the propagandist arguments regarding whether 

unrecognized states can become democratic and, as such, must necessarily be deserving of 

diplomatic recognition. Therefore, this study will be conducted in a comparative fashion and 

employ an agreements and divergences framework to determine the shared experiences of and 

endemic conditions and processes underlying democratization among unrecognized states. 

However, democratization is a complex process with numerous variables; moreover, these 

variables are located at all levels (structural, societal, global, etc.). In addition, the individual 

context of each selected subject also matters for its democratization process. Given this, a research 

design allowing for in-depth case studies that can at once capture multiple variables as observed 

over a long time as well as the context surrounding the cases at the time is required. Therefore, 

employing CHA in order to observe the movement of the aforementioned, multiple variables that  

amalgamate into mechanisms favorable towards democratization or de-democratization over time 

becomes necessary. The comparative nature of this research will allow for the findings to be 

generalizable. 

  In order to make reliable observations, this study will attempt to collect primary data from 

official state records, reports from international actors such as the UN and the EU, as well as CSO 

and NGO reports, which will allow for triangulation. This will be important as unrecognized states 

have a hard time collecting authentic data due to state weakness. Moreover, such states manipulate 

(especially demographic) data since they have a direct impact on the states’ political narratives and 



 

43 

 

aims. Indeed, unrecognized states require the maintenance of a majority population of the titular 

ethnicity to perpetuate their claim to independence and a democratic government to perpetuate their 

bid towards diplomatic recognition – whereby they aim to demonstrate, through data control, a 

semblance of democratization to that end. Meanwhile, international agencies, NGOs, and CSOs 

also want to demonstrate some success regarding their respective missions or visions or make a 

case justifying their work (e.g. human right organizations might exaggerate human rights 

violations), and thus also tend to be biased. Triangulation, then, will increase the reliability of this 

study’s findings.  

Furthermore, this study will utilize secondary data, especially the plentiful interviews 

conducted by newspapers and other scholars of unrecognized states’ elites, political activists, and 

populace at large, think tank reports, local newspaper reports regarding incidents affecting Public 

Politics, Categorical Inequalities, and Networks of Trust, etc. to contribute to the understanding of 

democratization in these entities. Lastly, this dissertation will employ the observations of other 

scholars as expressed through their published or unpublished work to check the conformity of these 

scholars’ observations to this study’s findings. In addition, as many such works deal with other 

unrecognized states, specifically the four located in the South Caucasus, which are not covered 

within the confines of this study, the inclusion of such tertiary data will improve on the 

generalizability of this research’s findings.  

The variables chosen for this study will be evaluated regarding their effects on 

democratization or de-democratization per their respective impact on the three categories identified 

by Tilly to be of central concern with regards to the phenomenon of democratization: Public 

Politics, Categorical Inequalities, and Networks of Trust. Eventually, processes which, under 

reinforcing conditions, can increase the likelihood of either democratization or de-democratization. 
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In the case of the former, supporting such processes can contribute to the peaceful and sustainable 

resolution of the conflicts involving unrecognized states. 

Theoretical Framework 

 The main theories adopted in this study will be those of the Tillian theory of 

democratization, DST, and BHN. Where the former will be used to capture the complexities 

associated with the dynamical process of democratization in unrecognized states, the latter two will 

be utilized simultaneously to understand the intractability of conflicts involving unrecognized 

states. All three theories adopt a complexity-based, dynamical, evolutionary understanding of 

social phenomena and they also adopt an understanding that contexts surrounding social 

phenomena delimit them; thus, all three theories work well in a conjoined fashion. 

This study will employ a Tillian theoretical framework for the purposes of analyzing the 

democratization processes as experienced in unrecognized states. Per Tilly, democracy is a matter 

of the degree to which a system is broad, equal, and centralized rather than an absolute and 

unshakeable state of governance76. In fact, Tilly correctly argues that the degree of a democracy 

can shift to be worse or better over time even in what other scholars identify as a consolidated 

democracy, as the downward trend in the democratic ratings of France, South Africa, and the USA 

attest. Furthermore, per Tilly, the dynamical alterations within three aspects of socio-political life 

determine whether a polity experiences democratization or de-democratization. These are: 

○ Independent trust networks 

○ Categorical inequalities 

○ Public politics/autonomous power centers 

                                                           
76 Democracy, 13–14. 
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 Tilly emphasizes on a process-oriented approach towards answering the how and why 

questions regarding democratization in the modern era. Indeed, Tilly dissuades the employment of 

idealist, structuralist, and instrumentalist approaches as they fail to account for the ever-changing 

variables which interact dynamically across levels and among themselves to promote democracies. 

In fact, Tilly successfully utilizes this process-oriented approach to explain the complex dynamics 

resulting in the erratic shifts of Political Rights and Civil Liberties in India, France, South Africa, 

post-Soviet democracies, and Switzerland over time. Additionally, one of the primary virtues of 

the Tillian approach to democratization is that it focuses on dynamic rather than static comparisons 

across cases77. Moreover, this theoretical framework is clearly applicable across a geographically 

varied set of cases (Tilly used it to analyze Europe, Caucasus, Southeast Asia, and South Africa, 

among others), which makes the framework suitable to apply for this research effort where cases 

from the Horn of Africa, Europe/Eastern Mediterranean, and the Taiwan Strait/South China Sea 

will be analyzed78. This study will also employ a DST-based framework for the purposes of 

understanding and analyzing the dynamics of intractable conflicts where unrecognized states tend 

to be involved.  

Assumptions, Limitations, and Scope (Delimitations) 

 Throughout this study – as with any research effort – there are guiding biases and 

assumptions, big and small. Some of the more prominent ones are as follows: 

• Non-recognition creates a unique context shared by unrecognized states, which necessarily 

delimits processes related to democratization. 

                                                           
77 Ibid., 59. 
78 Brian D. Taylor and Roxana Botea, “Tilly Tally: War-Making and State-Making in the Contemporary Third World,” 

International Studies Review 10, no. 1 (2008): 27–56. 
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• Democratization in unrecognized states will exhibit similarities, which differ from the 

processes of democratization experienced by recognized states. 

• Conflicts involving unrecognized states are dynamic processes and occur due to multiple 

variables interacting among themselves and across levels to produce intractable conflicts. 

• Democratization is likewise a dynamic phenomenon; democratic consolidation is a 

misnomer and the degree of democracy fluctuates even in supposedly consolidated 

democracies, as we can currently observe in Western Europe and the USA. 

o Democratization and the occurrence of domestic and international conflict are 

inextricably linked; and 

• Effective arrangement with unrecognized states and improving their domestic problems of 

governance are essential for sustainable peacebuilding in conflicts involving unrecognized 

states. 

Additionally, this study will operate under the assumption that interviews and statements 

retrieved from the available newspaper reports, NGO reports, CSO reports, or scholarly literature 

accurately reveal the opinions and intentions of activists and political elites. Nevertheless, some 

confirmation will be conducted by matching the political activities exhibited by the aforementioned 

political players to their recorded statements. 

As discussed above in the sub-section on the Purpose of this Study, the scope of the present 

research is well-delimited and, while the dissertation will aim to generalize its findings, such 

generalization will only be applicable across a limited universe of cases. Overall, this universe of 

cases will be of unrecognized states. Moreover, this study will look at the democratization of 

unrecognized states in the post-Cold War era, thus the study will concern itself with the time period 

from 1991 to 2010. A time period of two decades was chosen as an appropriate time to observe the 

time-lagged effect of changes in variables concerned with democratization. Of special importance 
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will be the post-2004 era where the talks on Kosovo’s independence created the illusion of earned 

sovereignty, thus encouraging further democratization in unrecognized states. Geographically, the 

chosen cases are varied (Horn of Africa, Eastern Mediterranean, South China Sea) in order to 

control for geographically-specific variables affecting democratization. In addition, the polities 

within the cases chosen differ greatly in their socio-cultural values and political experiences, which 

also allows for control over these factors. 

While the present study will observe the processes of democratization and de-

democratization of unrecognized states, it will not engage in the debate over the recognition 

prospects of said states. The aim of this dissertation is not to engage either in the political or legal 

debates over the recognition of statehood. In the same vein, while this dissertation will consider a 

policy of farther international engagement with unrecognized states, this will be solely for the 

purposes of conflict resolution and will not be for any advocacy towards recognition. In fact, there 

is reason to believe that the recognition of unrecognized states will undermine efforts at conflict 

resolution by removing the leverage of the international community and the parent state over the 

unrecognized one, as the goal of recognition appears to act as a positive incentive for unrecognized 

states to be more respectful of human rights, more willing to negotiate, and more committed to 

democratization. 

One of the limitations of this study is that all three cases chosen (i.e. Somaliland, TRNC, 

and Taiwan) were conforming/positive towards democratization; i.e. they had experienced 

significant democratization to be labeled democratic unrecognized states widely by the scholarly 

community. Secondly, no new interviews were conducted as the study is historical and considerable 

amounts of interviews and statements are available. Thirdly, as with all non-experimental research, 

controlling all potential variables is impossible; nevertheless, this study will attempt to circumvent 

this shortcoming as much as plausible by utilizing cases which vary in geographical location, 
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demographics, and socio-cultural values regarding politics, thus increasing the likelihood that 

observed congruences and divergences on democratization processes across the cases are more 

likely to be caused by their common state of being unrecognized. 

 The main weakness of the present study’s methodology is that only three cases have been 

considered, even though the dissertation itself aims to be an explanatory study. As such, one of the 

main tasks for the present study’s methodology was to counteract the weaknesses inherent in small-

N studies and make sure to uncover causal relationships while avoiding the fallacy of spurious 

correlation. While there is no complete remedy to problem of small sample size in most examples 

of comparative case studies, for the purposes of this undertaking, rather than increasing the number 

of observations, I use consider each case as not a single observation, but rather as a cluster of 

observations—a kind of cluster sampling. Thereby, I observed the effects of variables and factors 

on the democratization process in each case over a period of twenty years, where the de facto n of 

the present study might be thought to reach as high as 6079. Although each year did not present 

significant enough development to be elaborated on within the case studies themselves, they were 

still reviewed. All in all, while the present study is a small-N one on face value, the actual data 

points provide for a large-N set de facto, whereby allowing me to discover causal relations between 

variables and draw reliable generalizations.  

As a delimitation, the study will not consider some semi-scholarly works that function as 

propaganda pieces aiming to support the recognition or continued non-recognition of unrecognized 

states. The study will also focus on analyzing socio-structural factors at the group-level rather than 

individual and sub-national factors or psychological ones. This delimitation is also appropriate for 

the adopted theoretical framework, methods, and methodology. 

                                                           
79 Bent Flyvbjerg, “Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research,” Qualitative Inquiry 12, no. 2 (April 
2006): 219–45, https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363. 
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The Chapter II of this dissertation will provide a literature review, defining the central 

concepts of democracy and democratization, and providing an overview of how other scholars 

define and approach the study of unrecognized states. In Chapter III, a conceptual framework will 

be proposed for the purposes of capturing and studying the democratization of unrecognized states 

through an assessment, modification, and reconciliation of the extant hypotheses on the topic. 

Chapter IV is the methodology section, where the philosophy of research, methodology, and 

methods adopted by the present study, which is an explanatory comparative historical study, will 

be delineated. Sections V through VII will be for the three case studies, whereas Chapter VIII will 

provide for the cases’ analysis regarding both the quality of the democracies found in the cases as 

well as the shared mechanisms and processes that led to democratization or de-democratization in 

the cases. Chapter VIII will subsequently provide an overall model for capturing the complex 

dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states. The penultimate chapter, Chapter IX, will talk 

about the implications of the findings on conflict resolution efforts. This dissertation will conclude 

with Chapter X. 
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II. Literature Review 

 
 
 
 Can unrecognized states fully democratize? What kind of processes of democratization do 

they follow, and what kind of governing systems do they end up adopting? These two questions 

are often asked but never empirically tackled or answered when it comes to analyzing unrecognized 

states. Nevertheless, there is general agreement that understanding unrecognized states and thus 

effectively dealing with them is a necessity for conflict resolution in the modern world.  

For example, the EU has recognized that dealing constructively with the unrecognized 

states in the South and North Caucasus will be essential due to EU expansion; moreover, the EU 

has prioritized addressing the Cypriot Conflict due to the RoC being a union member and Turkey 

– another party to the conflict – conducting accession talks. Meanwhile, the EU has also noted that 

if left unaddressed, these conflicts can destabilize regions and have high potential for conflict 

recurrence (as was exemplified in Nagorno-Karabakh in April 2016 and in Osetia and Abkhazia in 

2008). In order to deal effectively with unrecognized states, the international community must learn 

the inner dynamics of these black boxes or informational blackholes as they were historically 

labeled. Moreover, whether unrecognized states can democratize is a question which possesses 

three layers of importance: political, systemic change, and conflict resolution.  

First and foremost is a political issue: according to the process that granted Kosovo general 

international recognition, unrecognized states can earn recognition by deserving it through 

democratization and statebuilding (‘the principle of earned sovereignty’). As such, many 

unrecognized states have asserted themselves to be democratic and demanded this ‘earned 
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recognition’. Nevertheless, such a recognition has thus far been denied to all but Kosovo, especially 

due to the power and extensive lobbying of parent states and regardless of their success in 

democratization. Likewise, no recognized state has been un-recognized based on its failure to 

democratize.  

Many scholars and researchers have chosen to evaluate the democracy of unrecognized 

states and assert or deny their potential for recognition. They have focused on the question of 

whether unrecognized states are democratic (without a particular model but mostly focusing on free 

and fair elections) and are effectively states (based mostly on Motevideo Criteria; more on this 

later). This vein of thought will not be pursued within the context of this dissertation. Indeed, for 

reasons to be elaborated on shortly, this research effort is critical of the idea of earned sovereignty 

as the ‘awarding’ of recognition has thus far been subjective and subject on the relative political 

power of the international actors supporting such an act. Instead, the dissertation adopts the 

argument that diplomatic recognition is an inherently political act based on balances of power. As 

such, studies aiming to demonstrate how much or how little unrecognized states have earned 

recognition are – by the definition adopted here – studies in futility. 

Moving on to the second importance associated with studying democratization 

unrecognized states, one can see that the international community (with special emphasis on the 

EU and the UN) has been aiming to exert internally-induced systemic change in these entities 

through the empowerment of the grassroots. The assumption of these international efforts is that if 

they support moderate groups that are vested in enacting peacebuilding between the unrecognized 

states and their parents, then conflicts involving unrecognized states can be solved. However, the 

process of enacting systemic change in recognized or unrecognized states naturally varies largely 

with what type of state one is dealing with.  
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Indeed, there is much historical evidence that authoritarian states that do not hesitate to 

cope with large populations through the use of violent means are hard to deal with through social 

movements (e.g. Bahrain during the Arab Spring), unless there is outside military assistance (e.g. 

Libya during the Arab Spring). Authoritarian states with divided elites might go through some 

systemic change although reforms appear more likely in the absence of a revolution where elites 

are completely disempowered (e.g. Russian, French, and Chinese Revolutions). Most of the time, 

however, there is a circulation of the elite: the elites change and the system, by and large, stays in 

place (e.g. Egypt during the Arab Spring). Democratic states are more susceptible to social 

movements and the civil society, where people can vote, lobby, and demand change openly. In the 

two former cases, violence is to be expected and thus the civil society and social movement 

members must be trained for such, whereas they must be trained in the arts of lobbying, holding 

governments accountable, etc. in the last case. Clearly, whether unrecognized states are democratic 

or not is crucial in defining what type of engagement with civil society is necessary in these entities, 

as well as the potential for success of such engagement. This will be one of the sub-questions 

addressed through this research – what is the relationship between the democratization of 

unrecognized states and bottom-up peacebuilding? 

A third importance of assessing democratization in unrecognized states is derived from the 

fact that the international community interacts differently with democratic and autocratic states, 

and the role of the elites in these two types of states varies greatly, impacting negotiation patterns. 

Indeed, democratic states are less likely to go to war in the first place due to the domestic political 

costs of such decisions, as well as apparent difficulties of mobilizing a large number of the 

population (unless a cause is universally agreed upon as worthy)80. Moreover, there are also many 

                                                           
80 While the Democratic Peace Theory, which dictates this is so, is disputed, there is empirical evidence that this claim 

actually holds. According to many researchers, this is due to the fact that while elites profit from war in both autocracies 
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theories and scholarly evidence that argue that conflict resolution and democracy are intrinsically 

related. First and foremost, democratic norms defy the use of coercion and violence, which limit 

the use of such tactics in the domestic and international conflict resolution efforts by the political 

elite. As democracies share this value of peaceful conflict resolution, they produce a sense of 

camaraderie which also plays into democratic peacefulness. Secondly, democracies allow for 

opposition parties and non-uniform political positions with regards to conflict resolution which can 

allow for the international community to identify peace-likely elite and support them and their 

involvement in the negotiation process. Moreover, democracies expect autocracies to adopt 

coercive and violent measures and adapt their tactics accordingly. In fact, Chorev argues that 

“….the ‘logic’ of unrecognized states as well as their internal dynamics and statecraft are a 

consequence of, or at least amplified by, globalization, and [demonstrates] that a failure to account 

for this ‘logic’ imperils policy mitigation approaches”81. As such, whether unrecognized states are 

democratic matters in both how they will deal with conflict and how other democracies – which 

are the states and institutions which engage in the peaceful art and science of conflict resolution – 

deal with them. 

Of course, scholars must also note that while democracies might be more peaceful – and 

that the more democracies proliferate a system, the more peaceful it becomes, – democratic 

transitions can contrarily cause violence and instability within a state. As such, studies of 

unrecognized states must also assess whether such entities are en route to democratization or de-

democratizing, and they must also address whether such transitions are occurring smoothly or 

turbulently. On the one hand, smooth transitions in general involve either elite who are willing to 

                                                           
and democracies, the selectorate – who bear the brunt of wars – have more control over the elites in the latter arrangement. 

As such, democracies are less likely to go to war. 
81 “Complex Terrains: Unrecognized States and Globalization,” in Unrecognized States in the International System, ed. 

Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. Stansfield, Exeter Studies in Ethno Politics (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: 

Routledge, 2011), 28. 
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enact reforms in order to keep power (cost-benefit analysis) or who cede power due to a lack of 

options (as a result of massive democratic protests, for example). Turbulent transitions, on the other 

hand, involve divided elites or the armed forces vying for power or disenchanted societies utilizing 

coercive means (such as strikes, civil disobedience, or violence), as well as state-led repression and 

violence. The democratization of an unrecognized state is desirable for conflict resolution purposes; 

however, if the ‘growing pains’ of such a democracy are not well-managed, it might instead lead 

to a counter-productive process with a potential for negative spillover effects. Nevertheless, 

scholars unequivocally agree that while democratic systems are not perfect, they are the only 

systems within which ethno-nationalist conflicts – of which all conflicts involving unrecognized 

states constitute a subset – can be peacefully and sustainably resolved. 

Lastly, let us note that unrecognized state can be expected to behave differently and 

experience different dynamics in democratization as compared to their recognized counterparts. 

Indeed, the isolated nature of their relations with the international community, the primacy of an 

ethno-nationalistically defined and militarized society for survival (i.e. constant perception of 

external threats), the need for criminality and outside dependence82, etc. are but a few unique factors 

which at once distinguish unrecognized states from de jure sovereign states and which bind these 

entities together83. Chorev argues that unrecognized entities must necessarily follow distinct 

political and institutional development paths due to unrecognition, dubbing it a “unique endogenous 

political process”84. 

                                                           
82 Kolsto, “The Sustainability and Future of Unrecognized Quasi-States.” This piece by Kolsto especially focuses on the 

fact that unrecognized states suffer from economic weaknesses and a failure to establish self-sustaining economies. 
83 Some other authors, such as Dov Lynch, “Separatist States and Post–Soviet Conflicts,” International Affairs 78, no. 4 

(2002): 831–848, doi:10.1111/1468-2346.00282; Dov Lynch, “De Facto ‘States’ around the Black Sea: The Importance 

of Fear,” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 7, no. 3 (2007): 483–496, doi:10.1080/14683850701566484. and 

Chorev, “Complex Terrains: Unrecognized States and Globalization.” also agree that unrecognized states overall exhibit 

unique and distinguishing characteristics. 
84 Chorev, “Complex Terrains: Unrecognized States and Globalization,” 32. 
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Given all of the above reasons, there is a clear need to study the dynamics pertaining to 

democratization and de-democratization in unrecognized states and to assess the path of and 

mechanisms feeding into these processes from a conflict resolution point of view. In addition, 

unrecognized states provide for critical case studies vis-à-vis understanding democratization at-

large (to be elaborated on shortly). Therefore, this literature review will aim to provide a survey of 

the current knowledge in the field pertaining to unrecognized states and democratization, and 

ultimately democratization (and de-democratization) in unrecognized states.  

In summation, the main question of this dissertation is “How and why do certain 

unrecognized states democratize, despite expectations to the contrary?,” with a more specific 

version being “How and why did Somaliland, the TRNC, and Taiwan successfully democratize 

despite being unrecognized states?”, followed ultimately by the auxiliary question of “How does 

the democratization or de-democratization of unrecognized states affect conflict resolution 

efforts?”. In order to answer this question, there are three veins of literature, and one sub-field, that 

must be tapped into. Firstly, one must look at the field studying democracy as well as its sub-field 

on ‘democracy and conflict resolution’ in order to define the central concept, democracy, decide 

how to measure it, and to understand its short- and long-term impacts on conflicts involving 

unrecognized states. Thereafter, one can look at democratization/transitology studies in order to 

overview how scholars hypothesize that any state can move from a non-democratic to a democratic 

form of governance over a period of time – for which defining democracy is of course central. 

Lastly, one should look at the literature on unrecognized states in order to: a) conceptualize the idea 

of recognition and non-recognition, as well as what an unrecognized state is (i.e. the required 

features to be considered an unrecognized state); b) understand the internal and external dynamics 

that are shared among the cases of unrecognized states that can lead to the democratization or de-

democratization of unrecognized states; and lastly, c) capturing what consequences the 
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democratization or lack thereof of unrecognized states have on the resolution of conflicts where 

they are involved. As such, for the purposes of answering the main and auxiliary questions of this 

dissertation, the literature review section will overview the literature on the three main and two sub 

fields identified above.  

Defining and Measuring Democracy 

The present study adopts a more Western, liberal definition of democracy, which is 

criticized by communists and other far-left ideologies as too accepting of inequalities, rendering 

the political system as one where power is contested only by a small group of elites. Meanwhile, 

more liberal or radical democrats critique communism for the single-party rule (lack of 

competition) and the sacrifice of civil liberties in the pursuit of equality. Nevertheless, O’Neil 

returns to the etymological roots of the word in order to coin down a definition of democracy 

applicable to the modern era: democracy as rule by the people. 

Summing up his argument, O’Neil writes that “….we can define democracy, at its most 

fundamental, as a system in which political power resides with the people…” where this power can 

be exercised directly or indirectly85. According to the author, there are three ways in which the 

people can exert political power: participation, competition, and liberty (emphasizing the freedoms 

of speech and assembly)86. As such, democracy is defined by O’Neil as a system where “….political 

power [is] exercised either directly or indirectly through participation, competition, and liberty”87. 

This definition is closer to that of liberal democracy88, although liberal democracies can espouse 

not only a liberal but also a socialist or radicalist political ideology89. Furthermore, O’Neil also 
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86 Ibid. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid., 128–29. 
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notes that democracy is a matter of the degree to which the three exercises of power can be fulfilled 

within a given political system90. Nevertheless, O’Neil still stresses that the institutionalization of 

people power, as preceded by a corresponding shift in political culture and ideology, is a good 

precursor towards this process of building a liberal democracy. Indeed, the author also underlines 

that “Participation, often through elections, helps provide the public a means of control over the 

state and the government; competition ensures an open arena of ideas and prevents too great a 

centralization of power; and liberty creates norms of human freedom and equality”, whereby when 

these three factors are institutionalized, so too is democracy institutionalized and the democratic 

prerequisite of rule of law can be achieved91. As such, we can say that O’Neil defines a democracy 

as a political system exhibiting high levels of institutionalized competition, participation, and 

liberty and the rule of law. Given this definition, democracy is not an absolute; instead, a system is 

democratic to the degree to which it features competition, participation, and freedom; i.e. a system 

can be more or less democratic, but it cannot simply be a democracy instead. 

Such a vision based on degrees instead of absolutes is also adopted by Tilly. According to 

Tilly, democracy is a measure of the degree to which a state is responsive to its citizens92. This 

degree can be observed through the extent of how broad, equal, protected, and binding the 

consultation is and how much the state is unchallenged by other autonomous powers within a 

state93. The positive or negative changes to this degree are called democratization and de-

democratization, respectively94. Indeed, Tilly denotes democracy as a mode of state-citizen 

interaction where the state is, to a largely variable degree, more susceptible to its citizens’ will than 

not. Therefore, Tilly writes: “A regime is democratic to the extent that political relations between 
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the state and its citizens feature broad, equal, protected, and mutually-binding consultation”95. 

Thus, Tilly’s definition increases the qualifications that elections and participation must attain to 

broad, equal, and binding, while also adding that the state’s authority and power should not be 

challenged by internal dissenting groups - i.e. that people should not depend on clans or other ‘self-

administering authorities’ within the state instead of the nation-state. The only prerequisite for 

democracy assumed by both Tilly and O’Neil (who do not see a democratic political culture as a 

prerequisite but a catalyst/facilitating factor, for example), much like most other scholars, is 

diplomatic recognition, which is seen as an essential part of statehood, where statehood is seen as 

an essential part of democratization. Nevertheless, once again, democracy is not defined as an 

absolute; instead, the talk is on how democratic (or undemocratic) a given political system is based 

on the degree to which there is broad, equal, and binding participation and competition, and to the 

degree to which autonomous groups have been eliminated or subsumed by the state. 

However, unlike the definitions provided by Tilly and O’Neil, most definitions of the types 

of democracy are static, all-or-nothing ones which fail to obey the general scholarly consensus that 

a political regime is defined by the dynamical relationship among global factors, structural factors, 

and the actors. Tilly divides such definitions into four: 

▪ Constitutional: based on the institutional arrangements inherent in a constitutional 

arrangement. Easy to measure but fails to account for differences within the 

category (e.g. a formal democracy with low levels of civil liberties and high levels 

of political rights vs. a formal democracy with high levels of political rights with 

low levels of liberties – which is more democratic?). 
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▪ Substantive: interested in human conditions such as freedom, security, conflict 

resolution, equality, etc. as provided by a given regime. However, this approach 

does not account for which conditions are more important vis-à-vis a democracy: 

are regimes without peaceful conflict resolution but with high levels of security or 

vice versa more democratic than the other? 

▪ Procedural: considers a narrow range of government practices such as free and fair 

elections (Diamond; Przeworski96) – a very narrow/minimalist definition. 

▪ Process-oriented: identifies a minimum set of processes that need to be in constant 

fulfillment in order to regulate state-citizen relations (e.g. Dahl’s conceptualization 

of polyarchy97). 

 

All of these four types of definitions deal in absolutes (democracy can be pinned down and 

identified through a checklist) rather than degrees of fulfillment vis-à-vis the rule by the people. In 

fact, any of these definitions would suffer from the subjective nature of competition, participation, 

and freedom and thus fail to objectively measure them, since these are terms with no consensus. 

Moreover, free and fair elections = democracy or other linear definitions are by nature fallacious 

as mono-level, singular factors (free and fair elections would be an institutional factor, unless its 

definition is expanded to include education, media control, etc.) cannot qualify a dynamic system 

such as a democratic regime. Indeed, many factors at all levels of a society as well as globally have 

to function together in order to allow for the democratic operation of a political regime. This is a 

fact acknowledged by authors providing static definitions of democracy with checklists that need 

                                                           
96 Larry Jay Diamond and Marc F. Plattner, Democracy: A Reader, Journal of Democracy Book (Baltimore, Md: Johns 
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be fulfilled (Diamond; etc.) as well as authors such as O’Neil and Tilly, who attempts to provide a 

more dynamic approach to capturing democracy. This dissertation will adopt a degree-based 

approach (emulating Tilly and O’Neil) to defining democracy for the purposes of the present 

research. 

This is where the definitions provided by O’Neil and Tilly are superior to the other ones 

often adopted in the literature – hence these dynamic definitions’ adoption for the purposes of this 

dissertation. Per the definition adopted above, this dissertation will define democracy and autocracy 

as how democratic (or undemocratic) a given political system is based on the degree to which there 

is broad, equal, and binding participation and competition, and the degree to which autonomous 

groups have been eliminated or subsumed by the state. As such, democracy is defined here as any 

system that fulfills at least the criterion of adopting democratic institutions – although this would 

be a negative democracy. Therefore, starting from competitive oligarchies and all the way up to 

direct democracies, there are differing degrees of democratic features in all systems. In fact, one 

can argue that even totalitarian or authoritarian systems might feature a semblance of formal, 

democratic forms. 

Given this, the degrees of democracy can be represented as such: 

A totalitarian dictatorship—authoritarian rule (e.g. monarchy)—constitutional 

monarchy—oligarchy (a semi-democratic (SD) system)—ethnocracy/kleptocracy/rentier state 

(SD)—titular democracy (SD)—representative democracy—deliberative democracy—direct 

democracy D 

Where A=Less democratic/more authoritarian; and D=more democratic less authoritarian. 

The SD (semi-democratic) systems are those that are formal democracies, featuring the minimal 

required institutions to be labeled democratic while lacking democratic substance within the state 

and the societal levels. Importantly, complete totalitarianism and complete direct democracy have 
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never been observed throughout the history and they are the imaginary endpoints of the above-

depicted line indicating the degree of democracy in each political system. 

To begin with, as mentioned above, is the idea of formal democracy where the only 

democratic feature is the law and institutional arrangements; formal democracies have adopted an 

overtly democratic constitution promoting multi-party competition and free and fair voting, 

separation of powers, etc. but fail to deliver on competition, participation, and freedom in actuality 

for a variety of reasons that can include widespread corruption or oligarchic tendencies. Oligarchies 

can feature democratic arrangements but the political power is monopolized by certain individuals 

or families, and ethnocracies are formal democracies where political power is disbursed based on 

an individual’s ethnic identity. Meanwhile, titular democracies are formal democracies where 

competition, participation, and freedom are all available to the main ethnic group within a state and 

not to others (rather than a simple majoritarian rule where numbers dictate policies – thus providing 

for tacit, passive discrimination, –) these systems actively discriminate against those not of the 

titular group). Some of the more democratic systems would be representative democracies and 

deliberative democracies, where both involve the indirect rule of the people over the state through 

selected representatives but the latter involves frequent consultations with the public through 

mechanisms such as plebiscites. As such, deliberative democracies approximate direct 

democracies. When evaluating whether an unrecognized state is a democracy, then, we should 

denote two factors: firstly, whether democratic institutions have been adopted in the unrecognized 

state, and secondly to what degree have the democratic processes and relations (revolving around 

competition, participation, liberty, and state consolidation) truly been adopted and utilized. 

Ultimately, the evaluation of whether and how much an unrecognized state has democratized will 

be dependent upon whether and which direction the state’s institutions and their political regime 

have moved from Point A to Point D (or vice versa). 
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Nondemocratic Regimes 

For the purposes of this dissertation, a short definition of nondemocratic regimes will be 

provided. To begin with, nondemocratic regimes, usually legitimized and institutionalize, are those 

where a small number of people exercise political power and the government is not bound or 

accountable to the public’s will; where the public does not elect leaders and/or how little role/choice 

in any such elections; where individual freedoms (civil and political) are restricted98. Coercion, co-

optation (with special emphasis on clientalism), and personality cults are ways in which non-

democratic regimes exercise control over the society99, where totalitarian regimes gravitate towards 

employing coercion. Meanwhile, illiberal democracies feature weak rule of law, weak institutions, 

formal elections without meaning, overpowered executives, no civilian control over the armed 

forces, and manipulation of election results100. These are the types of regimes that the unrecognized 

states studied within this dissertation historically were, and as such the definition of nondemocratic 

regimes is important. Referring to the ‘degrees of democracy’ provided above, any regime short of 

a representative democracy can be considered a non-democratic regime. This definition is 

important as most unrecognized states are taken to possess non-democratic regimes and as conflict 

resolution efforts surrounding democracies and non-democracies differ considerably, as we will 

see in the next section. 

Democracy/Democratization and Conflict Resolution 

Conflict resolution efforts where unrecognized states are involved have usually focused on 

1st or 2nd track diplomacy, inter-party exchange of goodwill gestures, and the cultivation of a peace-

building civil society that aims at internally pressuring the unrecognized government. However, 

this 3-layer approach has thus far proven futile; without a military victory such as in the cases of 
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Eritrea, Chechnya, and East Timor, the status quo of no war, no peace is dragged on. In the cases 

of Eritrea and East Timor, recognition was awarded to the unrecognized states, whereas Russia 

subsumed and de facto eliminated Chechnya. Moreover, both Eritrea and East Timor descended 

into authoritarianism and internal conflict soon after being provided recognition. As such, we can 

say that neither the diplomatic efforts thus far employed nor the utilization of violence are effective, 

sustainable solutions to the conflicts involving unrecognized states. 

Ultimately, then, traditional approaches to resolving the conflicts where unrecognized 

states are involved have failed to produce sustainable peace even when successful in establishing a 

semblance of negative-peace in the short-term. Indeed, ”…focusing only on peace-enforcement 

through the use of force, or peacemaking by manipulating peace agreements, alone cannot produce 

a stable and durable positive peace…”101. Democratization in this context provides for a 

comprehensive measure, promoting institutional legitimacy at the top while also empowering the 

grassroots. As such, successful democratization can contribute to sustainable peace.  

However, in emerging democracies, elites tend to subvert reforms while goals such as 

security and economic liberation tend to also be prioritized instead. This local prioritization can 

clash with international expectations and associated aid, which aims at quick democratization and 

can either undermine legitimacy of reforms or forestall much-needed money injections102. 

Nevertheless, the fact that democratization alone can provide for the only system where inter-group 

and intra-group political competitions can be peacefully resolved remains unchanged. According 

to the literature, there are 4 advantages to democratization vis-a-vis conflict resolution: 
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1. Institutionalizes non-violent mechanisms for addressing political contention 

change, and the claim to political power removing need to take militaristic 

measures.  

2. Provides non-violent decision-making processes legitimacy government decisions 

by allowing power to change hands.  

3. Protects human rights, political rights, and civil liberties, also allowing for 

pluralism and voices to be heard.  

4. Institutionalizes mechanisms of horizontal and vertical accountability through 

separation of power, checks and balances, and popular voting.  

   

Democratization 

Democratization is generally defined as a process of transition from a type of authoritarian 

regime (monarchy, empire, fascist government, etc.) toward a type of democratic regime. The 

eventual ‘ending’ of such a transition can be a minimalist, formalist semi-democracy - a regime 

where authoritarian and democratic elements co-exist, such as in a dominant-party system where 

the party usually holds onto the power through electoral corruption, or an oligarchy. This transition 

could also lead to a fuller, comprehensively-defined, mature (representative or deliberative) 

democracy. Of course, the transition can also take place from a semi-democracy to a fuller version. 

All of these instances - i.e. these movements towards a more comprehensive form of democracy - 

can be captured under the umbrella term of democratization.  

As noted in the prior sub-section on the literature on Democracy, a sustainable democratic 

regime requires the establishment of an accompanying democratic political ideology – made up of 

a democratic political culture and values. Given this, democratization should require not only the 

minimalist and formalist component of democratic institutions, but also the cultivation of 
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democratic ideologies, cultures, and values. Importantly, democratization must be seen as a two-

pronged process103: 

 

● Implementation of democratic institutions, replacing authoritarian and repressive ones with 

institutions enshrining political competition, promoting social participation in politics, and 

translating (or at least attempting to do so) popular will into policies.  

● Change attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of voters and decision-makers, allowing for effective 

participation in a democratic state-citizen relationship. 

 

There is general scholarly consensus that democratization is mostly “… an endogenous 

process driven by internal elite settlements and based on a comprehensive elite consensus on 

democratic institutions”104, as well as one driven by the civil society. There appears to be a need 

for an elite consensus on “decision-making procedures, basic values, and the [reform program]” in 

order to build trust and thus promote cooperation and compromise; although an abuse of consensus 

could lead to de-democratization or a stabilized semi-democracy105. Moreover, the participation of 

the civil society in the democratization process is essential to render the process more sustainable 

and effective, especially in the long-term, as the citizens’ buy-in and effective involvement in the 

political system are two sine-qua-non factors of liberal democracies.  

As such, democratization is seen as an internally-driven process, undermining the idea of 

externally-induced democratization where other states purport to promote democracy. However, 

due to the increased financial and expertise needs for reconstruction, education, etc., the 

involvement of external actors – especially those that have already experienced successful 

                                                           
103 Grimm, “Democratization and Conflict Resolution.” 
104 Ibid., 429. 
105 Ibid., 430. 



 

66 

 

processes of democratization – is essential. This might depend also on the lack of intrusiveness: 

low (mediation, no admin); medium (admin sharing); high (admin takeover)106, which go from least 

to most de-democratizing. Ultimately, there is also general scholarly consensus that the internally-

driven process of democratization should be supplemented by external funds and expertise 

provided in the least intrusive manner possible. 

For the purposes of this research, the democratization process will not be perceived as one 

with a linear progression with an ideal result of settling in a consolidated democracy but a dynamic 

process producing a system constantly switching among a spectrum of more or less democratic- 

and more or less authoritarian-leaning regimes (please refer to the degrees of democracy established 

in the preceding sub-section on Defining and Measuring Democracy). While the system settles for 

a while during the process, it then moves once again in either direction due to shocks or massive 

politico-cultural changes. As such, for the purposes of this research, I categorically reject the 

argument that there is a natural progression ending in a consolidated democracy, instead adopting 

the maxim that democratization and de-democratization are two processes that simultaneously 

occur, creating systems that might be settled in an attractor state but in flux regarding the degree of 

their democracy. As such, a momentarily settled liberal democracy featuring direct rule, which is 

the idealized vision of democracy, is interpreted in this dissertation as a hard-to-reach but potential 

end result of the democratization process – and one among many at that. Nevertheless, whether it 

be natural or artificial, it is impossible to deny that most societies have experienced an ebb and flow 

between authoritarian and democratic tendencies ever since the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries, with even well-consolidated democracies sometimes exhibiting unexpectedly 

authoritarian behavior (such as the persecution of immigrants or religious minorities). 

                                                           
106 Ibid. 



 

67 

 

There are ten causal or correlational107 factors that spur democratization as identified by 

the literature, which must be considered for potentially capturing the dynamic of and promoting 

the democratization of unrecognized states – yet are not, as will be elaborated on in the next section. 

These are: growth of wealth, social equality, culture, foreign intervention, education, foreign trade, 

international cooperation, dictatorship type, democracy protests, and threat of civil war. While 

some evidence of the effect of each of these factors on democratization can be found throughout 

the literature, their prominence and their sequencing vis-a-vis the process is widely debated. These 

ten causal factors can fit into the eight categories as conceptualized by Pridham’s Model of 

Interactive Dynamics108: 

a. Historical determinants (e.g culture; dictatorship type) 

b. Authoritarian breakdown/crisis of regime legitimacy (protests; civil war) 

c. Formal transition to democracy (education) 

d. Political Dimension – Actors (dictatorship type; democracy protests; social 

equality) 

e. Economic and Political Transformation (foreign trade; economic growth; 

international cooperation) 

f. Civil Society; Top-Down and Bottom-Up Dynamics (democracy protests; type of 

dictatorship; social equality) 

g. Stateness/national identity/democracy (Foreign interventions; social equality; 

culture) 
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of either democratization or de-democratization is accepted. 

108 Geoffrey Pridham, The Dynamics of Democratization: A Comparative Approach (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2001). 



 

68 

 

h. International Dimensions of Regime Change (Foreign interventions; international 

cooperation; foreign trade) 

Growth of wealth is correlated with democratization. However, whether the wealth is an 

impetus for or result of democratization is as yet uncertain109. Nevertheless, it does appear that 

democratic nations tend to also be wealthier nations (e.g. USA, France, Germany, Japan, etc.), 

although not all wealthy nations are also democratic (e.g. Saudi Arabia, Russia, China)110. Scholars 

also believe that an increase in wealth is necessary for the onset of modernization and 

democratization, and wealth is also necessary for democratic consolidation due to a need to build 

institutions and provide services corresponding to a functional democracy111. However, the 

distinction has to be made between general and equal growth as compared to the growth of the 

industries and resources (natural resources; aid; etc.) that are controlled and monopolized by a small 

few. The latter type of economic growth instead has an inverse correlation with democracy. This 

distinction is pertinent to the unrecognized states that ensure their economic survival by depending 

on external aid or sponsorship, as we will elaborate on in the paragraphs and sections that follow. 

The effect of the growth of wealth in a society appears to be that of an alteration in the 

power balance of a society. Indeed, Tilly underlines that the historical democratization of European 

states was brought about by the industrial revolution, which increased the overall wealth of 

especially merchants and re-distributed and democratized wealth112. The now-wealthier middle-

class (the bourgeoisie), thanks to the newly-created, comparative social equality, was then able to 

push for more rights from the rulers and aristocrats who depended on the riches of this nouveau-
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riche class for the survival of the State. Over time, this undermined and transformed the social 

hierarchy such that the aristocracy and monarchies collapsed entirely, leading to more democratic 

forms of government. Of course, this process took time, and it involved the organic redistribution 

of wealth from a few to many, and the subsequent shifts in power and negotiations, as well as 

societal struggles. Additionally, wealth accumulation needed to be societal rather than monopolized 

by a single group. However, the wealth accumulated in unrecognized states tends to be from 

external aid, which translates into the wealth being controlled by the government and the elite. In 

such a case, wealth accumulation instead has a de-democratizing effect. Indeed, many unrecognized 

states feature governments beholden to aid-givers rather than their own populace, allowing for 

external will to dominate over popular will for profits and gains. This is the reason why providing 

trading opportunities to unrecognized states might be a viable option to resolve their conflicts, as 

we will elaborate on later on in this dissertation. 

While scholars such as Acemoglu and Robinson113 denote elite-citizen struggles as 

underlying democratization, as we will elaborate on in the next paragraph, those scholars like 

Geddes114 and Przeworski115 emphasize economic factors such as development/growth, fair 

distribution, and capital mobility. Przeworski believes that development can cause democratization 

while the lack of development causes de-democratization116. Acemoglu and Robinson believe 

economic growth and economic rights are best served by democracies and thus economic 

development and democratization reinforce one-another in a symbiotic manner117. Geddes argues 
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that the distribution of wealth has a causal relationship with democratization and should be 

considered central118. Moreover, Olson argues that democratic states, acting as stationary bandits, 

encourage economic growth in order to increase tax revenues and thus state revenue, which can 

explain why democracy and development are closely related119. Tilly, meanwhile, does not provide 

a causal relationship between democracy and economic growth; instead, he argues that one must 

focus on whether the state controls the wealth directly or whether it relies on its citizens and thus 

their taxes for economic survival instead, where the latter cause is more conducive to 

democratization120. As previously underlined, unrecognized states depend less on taxation and trade 

– and thus their own citizens – and more on aid from sponsors for the purposes of economic 

survival. This might explain why unrecognized states are perceived to be incapable of 

democratization by the literature, as we will elaborate on in the following sub-section.  

Social equality is seen as both a factor for democratization and de-democratization 

depending on the surrounding/preceding circumstances. Indeed, if the preceding circumstances 

involved too much inequality, pushing for and/or achieving social equality would be too costly for 

the elite, whereby the power holders within the status quo would aim to preserve or restore the 

‘proper’ social order/hierarchy. However, if there was not too much inequality in the first place, 

the government can get away with small reforms and it is unlikely for the state to experience a 

concentrated effort towards democratization121. Here, we can also consider the importance of 

relative deprivation. Indeed, the perception of inequality or the hope for potential betterment should 

be just as important as the sheer existence of empirical social inequality which goes unperceived. 
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Moreover, there is evidence that increased equality has an effect of increasing democratic stability; 

i.e. aiding democratic consolidation122. 

Growth of wealth and social equality also should work hand-in-hand when it comes to 

driving democratization or de-democratization. Indeed, if growth of wealth for the elite can be 

independent of the populace at large, and if the populace would not have realistic hopes of attaining 

equality with the said elite, democratization would be unlikely. This would especially hold true 

when criminality and corruption, which appear ubiquitous in unrecognized states, become 

normalized over time. Here, international bodies could play a role in promising rewards to the 

populace for working towards peacemaking with the parent state while pressuring the unrecognized 

state towards making democratic reforms. The caveat here would be that any such incentive should 

be both realistic and followed-through. 

Culture is a contentious factor which has been identified in the literature as contributing 

towards either democratization or de-democratization. According to this literature, Western culture 

is the most suitable for democracy and democratization, whereas other cultures will find it hard to 

follow the footsteps of these early-risers of democracy123. Accordingly, non-Western countries are 

more likely to democratize when societal elites and leaders with Western education and values 

immigrate back to these countries124. Nevertheless, this off-handed discarding of non-Western 

cultures appears to be premature and discriminatory, as varied countries such as Botswana, Turkey, 

and Taiwan, which do not align with a Western culture, have proven to be able to democratize 

(although whether this democracy was consolidated is another matter). Here, I find it more useful 
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to consider politics as a contentious endeavor in which a society engages. Therefore, we can utilize 

the concept of repertoires of contention and underline that the struggle for democracy - associated 

with a shock experienced by the aristocratic, land-owner-based economic system - was experienced 

by Western societies before others. Therefore, the repertoire of contention leading to democracy as 

well as the democratic contention of politics is mostly - yet not exclusively - available in Western 

countries. As such, while refusing the idea that Western culture is more conducive to 

democratization, I agree that exposure to this culture by others might improve the repertoire of the 

latter, thus promoting democracy. Given this, I find it more analytically useful to focus on segments 

of society educated in a Western setting who are returning (rather than remaining outside causing 

a brain drain) for the purposes of predicting democratization. This would be especially important 

in unrecognized states, which are otherwise closed-off from the world except for in news and small-

scale cultural exchanges. 

The level and availability of educational opportunities also appear to be highly correlated 

with democratization. According to some scholars125, an increase in educational opportunities 

increases political participation by reducing social inequalities, promoting democracy. However, 

the concept of education as a trigger for democracy appears problematic as the general availability 

of educational institutions might not prove effective. Indeed, these theories seem to not consider 

the quality of the education available. Even when they do, they do not elaborate on whether such 

education is critical or unity-promoting (the latter of which is usually available in unrecognized 

states). As such, due to too many underlying factors remaining unknown, I find scant analytical use 

for education as a factor for democratization and will not be adopting this concept into my 

methodology. Instead, I will incorporate the factor of whether state-sponsored education aims to 
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indoctrinate nationalism and conflict-producing stances on history, which can affect categorical 

inequalities and the breadth of participation. 

Another important factor determining whether a state will undergo democratization is the 

nature of the preceding government’s dictatorship. There appears to be evidence that military 

dictatorships are more likely to dissolve into a more democratic form of governance (or, at least, 

initiate the process of transition) as compared to civilian-led autocracies or oligarchies126. This is 

probably due to the fact that power becomes more diffused and less hierarchical relative to a 

military’s ‘societal’ structuring no matter what follows, and that the civilian government attempts 

to differentiate itself from the preceding military dictatorship by liberalizing to a degree. This could 

prove to be an important factor to consider within the context of unrecognized states as most of 

them tend to be hyper-militarized, if not directly controlled by military forces, at some point. 

Democracy protests where social movements and civil protests are held for a transition into 

a more democratic form of governance also appear to be prominent in determining whether a 

democratic transition will occur. Indeed, Brancati127 and many other scholars128 appear to note that 

democratic protests tend to precede democratic transitions. This makes sense due to the fact that 

democratization has historically occurred - and currently occurs - as a negotiation between the 

rulers and the ruled129, where the latter group has to raise and clarify their demands for political 

influence, human rights, etc. As such, we can expect the prospects of a democratic transition to be 
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directly related with a state’s dependency on its own people (for economy or military) as well as a 

corresponding demand from the said people towards democratization.  

Scholars such as Acemoglu and Robinson130, Olson, and Inglehart argue that 

democratization is always driven by the masses (grassroots), with the former three scholars 

emphasizing that elites are by nature antagonistic to democratization as they wish to monopolize 

the power and resources of the state as much as possible. Tilly, on the other hand, believes that 

elites can drive democratization based on their analysis of the relative costs and benefits, although 

he also agrees that democratization processes where the grassroots are involved or are in the lead 

(i.e. bottom-up democratization) are more effective and long-lasting131. The emphasis on the 

involvement of the civil society/grassroots politics in empowering democratization is more likely 

considering the assertion that changes in the political culture and ideology must accompany or 

precede the changes in the political regime – such as democratization – for a stable and sustainable 

process of change. 

In the case of unrecognized states, we can expect a high-level of state dependency on the 

populace for the purposes of legitimacy. Indeed, such states claim to represent minorities otherwise 

disempowered in the parent state, whereby if these people migrated elsewhere, such claims for 

legitimacy would become null and void. Moreover, as these states tend to be unable to partake in 

international trade and international governmental aid/funds, then they must also be economically 

dependent on their populace. Lastly, these states should also maintain a standing military due to 

the constant pressure from a proximate enemy - i.e. the parent state waiting to re-absorb the 

unrecognized state’s de facto territories - and should depend on its own populace to defend the 
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land. Given all of these unique dynamics, one can expect democracy protests to be extremely 

effective in ushering in democratic transitions in unrecognized states. 

However, this is not always the case with unrecognized states. In fact, many of the existing 

unrecognized states depend more on an external sponsor or their diaspora for economic, military, 

and diplomatic survival in the world. Given this, especially in the former case, the state institutions 

in unrecognized states function quite independently from the populace, for they have to ensure 

continued external support rather than pursuing domestic legitimacy. While such an effect can be 

reduced if the external sponsor is a diaspora population, unrecognized states in general  

The threat of a potential civil war could be a negative outcome of democracy protests. 

According to the literature, if a degeneration of the situation into a civil war is plausible, this would 

increase the potential costs of repression and the use of force and coercion, whereby rendering 

small to medium-sized concessions and reforms more likely132. This would make sense as the rulers 

are more likely to give up some power and influence in favor of not losing their lives or being 

completely ousted from power and potentially persecuted. Facing outside pressures and the enmity 

of the parent state, an unrecognized state should be more sensitive towards the threat of a civil war, 

whereby any such threat would contribute significantly towards democratization. 

Three other factors have also been identified by the literature as drivers of democratization; 

however, they should be absent in the cases of unrecognized states. This would allow us to evaluate 

both their importance and the other factors’ prominence in ushering, sustaining, and consolidating 

democratic transitions. These three factors are foreign interventions, foreign trade, and international 

cooperation. Foreign interventions in the post-Cold War era have involved the use of force and 
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coercion to usher liberal and democratic reforms, and/or the ousting of a dictator in the hopes of 

establishing a democracy. However, not only is the effectiveness of any such method of 

democratization under debate (with it proving ineffective in both Iraq and Afghanistan of late), but 

also is this factor only available through sponsor states in the cases of unrecognized states. Foreign 

Trade Agreements (FTAs) have proven to increase the likelihood of democratization in cases where 

the partners to any such agreements involve already-democratic states133 (Manger & Pickup, 2016). 

However, as international trade with unrecognized states is held to be illegal, this would not figure 

into the present study on unrecognized states. Lastly, international cooperation, likewise 

unavailable in the cases of unrecognized states, has proven to be a driver of democratization. 

Indeed, scholars have argued that being a part of international or regional bodies promotes 

democratization134. The reason to note these factors is to show the unique and therefore critical 

nature of unrecognized states as cases to study on the topic of democratic transitions. Overall, it 

appears important to incorporate growth of wealth, social equality, culture, dictatorship type, 

democratic transitions, and threat of civil war as factors which should increase the chances of 

democratization or de-democratization into the model to be used for the present study. 

Przeworski and Acemoglu & Robinson, along with many other scholars, believe that 

democratization ends when a democracy is consolidated135. Przeworski believes any 

consolidation/successful democratization to be caused by overall societal wealth, as below a 

‘certain wealth threshold’, establishing a dictatorship to control state resources is more profitable 
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than taxing citizens136. Acemoglu and Robinson, on the other hand, believe that consolidation 

occurs when the armed forces either do not support or instead oppose despotic elites, allowing for 

grassroots democratization to occur137. However, Tilly – having conceptualized democratization as 

a matter of degrees – acknowledges that democratic systems tend to be stable after a certain point, 

but argues that they may fluctuate in the degree of democracy and that the possibility of an eventual 

decline into an authoritarian regime cannot be precluded a priori, especially if negative feedback 

loops are triggered. 

Indeed, while scholars such as Acemoglu and Robinson denote elite-citizen struggles as 

the cause of democratization and with those scholars like Geddes emphasizing economic factors 

such as the distribution of wealth and capital mobility, the evidence in the literature thus far belies 

that such mono-causal, linear conceptualizations of the democratization process can be valid. In 

fact, the need for a dynamic conceptualization that can capture the complexity of the phenomenon 

of democracy is, despite its analytical hardships, necessary according to the literature. As such, 

Tilly looks at the shift in the overall effect as brought about by the increase or decrease in breadth, 

equality, protection, and mutual binding, and the process which led to the said shifts. He denotes 

that three processes affect such shifts: increased trust network integration into the democratic state 

mechanisms and the broadening of public politics; the isolation of categorical inequalities from 

public politics; and the elimination of autonomous power centers. However, the literature thus far 

indicates that Tilly’s model also falls short in explaining the phenomenon of democratization. There 

are two reasons for this. 

Firstly, Tilly refuses a priori that the preconditions, existing structures, and external actors 

have any effect on the process of democratization. In fact, Tilly believes that as long as broader, 
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more equal, better protected, and binding consultation can be pursued, then these other factors 

should not matter; however, the evidence in the literature belies Tilly’s position. Contrary to Tilly’s 

assertion, the literature demonstrates that preconditions, existing structures, and external actors can 

delimit the democratization process: the socio-political legacies inherited by a system can cause 

democratic reforms to be de facto ineffective, external actors can enforce democratic reforms that 

might not be accepted, and existing structures can undermine effective democratization. Secondly, 

Tilly’s model does not account for systemic shocks or economic activities available to a state, 

whereas these factors  can undermine authoritarianism and promote democratization instead. For 

example, the removal of recognition from a state can be a systemic shock that causes a crisis of 

legitimacy to an authoritarian regime. Such a regime can proceed to democratize in order to regain 

recognition. Trade, especially with democratic states, has also proven conducive to 

democratization. For the purposes of this dissertation, all of the abovementioned factors will be 

included in the study for capturing the complex dynamics of democratization in unrecognized 

states. More on the model adopted in this study will be elaborated on in the Conceptual Framework 

section.  

Unrecognized States 

a) Defining Unrecognized States 

The subset of states we will take into question and call unrecognized states138 have only 

come to be recently studied; therefore, there is no fixed term that  scholars have agreed upon to 

define them. Indeed, these states have come to be labeled as De Facto States139, Quasi States140, 
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Puppet States141, or Contested States142. In fact, there is general agreement that these entities are a 

by-product of the evolving international system and the consequent conceptualization of 

sovereignty as an inviolable right of any state and as affixed in territorial integrity. Contrarily, one 

of the main principles of modern international law is self-determination of minorities, which was 

revitalized at the end of World War I in response to the growing power of nationalism and the 

necessary downfall of empires143.  

The principle of self-determination states that nations can rightfully pursue autonomy in 

the international realm. However, it fails to define what constitutes a nation or what form autonomy 

should take. The principle of self-determination was adopted into the UN Charter in the 1940s and 

subsequently drove minorities to wage wars of independence in a world that disallowed territorial 

breakaways from states except in very exceptional circumstances. Subsequently, many of these 

movements for independence, which survived military campaigns by parent states aimed at 

quashing them, claimed the latter’s territories and formed their own governments, only to be 

‘disowned’ by the international community. Thus, these unrecognized states continued to exist in 

a limbo sometimes for decades, until they were (more commonly) forcefully or (less commonly) 

peacefully reintegrated into their parent states144, or until they won their independence. In fact, most 
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of these unrecognized states continue to exist around the world today, and experts expect that there 

might be many more of these entities in the making145.  

Given the facts mentioned above, the development of a proper definition for capturing the 

nature of these entities is clearly a necessity. Unfortunately, while some of the concepts variously 

employed by pertinent scholars of the field have been able to reflect some of the diversity and 

dynamism of the cases that fall into this category, none seem to have presented a ‘perfect’ 

definition. Indeed, the attempts to capture the complex nature of these novel entities mentioned 

above have thus far failed due to several reasons. Chief among these reasons are: a) an inability to 

capture the dynamics underlying unrecognized states’ structures; b) an inability to be precise and 

thus coin down the essentials making unrecognized states up or what makes them survive (such as 

outside aid, criminality, etc.); and c) lastly, an inability to let go of the state-centric tendencies of 

the modern international relations and related fields (i.e. an inability to confess the fact that these 

entities are not always as stately as most of our developed nations’ states and thus should not be 

treated as such; this inability is evidenced by the fact that all of the definitions attempting to 

describe these entities utilize the word ‘state’). Another reason that the literature has not proven 

successful in defining unrecognized states is that the studies regarding such entities have focused 

mainly on discovering criteria and conditions to justify or problematize their continued existence 

and their bid for sovereignty. This, in turn, led to a more normative approach rather than a 

descriptive one when it comes to studying unrecognized states. 

Subsequently, existing definitions of these unrecognized entities are either too precise to 

be universally and/or continuously applicable, or too loose to be analytically and empirically useful. 
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Therefore, I decided to begin my venture into studying these entities by synthesizing the various 

alternatives to unrecognized statehood as a concept and then coining down a definition of the 

concept which can not only capture their inherent dynamics but also be precise enough to be 

analytically useful in narrowing down the applicable cases of the phenomenon.  The present 

dissertation, instead, aims to produce a more dynamic definition of unrecognized statehood146. 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, I will adopt the terminology of unrecognized states, 

because this is the most common terminology of reference adopted by the scholarly community 

with regards to defining the subset of cases of this study’s interest. However, I will aim to redefine 

and expand the terminology to reflect the dynamism of unrecognized states and their 

democratization, and thus move away from Caspersen and Stansfield’s less-than-ideal iteration. 

 Per the scholarly understanding and thrust of this dissertation, unrecognized states are 

defined by internal and external dynamics and, as such, the processes and mechanisms associated 

with their democratization must necessarily be so defined as well. Therefore, static criteria should 

not be applied to the definition of unrecognized states. Nevertheless, some of the Montevideo 

Criteria must be applied during the case definition and selection, with the caveat that this 

interpretation of the criteria must recognize their fluidity; borders change as do populations. As 

such, the first criterion to be applied to our definition is that unrecognized states claim and (attempt 

to) hold a portion of territory over which another, recognized state has claim, where the borders of 

the said territory can fluctuate. Secondly, unrecognized states preside over and lay claim to the 

representation of a population over which they exert varying degrees of control and the constitution 

of which is amenable to change due to both internal and external factors. Nevertheless, one defining 

factor here is that unrecognized states exhibit ethnocratic tendencies as their claim to independence 
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rests on representing an ethno-national population distinct from that of the parent state. Meanwhile, 

a functioning government – where, once again, the capacity of the government is subject to change 

– is essential as well. However, the definition of unrecognized states adopted in this study will not 

include the last Montevideo criterion of capacity to engage with other states, which by definition 

is not applicable to our cases.  

Of course, before further refining the definition of unrecognized states as adopted here, 

engaging in the debate over sovereignty, even if momentarily, becomes necessary. To begin, let us 

dispel with the idea that unrecognized states can earn sovereignty through statebuilding and/or 

democratization. There is plenty of evidence that de jure sovereignty is not awarded in a declarative 

fashion and thus through an aspirant state’s conformity with the Montevideo Criteria, but instead 

in a constitutive fashion (i.e. through the recognition of a statehood by other, legitimate states) and 

therefore in a political manner147. Many scholars attest to the fact that not only is becoming a new 

member of the international community nigh impossible, but also the current members of the 

international community award de jure recognition based on political calculations. For example, 

Kolsto notes that the community of states is one which is closed off: neither the fragmentation of 

current members nor the application of potential members is tolerated148. Pegg likewise notes that 

unrecognized states will never be awarded legitimacy no matter how effective they become, and 

current states conversely will not be broken down149 no matter how ineffective they become 150. 
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Indeed, recognition of an unrecognized state or the threat thereof is used as a chip in 

political bargaining quite often, and global dynamics rather than internal ones appear to matter 

more when it comes to the question of whether an unrecognized state will be awarded de jure 

sovereignty or not151. As such, this study will not concern itself with the impact of democratization 

or de-democratization on the possibility of an unrecognized state’s bid for sovereignty, unlike most 

other works in this vein of literature. Instead, the focus of this study will be on the internal dynamics 

of unrecognized states when it comes to the question of democratization. 

 When it comes to their definition, we must begin with the fact that unrecognized states are 

governing entities that have forcefully seceded from a recognized, parent state and declared 

independence as well as an intention to form a new state. The origins of unrecognized states can be 

located in “….incompatible nationalisms and irreconcilable claims to domination and 

subordination”152. Indeed, according to Anderson, unrecognized states are birthed after real or 

perceived repression at the hands of a parent state153. While both independence and reconciliation 

is difficult154, to be considered a proper unrecognized state for the purposes of this research, entities 

must have existed for at least four years and exhibited a continued bid at independence at this time, 

whether this is a ‘true’ aim or not notwithstanding.  

The violent secession of unrecognized states tends to be in defiance of international norms 

of territories as fixed and inviolable, which reduces their chances at earning de jure recognition and 

thus legitimacy as peer states. These norms are the inviolability of current territorial borders, the 

prioritization of peace and security, the specific legal and political interpretation of self-

determination dominant at the time (what self-determination can mean and how it can be executed), 

                                                           
151 Anderson, “Reintegrating Unrecognized States: Internationalizing Frozen Conflicts,” 189. 
152 Mulaj, “International Actions and the Making and Unmaking of Unrecognized States,” 43. 
153 “Reintegrating Unrecognized States: Internationalizing Frozen Conflicts,” 182. 
154 Ibid. 



 

84 

 

and collective nonrecognition of territories which do not comport to the first three of these 

principles155. Some authors argue that the most impactful factor vis-à-vis the behavior and 

developmental direction of unrecognized states lies with the conscientious policies of action or 

inaction on the part of the international community156. 

Unrecognized tend to possess a high degree of internal legitimacy (although it fluctuates), 

and a low degree of external legitimacy (the degree of which changes over time), proving to be the 

mirror opposites of failed states on this issue. Their internal and external behavior tends to correlate 

with the level of recognition they receive at any given time, as well as their current power 

relationship with their parent state. These states suffer from shadow economies and corruption 

while still attempting to fulfill the minimal qualities of statehood, thus creating an internal dynamic 

of opposite forces. For the purposes of pursuing the minimal standards of statehood, these entities 

exhibit attributes such as an army, a government, and a flag, among others. 

While they are not puppet states, unrecognized states can exhibit a significant level of 

dependence on their sponsor states – i.e. states which provide them with recognition and financial 

support to a degree – where the level of dependence can render them into quasi-puppet states. 

Indeed, some scholars argue that it is this support from a (neighboring) state – coupled with neglect 

on the part of the international community at large – which helps the establishment and survival of 

these entities157. As such, any attempts to deal with conflicts involving unrecognized states will 

inevitably involve the sponsor state as a critical actor158. 

This definition, while long, is based on the literature and therefore the available evidence 

on and understanding of unrecognized states. Moreover, it reflects the dynamics that feed into the 
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internal and external behavior of these entities – and therefore their processes and mechanics of 

democratization. These attempts at democratization, in their turn, directly relate to the survival and 

hopes of recognition of the unrecognized states159. 

 The universe of cases which fit here would not include unrecognized entities such as 

Palestine, Western Sahara, Puntland, and Biafra, among some others. These cases feature entities 

that either have not seceded from an existing state, ruled for at least four years, or gave some lip-

service at the official level to independence. While this is different from the interpretations of some 

prominent scholars in the field160, the difference comes from definitional dimensions. 

 To sum up, an unrecognized state is one that claims a variable yet substantial territory of 

another, recognized state in defiance of international norms and thus lacks de jure sovereignty while 

possessing internal legitimacy (both to differing degrees at any point in time). These entities attempt 

to take advantage of international attitudes, actions and inactions, kinstate protection, ceasefires 

and the accompanying peacekeepers in order to freeze their conflicts and consolidate their control 

over the territories over which they put forth some claim.161 An unrecognized state attempts to 

fulfill the minimal requirements of a state while also displaying an inherent thrust towards 

corruption and shadow economies – which they suffer from to a higher degree than non-failing 

states. Nevertheless, for the purposes of potential recognition, unrecognized states tend to espouse 

democratic institutions at the least, even if they do not develop democratic norms or support a 

democratic political culture. Instead, due to their raison d’être being ethno-nationalistic, their 

governments tend toward ethnocratization, especially when an ethnic-kin sponsor is the main 

backing for ensuring economic and military survival. I expect that aid dependency without ethnic 
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kinship could lead to low-capacity institutions in unrecognized states, whereas the opportunity to 

trade and interact with democratic states can instead promote democratization in unrecognized 

states. To note, whether unrecognized states actually aim at independence or whether their elites 

enjoy the opportunistic environment provided by these states is a question mark. The level of 

international engagement with these unrecognized states and their relationship with their parent 

state as well as the level of their dependence on a sponsor state tends to define their internal and 

external behavior. At an extreme end of dependence on a sponsor, these unrecognized states can 

transform into quasi-puppet states. All in all, it appears that by definition, unrecognized states’ 

democratization is dependent on at least four factors: ethnocratization, level of recognition, 

relationship with the parent state, and relationship with the sponsor state. These four variables will 

inform this dissertation’s methodology. 

General Understanding of Unrecognized States 

“Frozen and forgotten”162 – such is the label most unrecognized states are stuck with. On 

the one hand, this label indicates that the status quo attained in the aftermath of an unrecognized 

state’s creation features only negative peace163 due mainly to the involvement of third-party 

peacekeepers, i.e. frozen. Subsequently, and possibly as an unintended consequence, the sense of 

urgency to resolve the conflicts surrounding such states as well as the attention international media 

allocate to these conflicts decrease, and hence forgotten. This perception, in addition to the small, 

economically less significant stature of unrecognized states, is the reason why such conflicts 

usually fail to generate enough momentum to create even a somewhat realistic hope for a 

                                                           
162 Ciobanu, Frozen and Forgotten Conflicts in the Post-Soviet States; Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: 

Unrecognized States in the International System,” 2; Peter Rutland, “Frozen Conflicts, Frozen Analysis” (International 

Studies Association, 48th Annual Convention, Chicago, US, 2007). 
163 Absence of physical violence yet presence of social injustices and thus structural and cultural violence; see 

Johan Galtung, “Theories of Peace: A Synthetic Approach to Peace Thinking” (International Peace Research Institute, 

1967), https://www.transcend.org/files/Galtung_Book_unpub_Theories_of_Peace_-

_A_Synthetic_Approach_to_Peace_Thinking_1967.pdf.. 
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resolution164, as well as the reason why the literature on these conflicts – excepting ones which 

mention them as simply one part of regional and global conflicts (e.g. such as the Cold War) – is 

quite slim. In fact, I was only able to uncover a moderate amount of articles, one anthology, and 

several books that directly pertain to my focus of study with regards to unrecognized states (i.e. the 

process and mechanisms of democratization in unrecognized states which can help explain and 

even alter their conflictual behavior).  

 However, this is consistent with Caspersen and Stansfield's observation that how 

unrecognized states “form, operate, and develop” – all pertaining to the focus of this study – is not 

theorized on165. Moreover, we must not be surprised that this is the case; in fact, both the Caspersen-

Stansfield duo and King argue that very little is known about unrecognized states, whereby the 

former party calls them security vacuums166 while the latter calls them “informational black 

holes”167. Others, such as Harvey, hold these spaces to be “anomalous”168, indicating that standard 

approaches to analysis and interventions would not function in contexts involving unrecognized 

states. Nevertheless, the few scholars who have pursued answers to questions similar to the ones 

we have at hand have made some important discoveries. 

 According to this literature, unrecognized states are small169, authoritarian or semi-

authoritarian states170 that have little chance of recognition, yet they cause regional security 

problems, undermine the territorial integrity and sovereignty of other states, provide a possible 

home for insurgent and terrorist movements and criminal organizations, and lead to humanitarian 

                                                           
164 For example, the only instance where the 50-years-old Cypriot Conflict has generated enough “hope” for a 

resolution in the parties involved was during the period of 2002-2004 – the period of the Annan Plan. See Ahmet Sözen 

and Kudret Özersay, “The Annan Plan: State Succession or Continuity,” Middle Eastern Studies 43, no. 1 (2007): 125–

141.. 
165 Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System,” 2. 
166 Ibid. 
167 King, “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States.” 
168 Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy,” 11. 
169 Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System,” 6. 
170 Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy,” 11. 
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problems171. Moreover, such conflicts result in negative peace – more commonly labeled as a 

perpetuated state of no war, no peace172 – and are subsequently forgotten – removed from the 

international agenda and absent from maps173. Most unrecognized states appear to operate under 

patronage structures, and lean towards authoritarianism due to a lack of recognition and 

resources174. In addition, unrecognized states have to deal with much adversity as they suffer from 

deep internal problems and external threats, causing them to be driven by fear and insecurity175. 

The most important and common observation across the board in this literature, however, is that 

ethno-nationalism – the favored take on analyzing unrecognized states – simply does not suffice as 

an explanation, and that the international context must be considered for a comprehensive 

understanding of these states176. This conclusion has necessarily had a considerable, guiding impact 

on the thrust of my research. This is the reason why I am assuming some commonalities within the 

context of virtually all unrecognized states based on the systemic, policy- and law-based 

approaches of the international community to these spaces. As such, when considering theorization 

of unrecognized states, one must consider dynamics that are shared in addition to the ones which 

are historically and contextually embedded. 

 There are many commonalities across the cases of unrecognized according to the literature. 

First and foremost, these states pretend at democratization for the purposes of garnering 

                                                           
171 Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System,” 1. 
172 Rutland, “Frozen Conflicts, Frozen Analysis.” 
173 Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System,” 2. 
174 Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy,” 11. 
175 Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System,” 6; Chorev, “Complex 

Terrains: Unrecognized States and Globalization,” 37; Caspersen, Unrecognized States, 77. 
176 This understanding is most evident in the following works: Caspersen and Stansfield, “Introduction: 

Unrecognized States in the International System”; Mulaj, “International Actions and the Making and Unmaking of 

Unrecognized States”; Stacy Closson et al., “Unrecognized States: The Struggle for Sovereignty in the Modern 

International System,” Nationalities Papers 41, no. 4 (July 2013): 675–83, doi:10.1080/00905992.2013.776527; 

Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Stefan Wolff, “The Limits of International Conflict Management in the Case of 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia,” in Unrecognized States in the International System, by Nina Caspersen and Gareth R. V. 

Stansfield (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 147–64. 
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international support177 and, therefore, for their survival178. Indeed, unrecognized states might have 

to democratize if only due to the need for good governance and a strong, central state to maintain 

the unity of the social identity (i.e. to unify the war-machine that is the state, à Tilly179) within its 

territories and to not cause its 'citizens' to vote with their feet and flee180, thus damaging the state's 

claim to the land181. These observations are congruent with Bakke's, who underlines that 

unrecognized states endure due to internal legitimacy182. In contrast to this, the unrecognized states' 

need for unity might have an adverse effect on the plurality of a democracy as non-nationalist 

sentiments have no place in these unrecognized states, which emphasizes a single identity183. This 

is the reason why unrecognized states tend towards ethnocratization, according to the literature. Of 

course, these observations are based on post-Soviet unrecognized states that are dominated by the 

geo-politically strong, ethnic-kin sponsor of Russia and depend on the latter both economically and 

militarily, the unrecognized states experience ethnocratization lesson might translate instead into: 

unrecognized states that are economically and/or militarily dependent on an ethnic-kin sponsor and 

yet are exposed to the global push towards democratization (per the principle of earned 

sovereignty184) are likely to experience ethnocratization. Summarily, not all unrecognized states 

would necessarily experience ethnocratization; therefore, ethnocratization is but a hypothesis that 

needs to be tested in non-ex-Soviet settings and, if necessary, modified. 

                                                           
177 Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy,” 11; 

Closson et al., “Unrecognized States,” 676; Caspersen, Unrecognized States, 73–74. 
178 Due to their small stature and generally insignificant economic resources and/or activity, unrecognized states usually 

cannot fulfill their aspired functions of statehood without outside support. 
179 Taylor and Botea, “Tilly Tally”; Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States; Tilly, Democracy. 
180 Caspersen, Unrecognized States, 79. 
181 Ibid., 79–80. 
182 Kristin M. Bakke et al., “External Patrons, Violence, and Internal Legitimacy in de Facto States,” 2014, 93, 
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183 Caspersen, Unrecognized States, 84. 
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 Secondly, and according to some scholars most importantly185, there is a certain, unique 

dynamic endemic to unrecognized states vis-à-vis their political economies. Indeed, due to the level 

of isolation-driven dependency186 unrecognized states have on their sponsors, the strength of the 

unrecognized states' governments, which tend to outsource their administrative duties (and hence 

their autonomy and independence) to the more powerful sponsor state187 and gain financial support 

in return, become quite strong to the point that their survival is guaranteed – all the while reducing 

their levels of democracy, as they do not depend on their citizens' support for maintaining their 

power188. Additionally, the fact that the sponsor state's support can virtually guarantee their 

continued existence causes unrecognized states to lose interest in international acceptance, which 

demotivates them from accomplishing democratizing reforms; this effect is further exacerbated as 

the elites of the unrecognized states surely realize that their citizens have no real alternatives but 

the unrecognized states’ government189.  

 Another de-democratizing effect to consider regarding the political economy of 

unrecognition is that of patronage networks. The fact that this quasi-democratization comes 

accompanied by a strong, nationalist elite with a hand possibly in blood money190 is quite the bad 

news for the prospects of a resolution in today's unrecognized states' respective conflicts. “Elite 

greed” appears to be a common theme in the unrecognized states, where the said greed encourages 

illegal activity and thus creates new key actors with vested interests in the maintenance of the status 

                                                           
185 Harvey and Stansfield, “Theorizing Unrecognized States: Sovereignty, Secessionism, and Political Economy.” 
186 Closson, “What Do Unrecognized States Tell Us About Sovereignty?,” 67–68; Mulaj, “International Actions and the 
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quo of non-recognition191. Moreover, this cadre of greedy elite, to be henceforth referred to as 

plunder elite, is not only involved in crimes but they also spend public funds on attracting 

strongmen192 or voters who help them 'guard' their political positions193. Furthermore, the criminal 

organizations and/or career criminals thus invited to the unrecognized states settle into the 

territories of these states, as such states are “havens for warlords, mercenaries, profiteers, and 

criminals”194. Nevertheless, these criminal elements are not simply passive and obedient to the 

elites; in fact, such criminal networks (based on their own vested interests) not only sustain the 

current conflict as they – much like the elite – benefit from the status quo/stalemate in the 

conflict195, but they also create new conflicts as they use violence on civilians or commit crimes 

abroad in a bid to conduct their 'business,' thus risking regional stability196.  

 Additionally, the beneficiaries of this blood money have a vested interest in and thus 

probably contribute to the invisibility of the unrecognized states – including the TRNC – in the 

international community and the media for, as Nordstrom observes in her ethnographic studies of 

several war-torn nations, some aspects of war are made invisible either because it serves someone's 

interests or it is more convenient to ignore them197.The behavior of the plunder elite and their 

partners-in-crime is consistent with Kolsto and Blakkisrud's arguments about the four types of 

danger inherent in the unrecognized states:  

                                                           
191 Caspersen, Unrecognized States, 76; King, “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized 
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193 Wolff, “The Limits of International Conflict Management in the Case of Abkhazia and South Ossetia,” 160. 
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● General criminality: normally legal activities, such as exporting, conducted 'illegally' 

due to unrecognition,  

● Aggravated criminality: increase in illegal activities that would likewise be illegal 

virtually in any civil state,  

● Terrorism: terrorist organizations can use these forgotten 'non-states' in order to supply 

arms; moreover, these territories can serve well as headquarters as they lie outside of 

the jurisdiction of the international community – for international involvement in the 

'internal affairs' of unrecognized states might trigger an unwitting recognition of them. 

This can be applied to criminal organizations or international criminals, as well; 

indeed, the TRNC has long served as a safe haven for criminals escaping from the 

British justice system.  

● Armed conflict: the conflicts involving unrecognized states are frozen but never 

resolved; therefore, as the international community forgets about them, the 

unrecognized states have an increasing chance of triggering a conflict between 

themselves and their parent states or their parent states and their sponsor states. This 

was the case with Abkhazia; moreover, this came close to being the case in the NKR 

as well as the TRNC198. Indeed, the sustained presence of unrecognized states 

consequently leads to the sustenance of high tensions based on the conflict which led 

to their establishment199. 

The former two of these dangers are realized in most unrecognized state settings whereas the latter 

two – as their costs and risks are higher – are less common. All in all, it is unambiguous that the 

                                                           
198 On Abkhazia, see: http://www.cnn.com/2014/03/13/world/europe/2008-georgia-russia-conflict/. On Nagorno-

Karabakh, see: http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2014/8/2/armenia-azerbaijanclashes.html. Moreover, the author's 

informal conversations with some GCs fulfilling their military duty in 1996 revealed that the GC army had mobilized 

and was on the verge of going to full-scale war following the death of Solomou at the hands of A Turkish sniper.  
199 These four dangers are borrowed from Kolstø and Blakkisrud, “De Facto States and Democracy,” 113–14. 
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plunder elite and their accomplices are beneficiaries of the stalemates and negative peace achieved 

at the inception of the unrecognized states who, therefore, guard it – and add other, more novel 

problems on its back. 

 Further factors to consider, as indicated above, are shadow economies and the criminality 

inherent in the economic activities of unrecognized states, which further undermine the state’s 

dependence on its citizens for economic survival. Instead, the state focuses on capitalizing on its 

unrecognized status in order to attract and maximize the benefits from its elites’ and institutions’ 

accommodation of and collusion with criminal enterprises. Such a system can create a democratic 

vacuum where criminal organizations are enabled to influence policymaking in a disproportionate 

manner, allowing for massive violations of human rights and the legitimization of criminal 

activities. In turn, widespread criminality also undermines democracy, creating a vicious cycle. 

Moreover, such a system also promotes criminal elements into being shadow negotiators vis-à-vis 

conflict resolution. This causes the perpetuation of the conflicts and thus the preservation of the 

status quo that is advantageous to criminal activities. 

 Finally, it is important to note that unrecognized states are territorially small and made up 

of homogenous, small communities where one’s lineage and social network disproportionately 

affects one’s social and professional lives. In fact, this is not only limited to unrecognized states; 

recent research has shown that high levels of nepotism are commonly found in small states200. As 

such, political parties act as exclusive cliques that distribute state resources, including government 

jobs – where it must be noted that the government sector usually hires circa 50% of the population 
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in unrecognized states201 - and form cliental relations with the public at large in order to perpetuate 

their political power. Subsequently, one can expect clientelist behavior and high government 

corruption from unrecognized states. 

 Thirdly, due to the primacy of nationalist discourse and the perception of an ever-present 

external enemy202, nationalist elites can get away with ruling less transparently, less democratically, 

and less fairly in the name of 'the cause'203204. Lastly, the shadow economies (involving profiteering 

and outright crime such as trafficking205), which appear due to the isolation of the state from the 

international economy206, constrain non-nationalist opposition parties and provides resources to the 

elite, which allows them to repress their rivals and ignore popular sentiments207. Clearly, a quasi-

democracy, which in reality is at least a semi-authoritarian state, is what unrecognized states with 

strong support from their sponsors are bound to become – very much unlike Bakke's vision, which 

we outlined earlier in this chapter208. 

 One of the remaining questions with regards to the causal dynamics impacting the behavior 

of unrecognized states is that of ethnonationalism and the elites. Indeed, many scholars assume that 

the elite in unrecognized states are nationalists  aiming for secession and independent statehood. 

However, some scholars have instead noted that the elite might rather prefer enjoying the political 

and economic ambiguity provided by this limbo of unrecognition. Nevertheless, whether for 
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sentimental or instrumental reasons, it holds true that the elite help shape unrecognized states in an 

ethnonationalist manner and promote a corresponding political rhetoric. 

 Before we get to the last common theme in the literature, I would like to underline some 

noteworthy observations made by a few scholars that will have an impact on our framework for 

studying the democratization of unrecognized states. First and foremost, Mulaj's analysis of the UN 

peacekeeping mission in Cyprus (UNFICYP) reveals that peacekeeping does not lead to 

peacemaking209. In fact, according to Mulaj, there have been two dire, unanticipated costs of 

peacekeeping: firstly, an authoritarian-leaning unrecognized state was able to be born due to the 

relative stability brought about by the negative peace established and sustained by UNFICYP; and 

secondly, the incentives to resolve the conflict were much reduced as UNFICYP minimized the 

risks inherent in the status quo210. As such, it can be expected that destabilizing factors such as 

systemic shocks can help both the democratization of unrecognized states and the resolution of 

conflicts where they are involved. Moreover, recent research has also posited that the stability 

provided by the no war, no peace status quo can, in the long-term, work to reduce the threat 

perception from the parent state, and, instead, empower the civil society to defy and change the 

authoritarian status quo that was justified by the said external threats211. To conclude, the stability 

brought about by peacekeeping is a double-edged sword that must be wielded with care. 

Secondly, Chorev underlines an important point by arguing that media attention is critical 

for prompting international action for the resolution of conflicts involving unrecognized states or 

for promoting the democratization of unrecognized states by supporting or highlighting grassroots 

efforts212. However, as we have already established, by peacekeeping in these conflicts, the 
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international community freezes and frequently forgets them, which deters the need for media 

coverage by stabilizing the conflict and lowering the impact of any coverage. Contrarily, if media 

interest can be promoted, then democratization and conflict resolution processes would benefit,  as 

was evident in the cases of East Timor and South Sudan.  

Further is Wolff's observation that a sine-qua-non of modern peace-building is the 

engagement of the civil society, which should be respected in the case of unrecognized states as 

well, if the efforts at a resolution are to be fruitful213. Nevertheless, once again as established above, 

the 'state' mechanisms governing unrecognized states are virtually impervious to bottom-up 

pressures as their survival is based on the goodwill of their sponsor state and not the approval of 

their people214. However, the importance of the empowerment of civil society for both conflict 

resolution215 and democratization216 are well-established in the literature. The question, then, is how 

to activate civil society in a way that avoids the co-optation and politicization of local CSOs as well 

as in a way that could affect the policymaking decisions of the state institutions. If such a question 

can be answered, and one answer is engagement without recognition217, then both conflict 
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resolution and democracy promotion, which have thus far proven to be illusive goals in the context 

of unrecognized states, can be pursued.  

All the above mentioned factors will play an important role in analyzing  the 

democratization of Somaliland, TRNC, and Taiwan as unrecognized states – and why conflict 

resolution efforts in these cases have been practically bound to failure. One of the most important 

factors to note is that most unrecognized states are characterized by an almost absolute dependence 

on outside patronage, such as a dependence on Turkey in the case of the TRNC218. In fact, such 

significant dependence is a sine-qua-non condition of non-recognition where trade is very limited 

(Taiwan is an exception here due to sustaining extensive trade ties with the USA and the EU even 

after losing recognition)219 and is inevitable as long as unrecognized states keep existing in a state 

of limbo220. For example, the reason why the TRNC's unrecognition did not cause its death is 

because of the Turkish support to the TC state; i.e. the TRNC survives at the whim of Turkey due 

to its economic isolation from the rest of the world221. In this particular case, the extent of this 

dependence is such that many scholars fail to see any other option but Turkey pressuring the TRNC 

into re-integration or acceptance of a federal solution to end the Cypriot Conflict222.  

 Moreover, in the case of the Cypriot Conflict, whether this sponsor-to-unrecognized state 

pressure will be forthcoming is dependent on a change in the relationship among Turkey, Greece, 

and the USA – the last of which cannot pressure the first due to its dependence on Turkey for 

upholding NATO's eastern-most wing, especially in the face of the tensions once again rising 
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between the West and Russia – a dire reminder of the not-so-distant Cold War223. In addition, EU 

– which depends on Turkey and Russia for the transportation of natural gas and oil, among other 

resources224 – also finds it hard to pressure Turkey into forcing the TRNC. On that note and at the 

time of this writing, Turkey appears to be happy with the status quo, which protects its geopolitical 

and strategic interests in the region as well as provides a measure of security225, for the foreseeable 

future. In addition, the status quo also allows for Turkey to stake a claim for the hydrocarbon 

reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean seabed 'on behalf of protecting the TC community's 

interests'226. Consequently, we necessarily arrive at this grim conclusion as per the literature: since 

the sponsor state prefers the status quo to resolving the conflict, then “there is probably no solution 

to the problem”227. 

 However, the literature is self-contradictory on this point. First and foremost, although not 

controlled by the international community or any other political actor, systemic shocks can change 

the status quo within and without unrecognized states regardless of the political calculus of sponsor 

states. Secondly, the international media can be encouraged to cover more of the internal dynamics 

in unrecognized states, which would help hold the state institutions and armed forces more 

accountable. Thirdly, the local CSOs in unrecognized states can be empowered, which would 

undermine the authoritarian and ethnocratic choke-hold on political power. This would also 

undermine the ethno-nationalist identity construction and political rhetoric that is common among 

unrecognized states. Fourthly, unrecognized states can be engaged for trade and for upholding 
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international laws, which would dissuade criminal activities in favor of legitimate trade and 

taxation for revenue-making. Furthermore, such engagement with democratic states should, 

according to the literature, likewise promote democratization in unrecognized states. Additionally, 

increased trading opportunities should likewise reduce the dependence of the unrecognized states 

on a sponsor and instead increase the state’s dependence on its citizens, further entrenching 

democracy. Ultimately, if the international community can lay the groundwork through increased 

media coverage, the empowerment of local CSOs, and engagement through trade and law-based 

collaboration, unrecognized states should be able to democratize when a systemic shock is taken 

advantage of. Moreover, due to such democratization and the concurrent reduction in ultra-

nationalism and militarism, conflict resolution would also be facilitated. 

 Nevertheless, the literature on unrecognized states draws a bleak picture of their present as 

well as their future. First and foremost, unrecognized states are quadruple invisible: they are 

invisible on the maps, they are invisible vis-a-vis their illegal economy, they are virtually invisible 

in the media (unless brought up by their parent or sponsor states), and they are invisible as their 

will is overridden by that of their sponsor's – regardless of whether this overriding was voluntary 

or forceful. Secondly, unrecognized states are bound to never be able to fully democratize due to 

their need for 'unity' and the power of 'nationalism', as well as their top tier elites' power being 

independent of that of the grassroots. Thirdly, their political and military elite turn into plunder 

elites who are somewhat criminal and who are vested in not only the maintenance of the status quo 

but also the non-recognition of the unrecognized state, as recognition would destroy their 

mechanism of benefits much as a resolution would. Lastly, their absolute dependence on their 

sponsor not only makes them into quasi-puppet states, but it also makes the resolution of their 

conflicts simply impossible; i.e. the Cypriot Conflict is truly, irrevocably intractable according to 

this literature.  
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There are three problems I have had with this literature. First and foremost, this literature's 

assertions are seldom made based on qualitative (e.g. interviews) or quantitative data (e.g. 

measuring the level of corruption of the elite). That is, the slim literature on this topic is mostly 

unsubstantiated due to the infancy of the studies of unrecognized states' internal dynamics. 

Secondly, aside from Caspersen, Kopecek et al., and Voller228, none of the authors I have reviewed 

make a connection between the behavior of unrecognized states and theories of state-building or 

democratization of non-state actors. Thirdly, the policy context surrounding unrecognized states 

and delimiting their behavior, which Caspersen and Stansfield initially treat as a directly-involved 

variable229, is absent from their own work as well as the rest of the literature when it comes to 

analysis. Clearly, unrecognition is treated as natural and perpetual; i.e. that its current form is 

normal and that it cannot be changed. However, there is reason to believe that unrecognition needs 

to be disaggregated and altered in order to allow for the democratization of unrecognized states and 

to enact conflict resolution where unrecognized states are involved. This will be done in the 

subsequent section on the conceptual framework. Moreover, the literature on the democratization 

of unrecognized states will likewise be covered in the next section. 

In summation, the literature on unrecognized states is scant and has some inherent 

problems. Nevertheless, the available literature allows us to define an unrecognized state as an 

entity exercising de facto control over at least a portion of the territories it claims from a recognized 

state while lacking de jure recognition from (most of) the international community. These states 

tend to develop a dependence on external resources and sponsors due to a lack of trading 

opportunities, which can undermine state capacity and democratization. Such states are especially 

vulnerable to ethnocratization when their dependence is on an ethnic-kin sponsor. Moreover, the 
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conflicts involving unrecognized states tend to be long-lasting due to the relative stability they find 

themselves in, having settled into a status quo of no war, no peace. Subsequently, high threat-

perceptions from an external enemy (the parent state) tend to be maintained, which promotes ultra-

nationalism and militarization and thus undermines democracy. In fact, Caspersen and Kopecek et 

al. posit that unrecognized states cannot establish functioning democracies due to these 

aforementioned delimitations230. Given all of these disadvantages, one must explain the positive 

democratization experienced by Somaliland, the TRNC, and Taiwan in order to understand the 

processes and mechanisms that can promote democracy even in the absence of recognition and 

trade. Doing so can lead to a better understanding of both the phenomenon of democratization and 

the domestic dynamics of unrecognized states. This is the challenge that the present study tackles. 

The following section on the conceptual framework will elaborate on how this question of the 

democratization of unrecognized states will be tackled. 
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III. Conceptual Framework: Reconciling the Literatures on Democratization 

and the Democratization of Unrecognized States 

 
 
 

As elaborated in the preceding Introduction and the Literature Review sections, conflict 

resolution and democratization are inexorably interlinked in the context of unrecognized states, and 

that democratization is a necessary step towards resolution. Given this, there is an urgent need to 

capture the dynamics of democratization which are unique to or uniquely empowered in 

unrecognized states. In its turn, capturing the dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states 

requires a surveillance of the literatures on both democratization and the democratization of 

unrecognized states. 

Overall, the literature on democratization has produced three paradigmatic (modernization, 

elite agency, and economic inequality) and five qualifying (resource wealth, types of autocracies, 

contentious politics, economic growth, and international action) theories. One of the first theories 

of democratization was that of modernization, which claimed that a shift to industrialism caused a 

change in the system of control over wealth to the middle-class, initiating cycles of repression-

mobilization-negotiation and extraction-revolt-bargaining between governments and their citizens, 

causing an incremental increase of human rights (with special emphasis on property rights) and 

democracy. Naturally, exceptions are countries with resource wealth (i.e. resource wealth theory) 

where the government controls the accumulation and distribution of wealth, which leads to 

repressive, rentier states that accumulate wealth without the socio-cultural changes associated with 

modernization. Indeed, the state need not negotiate with citizens for control over wealth in these 
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cases, causing an anti-modernist thrust. This theory fails to empirically explain many cases of 

democratization without modernity, cases of modernity without democracy, and de-

democratization of modernized states; hence, it needs to be taken with a pinch of salt. 

A second paradigmatic theory is that of agency-based democratization. Traditionally, these 

theories believed that competition among the elite, the rise of reformist elites, or power-holding 

elites’ willingness to promote rights and democracy for perpetuating theory positions led to 

democratization. In summary, the theory argued that democracy occurred where the elites willingly 

and intentionally exerted efforts to support such a process. As such, the vision was that of top-down 

democratization. 

Here, the types of autocracy also mattered according to some theorist (i.e. types of 

autocracy theory). Military rule appeared vulnerable to elite opposition, whereas multiple party 

autocracies were open to divisions among the elite. Personality-based autocracies were held 

together by the personal charisma and networks of a single leader and thus crumbled after their 

passing away due to divisions among the elite cadre, which were glued together by the leader alone. 

Single-party autocracies were strong insofar as they were able to make a broad party which brought 

the elite together under a single umbrella. 

However, this top-down view of the democratization process later shifter towards 

contentious politics (i.e. contentious politics theory) where popular movements for rights and 

democracy, as well as the attainment and sustained mobilization of a critical mass pushing for such 

reforms, were seen as central to the democratization process instead. While this approach is mainly 

bottom-up, it still recognizes the need for divisions among the elite, elite alliances with the 

movements, and state weakness (i.e. a decline of repressive capacity) as important factors to create 

opportunities for the necessary sustained mobilization of the people. 

Theories of economic growth and economic inequality are somewhat blurry as they fail to 
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explain how, when, and why these factors lead to democratization. Nevertheless, there is evidence 

that both factors matter for democratization. Indeed, it had been shown that economic stagnation 

in autocracies act as a systemic shock and when coupled with the unequal distribution of resources 

- which alienates the populace and segments of the elite, thus promoting mobilization and elite 

opposition - they can decrease the relative costs of rebellion while mobilizing people over a singular 

cause, which simultaneously increases the costs of repression. Economic inequality can meanwhile 

cause democratization either when it is very high, causing high levels of discontentment; or when 

it is very low, which decreases the costs of reform for the elites. 

A last category of theorization is that of international forces, which has come to prominence 

post-2000. While there is evidence that internationally-driven democratization or international aid 

can have adverse effects instead, there is evidence that some international factors can lead to 

democratization indeed. Firstly, it has been demonstrated that democracy spreads; therefore, 

democratization in a state’s neighborhood can lead to that state’s democratization in turn. Secondly, 

there is evidence that involvement in Western-led international or regional organizations, especially 

ones featuring a largely democratic body of other member states, also increases chances of 

democratization. While involvement with organization on human rights can be also effective for 

the purposes of democratization, involvement with economic organizations such as the WTO, and 

involvement in the global free market at large, appears especially effective for this purpose. 

Importantly, scholars231 underline two mechanics through with the internationally-driven 

democratization effect is achieved. Firstly is the degree of involvement of the state with the 

aforementioned international bodies (economic or humanitarian). Secondly is leverage, which is 

                                                           
231 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, “Linkage versus Leverage: Rethinking the International Dimension of Regime 

Change,” Comparative Politics 38, no. 4 (2006): 379–400; Edward D. Mansfield and Jon C. Pevehouse, 

“Democratization and International Organizations,” International Organization 60, no. 1 (2006): 137–167, 

doi:10.1017/S002081830606005X; Kristian Skrede Gleditsch and Michael D. Ward, “Diffusion and the International 

Context of Democratization,” International Organization 60, no. 4 (2006): 911–933, doi:10.1017/S0020818306060309. 
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the degree of a state’s vulnerability to democratic pressures from the outside, where the degree of 

leverage is dependent on the degree of involvement. Moreover, as Levitsky & Way also argue that 

mechanisms to translate international pressures to the domestic arena, such as collaborative CSOs, 

need to exist for this effect232. 

Empirically, the success of these theories in explaining the phenomenon of democratization 

overall is limited. This is mostly because many of these theories have focused on a singular factor 

as the causal factor at the expense of others, despite evidence that all of the factors identified in the 

literature to have some degree of explanatory power. The degree of prominence of each factor 

appears to be changeable according to time and context. As such, there appears to be an inherent 

need for a more broadly-constructed framework to capture the dynamics of democratization in the 

modern era. This is the type of conceptual framework that the present study aims to build. 

Possibly responding to the lack of a much-needed, broader framework or potentially due 

to the field being in its infancy period, or yet due to the perceived distinction between regular and 

unrecognized states perceptibly rendering the theories based on former cases inapplicable to the 

latter, the studies on the democratization of unrecognized states have not referenced the abundant 

literature on democratization at large. Instead, the field has attempted to provide thicker 

descriptions and build hypotheses and models based on anecdotal rather than empirical evidence. 

Interestingly, these models produced a comprehensive approach to democratization that is at once 

a-theoretical and theoretically all-encompassing. The theories on democratization of unrecognized 

states include those proposed by scholars such as Caspersen, Kopecek et. al., and Voller. 

 Caspersen is the most prominent scholar vis-à-vis the democratization of unrecognized 

states. According to Caspersen, unrecognized states are stuck in-between self-cancelling feedback 
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loops, and thus cannot democratize completely233. Below is a diagram of her arguments: 

 

 

 

 

Figure A: Caspersen’s Hypothesis 

 

 

 

Caspersen argues that unrecognized states suffer from an acute form of siege mentality due to the 

ongoing perceived threat from the parent state attempting to reintegrate the runaway territories 

occupied by the unrecognized states. The degree of this perceived threat and thus the siege 

mentality suffered is central in Caspersen’s conceptualization of the dynamics of democratization 

in unrecognized states. This leads to increased ethnic nationalism and a need for unity to resist the 

threat, as well as an increased reliance on the ethnic-kin sponsor, if there is any, for militaristic 

needs. This clashes with the need for plurality as required to establish a sense of belonging to the 
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unrecognized state and thus render it sustainable by opening socio-economic space to non-

militaristic and non-hypernationalistic identities, policies, and narratives. In the meantime, the 

economic and diplomatic incentives provided by the international community for democratization 

clash with these territories’ reliance on an ethnic-kin sponsor, which requires the kin identity to be 

widely upheld for continued assistance and for the sponsor’s will to influence national policies 

and/or supersede the citizens’ will. The sponsor as such undermines democracy by influencing local 

politics through force (e.g. threats of pulling economic support or simply rendering support 

dependent on the adoption of certain policies), whereas ethnic nationalism reduces political space 

by raising an ethnic group over others and through the militarization of the socio-political space. 

 According to Caspersen, all these four factors clash and negotiate to eventually produce 

ethnocracies where “Ethnocracy” is a type of semi-democracy where a single ethnicity dominates 

political power. Caspersen further argues that the degree of democracy in these ethnocracies 

depends causally on the degree of siege mentality. Indeed, the argument states that due to the 

perpetual and acute siege mentality, ethnocratization is the limit of the democratization process in 

unrecognized states, regardless of international incentives or local pressures for democratization. 

 Importantly, Caspersen’s hypothesis of the centrality of socio-psychological factors 

regarding democratization in unrecognized states has yet to be tested empirically. In fact, Caspersen 

dismisses cases like North Cyprus and Taiwan as exceptions and as not being as democratic as their 

FH scores suggest. This argument might indeed hold true for North Cyprus where minorities lack 

political representation; however, whether Taiwan’s dismissal is acceptable would be up for debate. 

 Freely, Caspersen’s framework for capturing democratization in unrecognized states can 

be considered under the literary veins of elite agency and international forces. Nevertheless, 

Caspersen does not link with these veins of literature herself. As such, she fails to consider the 

effects of the type of autocracy or isolation of unrecognized states from the international 



 

108 

 

community, which have been demonstrably influential on democratization. In fact, Caspersen falls 

short in capturing through which mechanisms and processes socio-psychological factors lead to 

democratization or de-democratization in unrecognized states. Kopecek et. al. whose research has 

similar arguments provide for an improvement in this respect. 

 A second set of authors who argue that ethnocracies are the end-point for unrecognized 

states (with the sole exception being Taiwan) is Kopecek et. al. The main differences between 

Kopecek et. al. and Caspersen’s frameworks is that the former’s emphasis on and the latter’s 

complete dismissal of economic factors. Additionally, Caspersen and Kopecek et. al. disagree on 

their causal hypotheses: Kopecek et. al. believe that the influence of external players, rather than a 

siege mentality, is the actual impediment for unrecognized state to evolve into a fully-fledged 

democracy234. Nevertheless, while arriving at the same conclusion from different points of view, 

the authors agree that ethnocracies are the end-points of the democratization of unrecognized states. 

The exception here, Taiwan, is argued by Kopecek et. al. to be only so due to not having an ethnic-

kin sponsor and instead having a Western sponsor with high levels of domestic democracy and 

which is willing to promote democracy abroad as part of its foreign policy. 

 Below is a diagram of Kopecek et. al.’s conceptual framework: 
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Figure 2. Kopecek et al.’s Hypothesis 

 

 

 

According to Kopecek et. al., the protraction of the status quo of no war, no peace and 

international isolations surrounding unrecognized states stabilizes the socio-political sphere in 

unrecognized states while also undermining governmental capacity and legitimacy. Accordingly, 

space is created for socio-political dissent and a lack of institutional, authoritarian capacity for 

repression occurs. This allows for the for the growth of democratizing efforts by reformist elites 

and the populace, leading to the rise of opposition political parties and a critical civil society. While 

this promotes democratization, there are two other factors – one of them the key factor, according 

to the authors – which limit the process of democratization to ethnocratization. One of these factors 

is the domination of the titular ethnic group in the socio-political sphere235. This factors is similar 
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to the key factor of siege mentality (which heightens ethnic nationalism) as conceptualized by 

Caspersen, but is auxiliary in Kopecek et. al.’s conceptual iteration. Instead, the decisive factor of 

democratization in unrecognized states as conceptualized by Kopecek et. al. is the role of eternal 

actors. Here, special emphasis is placed on the economic involvement of such actors in the context 

of unrecognized states. Kopecek et. al.underline that a lack of opportunities for trading and the 

limited availability of aid leads to a dependence on (usually an ethnic kin) sponsor, which is willing 

to bear the costs of associating with and single-handedly supporting a small, diplomatically isolated 

state. What matters in these sponsor-dependent cases is the regime of governance of the sponsor as 

well as the dynamics of sponsor’s influence on the domestic politics of unrecognized states. In the 

cases where the sponsor has an undemocratic system of governance, the likelihood for an 

undemocratic governing regime being adopted in the unrecognized state also increases (such as 

with the South Caucasian unrecognized states sponsored by Russia, which are without exception 

autocratic). In cases without a sponsor, the lack of trade and aid leads to a corresponding lack of 

government capacity that is necessary for democratization, which limits the democratization 

process once again (e.g. Somaliland). The exceptional case of a high degree democratization in an 

unrecognized state, Taiwan, is explained by Kopecek et. al. As being due to Taiwan’s sponsor - i.e. 

the USA - being a democratic, Western, non-ethnic-kin state that promotes democratization abroad 

as a foreign policy objective. 

 The hypothesis of Kopecek et. al. Regarding the centrality of external actors and the 

available range of economic activities to the democratization of unrecognized states is based on a 

single case study, that of Abkhazia. As such, there is no empirical confirmation of this claim. 

Nevertheless, the authors find a conceptual fit, without further case-based or comparative evidence, 

to unrecognized states overall. Importantly, both Caspersen’s and Kopecek et al.’s works are based 
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on case studies of South Caucasian states, and thus the question of whether the ethnocratization-

as-a-limit hypothesis regarding the democratization of unrecognized states would hold in the 

overall context of unrecognized statehood persists. 

 Kopecek et. al.’s framework for capturing the process of democratization in unrecognized 

states can be associated with several veins of theorization regarding democratization at large. Their 

emphasis on the role of sponsors and international actors falls under the theories studying 

international forces. Elite agency and contentious politics approaches also play an important role, 

as the vigor of both reformist political opposition and civil society appears important within this 

framework. Theories on the role of economic growth in democratization, especially those stating 

that a lack of economic activity and growth leading to democratizing tendencies, are also 

applicable. However, this framework misses other important factors such as the type of autocracy 

and economic inequality which can help explain how and why a weak government and socio-

political stability sometimes lead to pro-democratic movements and not in other cases. Voller, 

whose theoretical framework I will cover momentarily, likewise misses the chance to explore 

contributing factors as identified by the larger body of literature on democratization at large, but 

expands upon Caspersen and Kopecek et. al.’s theoretical frameworks while also providing an 

alternative hypothesis of crises of governmental legitimacy as being central to the democratization 

of unrecognized states.  

Voller argues that unrecognition is an opportunity for democratization236. According to 

Voller, unrecognition produces a challenge to the existence of unrecognized states. In return, 

unrecognized states have to respond to this challenge to their legitimacy. Before the end of the Cold 

War, unrecognized states attempted to justify their existence through moral argumentation based 
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on historical narratives of victimization - of grievances and injustices previously suffered within 

the parent state. This reliance on morality shifted due to an international emphasis on 

democratization and human rights as sine-quo-non conditions for good governance and statehood 

in the post-Cold War era. This subsequently begot the idea of earned sovereignty: that unrecognized 

states demonstrating the achievement of the modern standards of good governance - those 

accomplished in democracy and human rights - would have increased chances of recognition. 

Voller therefore argues that the post- Cold War era challenges to unrecognized states’ legitimacy 

paved way towards democratization as it promoted democratic rhetoric and commitments from the 

elites and rendered unrecognized states’ government more vulnerable to outside pressures to 

democratization. 
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Figure 3. Voller’s Hypothesis 

 

 

 

Specifically, Voller recognizes that elites of unrecognized states initially might not desire 

thorough democratization but rather the semblance of a working democratic government in order 

to demonstrably meet the standards of good governance and bid for recognition without too many 

power or privilege concessions by the elite. Nevertheless, Voller argues that the elites’ 

commitments, as begotten by crises of legitimacy, forces them to democratic reforms over time as 

they are duty-bound to fulfill their commitments and promises - or risk political backlash. 

Moreover, democratic rhetoric opens up the domestic political space for democratic movements 

and dissent, which increases local grassroots pressures for democracy (although usually supported 

through international/transnational aid). Last but not least, when international aid is available to 

them, international advocacy efforts can put pressure on the elites and simultaneously empower 

local efforts for democratization. Such efforts are further strengthened if they involve diaspora 

activism, as diaspora members can more freely pressure an unrecognized government as legitimate 
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actors whose voices rightfully belong in the domestic political arena. Overall, Voller appears to 

believe that complete democratization is a viable outcome for unrecognized states. 

 Nevertheless, Voller also acknowledges that unrecognized states’ democratization can be 

limited.Firstly, unrecognized states can lack the state capacity necessary for democratization and 

they might not have full control of the territories they purport to control, and/or they might lack 

skilled personnel or the necessary institutional capacity to carry out democratic reforms or 

elections. Secondly, there might be a lack of domestic cultural resonance with democratic values. 

External interventions into domestic politics from especially the parent states or the ethnic-kin 

sponsors can also undermine democracy. Last but not least, Voller argues that unrecognized states 

suffer from a dilemma of democracy vs. security, where democratic reforms and plurality might be 

perceived to be undermining security and thus not implemented; or democratic reforms might be 

pushed down in priority as compared to the addressing of security concerns. 

 Voller’s hypothesis of the centrality of the crisis of legitimacy is based on a single case 

study and thus in need of empirical proof. Moreover, it fails to consider how and why such crises 

and thus democratization were felt at different times in each unrecognized state if the ‘paradigm’ 

of earned sovereignty emerged as a concept in the early 90s. Secondly, Voller only considers 

diplomatic crises under the heading of crises of legitimacy, whereas economic and domestic 

political crises are arguably just as important to consider based on the centrality of economic factors 

and contentious politics to many theories of democratization. Nevertheless, Voller’s conceptual 

frameworjk and hypotheses are unique in bringing the factor of systemic shocks - which are seen 

as important catalysts for democratization by the author - to the forefront and thus need to be given 

due consideration. 

 Voller’s framework falls under multiple theoretical traditions for approaching 

democratization. Specifically, these are elite agency, contentious politics, and international actors. 
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While Voller considers state capacity as a factor, the author fails to consider the type of preceding 

regime as one. Moreover, there is a distinct lack of consideration for economic factors within this 

conceptual framework as well. In addition, although transnational networks and international 

interventionism are considered as factors, the degree of involvement with international 

organizations and orientation of the external organizations (i.e. are their members mostly 

democratic?) and actors (e.g. are they Western, democratic, etc.?) are not incorporated. As such, 

while the conceptual framework demonstrates some implicit agreement with certain aspects of the 

theories on democratization, it either ignores alternative explanations and factors or fails to 

incorporate the rest of the said theories’ tenets, providing for major shortcomings. 

 Clearly, the frameworks available for capturing the democratization of unrecognized states 

suffer from three distinct shortcomings. Firstly, none of the frameworks and the associated 

hypotheses have gone through empirical confirmation through comparative studies and are based 

on anecdotal evidence from single case studies (Kopecek et. al. - Abkhazia; Voller - Kurdistan) or 

from case studies based in a single, tight-knit region (Caspersen - South Caucasus). Nevertheless, 

if merely this shortcoming, simple verification studies confirming the frameworks and hypotheses 

in alternative contexts could be conducted. However, the shortcoming of a-theoreticality is harder 

to amend. Clearly, all three frameworks are inductively built based on anecdotal evidence and thus 

fail to tap into the plentiful theoretical bounty on democratization available to scholars and thus 

they also fail to consider the insights such theories have come to incorporate regarding the process 

of democratization. As such, the three theories on the democratization of unrecognized states miss 

out on many variables and alternative explanations that need to be addressed in order to 

theoretically better situate their own inductive theories. Indeed, as argued above, the literature on 

the democratization of unrecognized states frequently fail to incorporate important factors that fall 

under the theoretical traditions they implicitly utilize or invoke. This can be addressed through 
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putting the theories on the democratization of unrecognized states in dialog with the larger, more 

established theories on democratization. Last but not least is a lack of attention to - in fact almost 

a blatant disregard for - economic factors. Indeed, while the role of sponsors and international aid 

are well-underlined in the literature on the democratization of unrecognized states, economic 

factors such as economic inequality, a lack of economic growths, unequal distribution of resources, 

black markets, organized crime, and kleptocratic behavior by the elite - factors emphasized in the 

literatures on why conflicts involving unrecognized states become protracted as well and why 

democratization occurs - are ignored. Here, we can incorporate theories underlining the domestic 

economic factors associated with unrecognized states to patch this glaring gap. 

 The present study aims to incorporate all three frameworks to produce a more 

comprehensive one as all three inductive theories demonstrate significant yet unempirical 

explanatory power. In addition, this research effort will also incorporate the insights from the larger 

body of theories on democratization into its theoretical framework as well. Moreover, this study 

will apply its framework to a comparative study of three unrecognized states from a variety of 

geographic regions. As such, the present study’s design will ipso facto address the first two 

shortcomings associated with the available conceptual frameworks for capturing the complex 

dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states. The problem of utilizing frameworks which 

implicitly or explicitly draw from distinct theoretical traditions will be addressed through the 

incorporation of a comprehensive theoretical model that allows for such meshing, which will be 

elaborated on shortly. However, before addressing the question of the model to be employed, I will 

first underline how the third weakness of the available frameworks, that of not incorporating 

economic factors within the larger equation, will be addressed. 

 The main theorist who considers the impact of economic factors on unrecognized states is 
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Charles King237. According to King, unrecognized states get involved in protracted conflicts due to 

the economic arrangements that are unintentionally produced by the act and the subsequent state 

of non-recognition. Indeed, King taps into the literature on war economies and the functional role 

of conflicts to claim that the intractable conflicts involving unrecognized states can produce 

institutional networks of profit. This theory emphasizes black markets and illegal economic 

activities produced by a lack of trade and sponsor dependency in the government that can produce 

kleptocratic systems. 

 According to King, “State weakness is of obvious benefit to the unrecognized regimes” 

where non-taxed importing and exporting or the resale of goods for a profit can occur238. Police are 

often also involved in illegal economic activities and the running of the black market that is 

necessarily built in these contexts239. Moreover, unrecognized states’ economies tend to be agrarian 

or resource-based, thus forestalling modernization and facilitating governmental control240. Such 

economies are also ipso facto weak. Additionally, when unrecognized states inherit industrial assets 

(e.g. Transnistria) or can build them (e.g. Taiwan), they can produce stronger economies - but such 

cases appear to be exceptions to the rule. When inherited, however, industrialization occurs without 

modernization and such inheritance also promotes state control of industrial resources241, which 

undermines democratization. King also recognizes the importance of sponsor dependence and the 

sponsor’s involvement in domestic politics as factors which can prolong a state of conflict242. The 

importance of diaspora involvement is also noted, although its overall effect on conflicts involving 

unrecognized states appears to be mixed243. Lastly, organized crime where the government and the 
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police are complicit also appears to be common, where such complicity creates profit networks 

which depend on a lack of transparency and accountability that accompany a prolonged state of 

conflict and non-recognition, thus undermining efforts at peacebuilding244. As such, we can 

conclude that unrecognized states suffer from weak economies with government monopolies, high 

levels of illegal economic activities with complicity at the elite level, and kleptocratic tendencies. 

Given this, there is limited economic growth and high levels of economic inequality, as well as a 

distorted distribution of resources, in the context of unrecognized states. Last but not least, 

unrecognized states also suffer from resource wealth whereby there is a case of wealth 

accumulation and control by the government without any corresponding effects of modernization, 

thus promoting a lack of socio-cultural values corresponding to democracy and thus allowing the 

government to co-opt opposition and civil society through patron-client relations. 

 A comprehensive model is clearly necessary for the purposes of properly capturing the 

complex dynamics of democratization processes in the variable contexts of unrecognized states. As 

demonstrated above, the theories regarding the democratization of unrecognized states posit a 

myriad of factors to be central to the process, where the factors are covered under several theories 

of democratization. In their turn, theories of democratization demonstrate a need for a multi-level, 

multi-factorial approach to democratization as any theory alone fails to explain how and why 

democratization occurs yet each theory demonstrates a considerable modicum of explanatory 

power. However, there is a lack of multi-level theoretical models necessary to capture the complex 

processes of democratization. This especially holds true as this study adopts a dynamic definition 

of democracy where democracy is a dependent variable affected by and reflecting the degree of the 

breadth of participation, equality of participants in the political realm, and freedom of consultation 
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between a state and its citizens; moreover, democratization and its counterpart of de-

democratization is therefore defined within the confines of the study as the positive or negative 

shift, respectively, in the degree of democracy in any given case. This necessitates in turn that the 

model adopted to study the process of democratization to be not only comprehensive, but also 

dynamic.  

 The most well-accepted and widely-used model that fits these two criteria of 

comprehensiveness and dynamism is the model proposed and utilized by Tilly245. Tilly’s model is 

a loose one that does not provide or focus on specific processes and mechanisms (instead making 

observations on any and all that have the potential to impact the process of democratization), 

focusing instead on the overall change in the breadth and equality of participation, as well as the 

degree to which free and fair consultation occurs between a state and its citizens. Below is a 

representation of Tilly’s arguments: 

 

 

 

                                                           
245 Democracy. 
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Figure 4. Tilly’s Framework 

 

 

 

In order to produce the theoretical framework necessary for this study, I will employ the 

Tillian model as the skeletal base. Subsequently, I will import and plug in the insights provided by 

the theoretical frameworks produced for capturing the democratization of unrecognized states, thus 

adapting the Tillian model to be viably utilized in the context of unrecognized states. Lastly, I will 

fill the glaring theoretical gaps left in the literature on the democratization of unrecognized states 

by using the insights derived from the literature on democratization at large. By using this 

comprehensive framework in a comparative case study setting, I will be able to observe the 

sequence in which applicable factors need to occur for initiating, sustaining, and ultimately 

concluding the process of democratization, as well as which factors are necessary or sufficient or 

auxiliary, and which of these factors posited by the literature are superfluous in the context of 

unrecognized states. 
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Guiding Theory: A Model of Dynamic Bargaining, Ethnocratization, and Outside Factors 

 Charles Tilly, a protege of Barrington Moore Jr., is probably one of the most influential 

theorists with regards to the dynamics of democratization - both historically and presently. 

According to Tilly, early European democratizations occurred due to the need for states to make 

war, which forced states to build extrication mechanisms to obtain human and financial resources 

from their populations. Moreover, they also built some extensive administrative apparatuses to 

monitor and conduct the extraction efficiently, leading to a standardization of the governmental 

institutions over their territories, allowing for the spread of a singular identity - i.e. the spread of 

nationalism. Moreover, finding that extraction begot resistance, states chose firstly to bargain with 

their populations and offered them rights in exchange for surrendering their resources. Due to these 

cycles of bargaining being ineffective for the purposes of the state, European states subsequently 

developed and enforced the idea of nationalism to promote self-sacrifice ‘for the country’ within 

these populations, allowing for smoother extraction in the guise of patriotic duty. All these 

dynamics led to the states centralizing and consolidating power, while also becoming more 

democratic. This is known as the bellicist theory, which claims that state-making and 

democratization were unintended consequences of the need for the state to make war. Hence, the 

scholars of the bellicist tradition claim that “state-making is war-making” and vice versa. 

 The bellicist theory of state-making and democratization was conceived with the 

explanation of historical processes within Europe in mind and Tilly never claimed the theory to be 

explanatory for any and all processes across time and space. Nevertheless, this theory has been 

successfully applied to the analysis of the same processes in differing regions and found to hold 

considerable explanatory power for this purpose despite contextual differences. For example, 

Centeno was able to analyze his perceived state-making problem in Latin America (i.e. death and 

civil war caused by a lack of state control) by utilizing the bellicist theory, claiming that as Latin 
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America did not go through full-warfare but through limited warfare, there was a corresponding 

limitation to state development in this region. Other scholars have noted that, while Tilly’s original 

bellicist theory did not account for modern contextual variables such as severe obstructions against 

international warfare, the theory held once these contextual variables were factored in to the 

analysis. In fact, many scholars have found that while the ‘norm’ of uncontrolled international 

warfare is no longer applicable, the realist paradigm and the accompanying need to prepare for a 

potential war still exist and drive state-making and democratization - or de-democratization. As I 

will discuss below, this frames unrecognized states as critical cases for the study o the bellicist 

theory due to their isolation from the international community and subsequently the applicable 

international laws, as well as to them being under constant existential threat. 

 Tilly himself went on to attempt to explain democratization and de-democratization 

processes more generally in the modern context. In a nutshell, he had underlined state-

centralization, bureaucratization, and extraction-resistance-bargaining cycles as the drivers of these 

two social phenomena in his studies of the historical development of the European states and 

democracies. In his book Democracy, Tilly explains that modern democratization and de-

democratization are direct results of changes in regime environment (which is persistent in the 

absence of systemic shocks and will change in an incrementally small manner even with protests, 

etc. - giving the process an almost path-dependent flavor), which results from changes in public 

politics, categorical inequality, and networks of trust. In this model, Tilly locates the extraction-

resistance-bargaining and mobilization-repression-bargaining cycles in the public politics section, 

whereas extraction is located in categorical inequality, and bureaucratization in all three. Tilly 

further underlines several causal mechanisms for the changes in the mechanics sustaining the 

regime environment, which is located in the Literature Review section of this dissertation. 

However, this work of Tilly’s provides a definitive theoretical framework for the study of 
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democratization. Nevertheless, there is a need to properly contextualize this framework for the 

purposes of applying it to the context of unrecognized states as the framework does not incorporate 

such variables in and of itself. 

 Before doing so, however, I would like to underline the Tillian definition of democracy as 

provided in the very same work. According to Tilly, the term consolidated democracy is an 

oxymoron and the term transitional democracy is redundant. Indeed, Tilly conceptualizes 

movements towards democratization and de-democratization to be constantly occurring, shifting 

the degree of overall democracy or autocracy in a system. As such, Tilly defines democracy and 

autocracy as a function of the degree of the breadth of public politics, the insulation of categorical 

inequalities from public politics, and the incorporation of trust networks into the state. This 

definition, unlike many others, does not have fixed criteria (e.g. a peaceful transition of power 

would not necessarily indicate increased democracy unless there is an increase in the three factors 

mentioned above); instead, Tilly provides a dynamic definition which shifts and changes over time 

and is more comprehensive. 

 Here, I find that Caspersen’s ethnic democratization hypothesis to be the most useful to 

adapt the Tillian framework for studying democratization for application in the context of 

unrecognized states. According to Caspersen, non-recognition and isolation from international 

economic institutions do not, by themselves, prevent unrecognized states from democratizing, 

unlike some other scholars’ expectations. However, she also warns that these factors are important 

in shaping and delimiting the democratization process. Caspersen underlines two factors which 

promote democratization in unrecognized states: in the post-Cold War context, there are external 

incentives for democratization; secondly, there is a need to render unrecognized states sustainable.  

Let us start with international incentives: indeed, the international community has an 

expectation of democratization and respect for human rights in the post-Cold War context from 
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peer states. Some scholars have found that, if the geostrategic importance of a state exceeds the 

symbolic need for democratization, the latter can be forgone for the purposes of preserving or 

promoting alliances246. Nevertheless, the need for democratization to be a ‘proper’ state - and the 

accompanying possibilities for recognition or at least obtaining of aid money - is a narrative driver 

for the democratization of unrecognized states. This is especially true in the post-Kosovo context 

where the idea of earned recognition as an international guideline for the recognition of new states 

has been established. For example, Somaliland uses this perspective and claims to have 

democratized to push for its recognition. In fact, many scholars and journalists have put forth a 

perceived need to recognized Somaliland as it provides for a democratic haven in an otherwise war-

torn and authoritarian region - Horn of Africa, lodged in the edge of Sub-Saharan Africa where 

Middle East comes to meet the African continent. 

Moving on, unrecognized states suffer from a need to justify their existence by claiming 

that this ‘new state’ represent a minority otherwise repressed and discriminated within the parent 

state. As such, not only does the unrecognized state need to be able to claim that it represents the 

will of its people (hence the need to claim democracy), it also needs to retain its people. In fact, 

there is a possibility of the native population leaving unrecognized states if they are too repressive 

or if they do not accord human rights and political rights to the said populations. For example, 

Nagorno-Karabakh and Abkhazia, among others, offer resettlement and birthing incentives 

(especially monetary) to their people to both preserve and grow the native population to support 

the states’ raisons-d’etre. Given this, many unrecognized states tend to make concessions and 

reforms in order to sustain the entity. 

A combination of the international norm of democracy and the need for sustainability has 

                                                           
246 Krasner, “Recognition”; Grant, The Recognition of States; Closson et al., “Unrecognized States.” 
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organically pushed many unrecognized states to become more pluralist over time. Some shocks 

which have catalyzed this change have also been popular dissatisfaction with governmental 

corruption, crime, and profiteering along with an expected247 underperformance of the economy. 

This democratization, along with the norm of self-determination and past grievances of repression 

in the parent state allow for unrecognized states to stake a claim towards independence. 

However, Caspersen also notes a few factors which contribute to de-democratization in 

unrecognized states. First and foremost, unrecognized states do not receive assistance from the 

international community for development and state-making, which undermines their capacity and 

- correspondingly - their democratization. A consequence of this lack of international support is 

that the unrecognized states become dependent on their patron states due to pragmatic reasons - for 

survival. Conversely, this dependence undermines their democratization. 

Additionally, there is a perceived need for unity within the entity against external threats. 

There is an acute siege mentality; a persistent enemy image (of both the parent state and the 

international community) which allows for authoritarian movements by the elite and the state and 

which pushes for unity despite the evolutionary drive towards pluralism noted above. Given this, 

there occurs an almost-empty pluralism: dissent is at once encouraged but limited to non-

consequential factors which ‘do not defy’ the national security agenda. Ultimately, this leads to an 

ethnic transformation of the demos: ethnic exclusivity or an ethnically-defined nationalism takes 

hold at the expense of minority rights. 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, I will use eight categories of variables - five borrowed 

from Tilly’s model and three added from the literature on the democratization of unrecognized 

states. This will allow for the production of a comprehensive, multi-level and multi-variable 

                                                           
247 In fact, the justification for non-recognition and economic isolation is that this will undermine the unrecognized states 

and push them towards reintegration with the parent state. 
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framework that is dynamic rather than linear, which is essential to capturing the complex processes 

and mechanisms of democratization in unrecognized states. These categories are as follows: 

Systemic Shocks, Regime Environment, Socio-political Legacy, External Actors, Economic 

Activities, Categorical Inequality, Trust Networks. & Public Politics. 

Let us begin with an examination of systemic shocks. For the purposes of this research, we 

can divide systemic shocks in two categories: external and internal. Regarding external crises of 

legitimacy, we will follow Voller in defining them as challenges to the existence of unrecognized 

states. These crises can occur as changes in the degree of recognition an unrecognized state receives 

(i.e. recognition and non-recognition by other states) or reception or loss of membership in 

international organizations. This usually results in the initiation of mechanisms of change. 

Vis-à-vis internal crises of legitimacy they can be of three types: local challenges to the 

governing authority, economic crises, and civil war/territorial conflicts. Under conditions where 

governmental capacity for repression declines and space for critical politics and dissent opens, or 

due to scandals of corruption being uncovered, the legitimacy of the nationalist narratives for blind 

support for the government can come under challenge. Economic crises can occur when the 

government fails to promote economic growth or provide for salaries due to limited economic 

opportunities. Lastly, armed challenges to government authority can reinforce clannism, 

warlordism, etc. or undermine governmental capability to provide for services that support 

democratization. All of these factors can shake the system enough to initiate mechanisms of change. 

While most of these factors cause democratizing changes in the system, armed rebellion usually 

leads to de-democratization. Furthermore, if an authoritarian government can suppress the armed 

rebellion, it can empower the autocracy. However, armed rebellion can cause democratization when 

the rebels can either win or force an authoritarian government to compromise. 

Regime environment is the second category of variables that affect democratization. Here, 
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one of the most important variables is the perceived stability and protraction of the status 

quo/attractor state of no war, no peace and of international isolations. Firstly, the stability of the 

no war status quo opens up the local political sphere of unrecognized states for dissent. However, 

the no peace portion of the status quo causes a protracted threat perception from the parent state 

aiming to reintegrate the unrecognized state. This threat perception is generally moderate insofar 

as the parent state aims to resolve the issue diplomatically. However, this siege mentality is 

heightened if the parent state uses force or plausibly threatens to do so. In addition, the 

unrecognized states’ elites and citizens can exhibit a tendency to be oversensitive towards and thus 

over exaggerate the level of threats, sometimes even perceiving threats where there is none due to 

their expectations. Furthermore, the threat perception can be exacerbated if there is perceived 

international pressure towards integration. 

International isolations can be divided into three: economic, diplomatic, and social. Social 

isolations do not have a direct impact on the democratization or de-democratization processes per 

the overview of literature and will not be included in this theoretical framework. Diplomatic 

isolation can involve an increased degree of non-recognition or a decline in membership in 

international organizations which, as indicated above, can initiate crises of legitimacy. Economic 

isolation can lead to increased sponsor dependence and potentially to limited economic growth, 

initiating an economic crisis. Although aid can cushion de-democratizing effects of economic 

isolation by supporting international advocacy and local efforts for democratization, it can also lead 

to aid dependence or a decline in local legitimacy for the CSOs and NGOs supported through the 

aid, undermining their work and furthering the process of de-democratization, given that the 

presence of an active and critical civil society is an essential ingredient of modern democracies. 

Last but not least in the category of regime environment is the variable of earned 

sovereignty - the unilateral idea of most unrecognized states that demonstrable democratization, 
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more so than the actual achievement of democracy, will lead to the ‘earning’ of international 

recognition. This promotes elite commitments to democratization which, in the long run, forces 

reforms and increases the state’s vulnerability to pressures both domestic and international. This 

idea of earned sovereignty can be further empowered to promote democratization through the 

provision of incentives to states, such as conditional aid (e.g. depending on the degree of 

democratization and respect for human rights) or membership (actual or simply as an observer) to 

international organizations in return for reforms. However, backlash can be expected in cases where 

elites and populations feel promises of increased integration are not being fulfilled, causing a spike 

in nationalism and isolationism. 

All in all, the regime environment can delimit the context within which democratization 

can be prioritized or achieved. Prior to the Cold War’s end, democracy was not an international 

priority and prior to Kosovo’s recognition, earning sovereignty seemed a remote possibility for the 

world’s unrecognized states. In the modern context, the international isolation of unrecognized 

states, the status quo of no war, no peace, and the degree of commitment to earned sovereignty can 

act as variables which thusly provide conditions facilitating democratization. Nevertheless, all three 

variables can also promote de-democratization under the right conditions, as discussed above. 

The socio-political legacy inherited by an unrecognized state can be defined as the social 

and political processes that occurred prior to the period of study, as well as the institutional capacity 

that the unrecognized state took over at its inception. Three types of socio-political legacies have 

been considered in the context of unrecognized states as uncovered through the literature review: 

type of autocracy, societal values on governance, and institutional capacity. How the type of 

autocracy can affect democratization has been discussed at length in the preceding section on the 

studies of democratization and will not be repeated in detail in the current section. Nevertheless, it 

is important to note that most unrecognized states begin with a militaristic, single-party rule due to 



 

129 

 

the violence or threat thereof preceding their establishment. 

When it comes to traditional societal values of governance, there are two possibilities. 

Theoretically, in patriarchal, militaristic, homogeneous, and hierarchical cultures, there might be a 

lack of resonance with the democratic values of plurality and consultation, causing a limitation to 

democratization. Conversely, democratization would be more easily adopted in societies already 

seeking plurality and more participation in politics.  

Institutional capacity or lack thereof can be an important factor for either democratization 

or de-democratization. Lack of capacity can lead to incomplete territorial control, which can 

promote phenomena such as warlordism or clannism where portions of a population depend not on 

the state but on alternative sources for provision of basic services and rights. Such lack of capacity 

can also undermine the government’s capability for delivering services such as citizenship 

education or guarantees for a safe, secure, as well as free and fair election which are necessary steps 

in the process of sustainable democratization. While such a lack of capacity usually tend to promote 

de-democratization, a lack of capacity can also promote democratization insofar as it undermines 

the government’s capacity for socio-political repression. 

Additionally, democratization can also be affected on the level of elites due to politicians’ 

capacity to envision and enact democratic reforms. Indeed, democratization can be undermined if 

there was a general lack of skilled personnel to carry out democratic reforms and build democratic 

institutions. Moreover, democratization can be further undermined if skilled personnel come 

overwhelmingly from a single group, causing that single group to saturate the elite cadre and 

promote democratic reforms that benefit only their group (while also monopolizing the resources 

under the state’s control). This effect can be further exacerbated if there are existing inter-group 

divisions within an unrecognized state. Such a saturation usually occurs due to a legacy of 

colonialism where some groups received an overwhelmingly better education than others. 
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External actors constitute the fourth category for the variables to be considered within the 

context of the present study’s theoretical framework. International aid is one of the most self-

evident variables in this category for supporting institutional capacity and promoting a critical civil 

society, and as such aiding democratization. However, unlike most presumptions, aid can be de-

democratizing as well as democratizing. Aid can promote democratization insofar as it empowers 

local CSOs engaged in critical politics. However, aid is detrimental to the very same CSOs insofar 

as it delegitimizes them or reorients their agenda towards responding to the grant-giving 

institutions’ needs rather than addressing local needs. 

Transnational networks for organized crime can also get involved in the domestic affairs 

of unrecognized states as maintaining a condition of ongoing conflict, lack of transparency, elite 

complicity (i.e. corruption), etc. all would further enhance their profit networks. These organized 

crime networks can include those for sex trafficking, drug trafficking, trafficking in historical 

artifacts, tax-free ‘trading’ in blackmarket goods across unrecognized borders, and money-

laundering - among many others. These illicit networks usually are linked with government elites 

and local police who benefit through their complicity and who would stand to lose their profits 

should peace or increased recognition - accompanied by increased international scrutiny and border 

security - be attained. As such, transnational organized crime networks act as shadow players in 

domestic politics, undermining democratization by building partnerships with the elite and steering 

the unrecognized state in a way profitable to both parties. 

Last but not least are external interventions into domestic affairs which usually come from 

either diaspora or a sponsor. The diasporas can indeed provide services where a government is 

lacking and can open space for more public participation in politics. However, such aid is a double-

sided blade: this aid can reduce incentives for political elites to invest in and promote institutional 

and governmental capacity building which is necessary to establish a self-sustaining democracy. 
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Moreover, the aid provided can be group-based (powerful diasporas support their own kin/sub-

groups) where a heterogeneous populace is present, which can reinforce societal divisions and thus 

undermine democratization. 

Where external sponsors get involved in the domestic affairs of unrecognized states, 

especially where the latter is economically highly dependent on the former, the effect is dependent 

on the nature of the sponsor. Ethnic kin sponsors tend to provide aid regardless of democratization 

and such a sponsor reinforces the titular ethnic group’s identity, undermining democracy and 

plurality. However, a non-ethnic kin sponsor can promote human rights and democratization when 

the sponsor is likewise democratic - and especially when it is Western248. 

All in all, the variables falling under the four categories of systemic shocks, regime 

environments, socio-political legacy, and external actors mostly (though not exclusively) act as the 

triggers for democratization or de-democratization in unrecognized states. Indeed, without 

preceding changes in these variables, it is highly unlikely for changes to occur in the domestic 

political systems of unrecognized states. Additionally, some of these variables such as those found 

in the socio-political legacy category can delimit the extent of democratization or de-

democratization in unrecognized states unless addressed and altered to be more amenable to a 

democracy. However, although these categories host variables that can trigger processes, how and 

to what degree such processes translate into the domestic political sphere is dependent on the 

processes and mechanisms of change engaged. 

The processes and mechanisms that more directly contribute to democratization or de-

democratization in unrecognized states can also be divided into four categories. They are as 

follows: Economic activities; Categorical inequalities; Trust networks; and Public politics. In the 

                                                           
248 …as the West has adopted protection of human rights and democracy as minimal standards of good governance. 

Moreover, an ethnic kin sponsor can also be expected to promote democratization, insofar as the sponsor is Western or 

is aiming to adopt Westernization and democratization. 
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following sections, I will elaborate on these processes and mechanisms. 

 Economic activities are central to the democratization and de-democratization of 

unrecognized states according to Kopecek et. al.’s and King’s works. Whether trade is allowed 

from the unrecognized states to the outside appears to be an integral factor in shaping the political 

economy of unrecognized states. Moreover, who the unrecognized states can trade with - whether 

trade is mono- or multi-partnered and whether the partners are democratic themselves - and the 

degree to which trade is possible are both important. Higher rates of trade with multiple partners 

and trading mostly with democratic partners can promote democratization. However, trading 

virtually exclusively with and through a sponsor can have differing effects based on the nature of 

the sponsor’s governing system. A lack of trade can instead promote illicit economic activities, 

crime, and corruption. Trading can also promote a stronger economy and a stronger middle-class, 

which contributes to democratization when mobilized along its interests according to the available 

literature and evidence. 

 With regards to economic activities, whether resource wealth exists and whether such 

wealth is monopolized by the government is important. Firstly, governmental control of wealth and 

aid from sponsors (which is directed through the government) can prevent citizen-government 

negotiations as the government no longer relies on its citizens for economic survival and thus does 

not need to compromise on this basis. Secondly, this type of wealth can lead to political corruption 

as elites vie for the political power to control the natural resources. 

 Additionally, inherited economic infrastructure for industrial activities can ease some of 

the burden of building a sustainable economy in unrecognized states - for a while. If there is a lack 

of external trading opportunities, this does not work out in the longer term. Moreover, industrial 

infrastructures can also cause corruption as the government vies to control it. 

 Sponsor dependence can also be an economic issue with regards to unrecognized states. 
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According to the degree of dependence involved, the sponsor may be incentivized to intervene in 

the domestic politics of an unrecognized state directly or indirectly - through decisions on where 

and when the sponsored money can be used, - especially when it deems certain policies better align 

with the sponsor’s interests. This intervention can be a double-edged sword, however: if the degree 

of intervention is high and thus perceived by the locals to pose a threat to their identity and 

independence, this can lead to an identity differentiation from the sponsor and a rift between the 

sponsor and the populace of the unrecognized state249. The occurrence of such a rift can be 

considered to provide for a ripened moment for intervention and can promote democratization if 

capitalized upon, as hypothesized by Lumsden and as exemplified by the relative success250 of the 

Annan Plan in the context of Cyprus. 

 Last but not least are illicit economic activities such as sex or drug trafficking, trafficking 

in historical artifacts, etc. These activities beget for-profit networks featuring government elites, 

customs workers, and the police in addition to organized crime networks that are all in collusion. 

As such, unrecognized states’ governments start demonstrating rentier tendencies and create 

interest groups advocating for the perpetuation of the status quo, the former contributing to 

increased categorical inequalities while the latter contributes to an increase in networks of trust, 

both undermining democratization. Elimination of illicit activities, which would require further 

engagement with unrecognized states for trade (i.e. an alternative economic source) and for border 

control, can contribute to democratization. 

 Categorical inequalities are the degree to which social divisions and inequalities are 

reflected in the political and institutional landscape of a state. The reason for this definition is that 

                                                           
249 See Malvern Lumsden, “The Cyprus Conflict as a Prisoner’s Dilemma Game,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 

17, no. 1 (March 1, 1973): 7–32. 
250 This success is relative as while the Annan Plan ultimately failed due to the results of separate referenda, 
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social divisions and inequalities appear expected and natural, whereas democracies should not 

allow such divisions and differences to translate into the political realm. As such, mechanisms and 

processes contribute to democratization insofar as they reduce categorical inequalities and/or 

provide for an equitable distribution of resources. Processes and mechanisms furthering divisions 

and inequitable distribution of resources, however, contribute to de-democratization instead. 

 One of the most prominent mechanisms here is the one encompassing the interplay between 

need for unity vs. the need for plurality. The former is empowered when there is an increase in the 

perceived degree of threat (i.e. the entrenchment of siege mentality) and insofar as the narrative for 

the need for a unified national identity representing mainly the titular identity group for the 

purposes of national security is generally accepted. Moreover, a unitary identity is also contributed 

to when nationalist governments succeed in establishing their legitimacy - both domestic and 

external. Furthermore, inequalities can be exacerbated if the state utilizes controls over media and 

directives over educational institutions to reinforce and empower the official narrative. Conversely, 

as a nationalist government’s legitimacy declines, when the perceived degree of external threats is 

reduced, and when there is political space created for dissent and critical engagement with politics, 

the need for plurality can vie for supremacy with the need for unity. This need for plurality can 

reduce categorical inequalities especially when there is space for dissent and a reduction in the 

state’s capacity for authoritarian repression, which empowers elites interested in democratic 

reforms, the opposition political parties, the critical civil society, and democratic movements by a 

significant percentage of the populace. 

 Lack of state capacity to deliver services and incomplete territorial control can also affect 

categorical inequalities. Firstly, under such conditions, a state cannot achieve the prerequisite 

requirement of an equal distribution of resources. Secondly, these conditions also disallow the 

government to provide for citizenship education and security for political participation for all 
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groups espousing any and all views. 

 Last but not least, the nature and extent of public education is a specific variable that 

contributes to categorical inequalities. Citizenship education promoting knowledge of human 

rights, citizenship rights, and how to engage in the political realm is necessary for democratization. 

Just as importantly, the nature of history education can become a key variable in the process of 

democratization. Indeed, unless space for critical engagement with the dominant narratives of 

history and a unitary conception of the titular ethnic identity is provided, such education can only 

be a tool for nationalist propaganda justifying the status quo: the need for unity under and 

dominance by the titular ethnic group. Overall, then, unrecognized states are plagued with 

inherently contentious processes and mechanisms through which the needs for unity and plurality 

vie for supremacy. This is a fact picked up on by scholars such as Caspersen and Kopecek et. al. 

who argue that unrecognized states can only become ethnocracies at best. 

 According to Tilly, some other factors contributing to shifts in categorical inequalities and 

yet not considered under the literatures on democratization or democratization of unrecognized 

states are as follows: 

• Dissolution of coercive control mechanisms which allow for the exploitation of the 

citizenry by the ruling class. 

• Promotion of critical education (vis-a-vis politics and history) and critical communication 

(media, protests, etc.) 

Four types of non-government trust networks can emerge in the context of unrecognized 

states and any such emergence would theoretically undermine the democratization processes of 

unrecognized states. Firstly, for-profit networks based on distributing resources earned from illicit 

economic activities through political corruption can spawn. Not only do such networks intervene 

in the domestic affairs of unrecognized states, but they also render political affairs into one where 
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parties vie for the control of the fruits of corruption - and, by extension, the state (rather than, for 

example, promoting good policymaking). Secondly, incomplete territorial control and thorough 

societal divisions can be expressed through phenomena such as clannism, warlordism, or 

enclavement of minorities and undermine democratization. Military can also act as a third type of 

trust network insofar as this particular institution acts independently from the government and 

attempts to influence domestic affairs. Last but not least are aid-dependnet networks which can 

feature either CSOs or ethnic groups who rely on external aid to provide for necessary social 

services in unrecognized states. Moreover, this can also dissuade such CSOs or ethnic groups’ 

members from participating in domestic political affairs as their stakes are lowered: their survival 

depends more on responding to the aid-giver than the society within which they function. As such, 

the presence and the degree of influence of trust networks in unrecognized states can undermine 

democratization. 

In addition, Tilly denotes four other factors which fall under trust networks and which are 

not emphasized within the available literature on democratization or the democratization of 

unrecognized states. They are as follows: 

• External guarantees for government promises; 

• Increase in the government’s capabilities to weather risks and provide services in the long-

term (as compared to alternative sources); 

• Prove that the government is more capable than any available trust network to provide 

services and to shelter groups from risks (such as war, famine, etc.); and 

• Government demonstrates that it is willing to meet prior commitments (such as to human 

rights, plurality, and democracy).  

Public politics is the last category employed by the present study’s conceptual framework 

where pertinent variables can affect mechanisms and processes of democratization. Once again, the 
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inherent contention between the needs for unity and plurality come into play even in this category. 

Firstly, unrecognized states are established following ethno-nationalist warfare and perpetually 

suffer from external threats to their existences. Given these facts, it is no wonder that unrecognized 

states tend to adopt nationalist and militaristic governments emphasizing unity and repression of 

dissent, which is seen as a direct threat to an unrecognized state’s existence. However, public 

politics can be broadened under the correct circumstances. As with Skocpol’s findings, there is 

reason to believe that divisions among the elite open up space for dissent and can empower 

reformist elites and opposition parties to follow more democratic and pluralistic agendas. 

Systemic shocks that undermine the legitimacy as well as the belief in the sustainability of 

the status quo also promote change, undermining the narratives of the dominant status quo for 

political monopoly and allowing pluralistic participation in politics. An additional factor facilitating 

political change is the occurrence and the degree of participation in CSOs and popular movements 

working towards such change - and whether such participation is not only promoted but also 

protected by the government. Both these factors can as such contribute to the process of 

democratization. 

Three types of actors - one internal and two external - usually undermine the breadth of 

and respect for public politics in unrecognized states. Internally, the plunder elite who benefit from 

monopolizing state power in order to utilize the unrecognized states’ resource wealth - including 

the distribution of aid and government contracts, as well as the utilization of plundered lands and 

properties - attempt to perpetually stay in power and maintain their for-profit networks. For this 

purpose, they not only create patron-client relations and attempt to co-opt or repress opposition, 

but they also collude with (transnational) criminal organizations. Transnational criminal 

organizations which are in collusion with the plunder elite and which benefit from an 

unaccountable, unrecognized non-democracy where the police are also complicit to their activities, 
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as well as other external interveners such as sponsors or aid donors, can also undermine public 

influence on politics as shadow actors. 

Moreover, the elites and the police who not only utilize their authority and access to state 

resources to create for-profit networks but also are complicit or sometimes active participants in 

the unrecognized states’ economies promote the repression of opposition which jeopardizes the 

said profit networks. This is more so when the government depends on either the approval and aid 

of external actors or resource wealth for ensuring its political and economic survival, thus 

undermining state-citizen bargaining by reducing the dependence of the state on its citizenry. 

Repression is also more likely when external scrutiny is light and international isolations are high. 

Indeed, the dissolution of patron-client relations at the governmental level appears essential for the 

promotion of democratization by shifting power from the profit networks to the general public.  

The degree of siege mentality is also important in determining the degree of the breadth of 

public politics in turn. Increased siege mentality triggers intensified perceptions of existential 

threats (i.e. either exaggeration of threats or misinterpretation of other gestures as threats) by the 

titular ethnic groups dominating the political realm in unrecognized states. This promotes further 

exclusivity to and concentration of power in the hand of the elites from the titular ethnicity at the 

expense of minority participation. Moreover, an increase in this mentality also increases militarism 

as security concerns become primary, which promotes patriarchal and hierarchical tendencies at 

the expense of the participation of women, anti-militarist groups, and critical CSOs in the political 

arena. 

Last but not least are cycles of bargaining between the unrecognized states and their 

citizens, with emphasis on whether they occur and if so, whether they are successful in enacting 

changes in the political sphere or whether they are repressed. As classified by Tilly, there are two 

types of state-citizen bargaining cycles: a) mobilization-repressing-bargaining; and b) extraction-
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resistance-bargaining. The latter type is not available in most unrecognized states where the state 

controls virtually all significant resources and wealth. The extraction-resistance-bargaining cycles 

are further undermined when profit networks benefiting from illicit economic activities and patron-

client relations - instead of the extraction of resources and taxes from citizens - ensure the state’s 

economic survival and the elites’ political survival. 

Mobilization-repression-bargaining cycles can occur in either a violent or non-violent 

manner. Civil wars and revolts that occur in unrecognized states produce of the following results: 

a) a win by the government; b) an impasse; or c) a win by the rebelling faction(s). A win by the 

government is likely to produce further repression as the government gains momentum coupled 

with an increase in the government’s perception of domestic threats and a resulting willingness to 

re-assert government legitimacy, power, and control. However, an impasse can go either way for 

democratization as compromises would need to be made and as diplomatic leverage - both domestic 

and external - can be decisive as to whose side the compromise weighs on. Last but not least, a win 

by the rebels can alter the political power’s status quo ante by either shifting governmental power 

to a differing group or by causing large concessions from the government in the political realm. 

A few other variables pertinent to an increase in the breadth of public politics as identified 

by Tilly are as follows: 

• The formation of coalitions between the ruling and excluded classes 

• The elimination or co-option of autonomous forces (such as militia). 

• The imposition of uniform governance structures across the land. 

             All in all, the democratization of unrecognized states is clearly a complex, multi-level, 

multivariate process. While I have divided the pertinent mechanisms, processes, and variables to 

be represented in eight categories for the purposes of the present study’s conceptual framework, it 

is also clear that many of them repeat across differing categories, indicating a dynamic, non-linear 
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system. As such, we can expect some changes in processes and mechanisms to result in more 

significant shifts in the democratization/de-democratization scale than others (depending on their 

occurrence across categories). Clearly, the present framework looks at the democratization of 

unrecognized states in a dynamic and comprehensive manner, which complicates this study’s 

methodology which will be elaborated on shortly. Nevertheless, the framework provides a clear 

visions for capturing the complexity of democratization in unrecognized states and does so without 

compromising from it accuracy by focusing on certain aspects of democratization at the expense 

of others. This framework covers all three available approaches to the democratization of 

unrecognized states (Caspersen, Voller, and Kopecek et. al.) while also complementing their 

shortcomings through King’s work. Moreover, the framework also puts the literature on the 

democratization of unrecognized states in dialog with the prominent theories of democratization 

and the Tillian approach to conceptualizing and studying democracy and democratization. Given 

this, the present study will weigh on most theories pertinent to the main foci of democratization of 

unrecognized states. Last but not least, this dissertation will also weigh on the three available 

hypotheses on how and why unrecognized states democratize and will either modify them or 

produce alternatives to them if necessary, as they are all incorporated within this framework. For 

this purpose, this dissertation will employ a comparative historical analysis approach, which will 

be elaborated on in the next chapter. 
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IV. Methodology 

 
 
 

In the methodology section of this dissertation, I will elaborate on the methods and 

methodology adopted to capturing the complex dynamics underlying the democratization of 

unrecognized states. To this end, I will firstly lay out the philosophical approach, which drives this 

research. Subsequently, I will outline the main and alternative approaches to studying unrecognized 

states (which tend to be single, exploratory, and descriptive case studies), democratization (mainly 

utilizing comparative historical analysis), and democratization in unrecognized states (mostly 

producing multimethod, non-comparative, exploratory, descriptive case studies relying solely on 

anecdotal evidence), which pervade the available literature. After providing this overview and 

discussing the strengths, weaknesses, and gaps inherent in these approaches, I will provide an 

outline of the theories that informed this research and helped define the core concepts and 

hypotheses pursued within the confines of this dissertation. I will thus outline the variables to be 

pursued and how the methodology will help capture them. Thereafter, I will elaborate on the 

methodology adopted and methods utilized in this research effort. 

The methodology of this research is a historical-comparative one, which thus promotes a 

more qualitative, case study-based approach. The method adopted is a comparative historical 

analysis, utilizing process tracing as well as documentary evidence, secondary data, and 

tertiary data. This explanatory study is based on variables investigated in and hypotheses 

developed through a study of the literature as provided in the Literature Review section, and guided 

by preeminent theories of unrecognized statehood and democratization produced in the preceding, 

exploratory studies on this topic. I then briefly discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the 
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methodological thrust underlying this approach to the study of democratization in unrecognized 

states. Thereafter, I provide a tentative model corresponding to the hypotheses to be tested, and 

which emulates Tilly’s approach to studying democratization. Of course, this model has been 

adjusted per the unique and complex dynamics inherent to unrecognized states, which  is elaborated 

on in this section. 

Philosophy of and Approach to Research 

All methodological discussion should include a discussion of the researcher’s philosophy 

underlying the work at hand. This philosophy guides the approach to research, the research strategy, 

and the selection of methods. As such, the philosophy of research is arguably one of the backbones 

of any dissertation effort. Given this, I find it appropriate to commence my methodological 

discussion in this vein. 

First and foremost, the main division among social scientists vis-à-vis the ‘proper’ 

philosophy of research - if one exists at all - is between two camps: the positivists and the 

interpretivists. The former camp seeks to emulate natural sciences in their methods and are guided 

by the belief that there is an objectively observable reality whose truth can be captured and 

subsequently communicated. As such, positivism aims to use ‘objective’ - i.e. quantitative - data 

and large-N studies in order to provide for generalizable, reliable, and presumably objective 

studies251. The latter camp believes that no truth exists without the varied subjective experiences of 

humans. Hence there is no single, objective truth to be observed, but there are many, subjective 

                                                           
251 Michael Coppedge, “Thickening Thin Concepts and Theories: Combining Large N and Small in Comparative 

Politics,” Comparative Politics 31, no. 4 (1999): 465–476, doi:10.2307/422240; Adrian Florea, “Where Do We Go from 

Here? Conceptual, Theoretical, and Methodological Gaps in the Large‐N Civil War Research Program1,” International 

Studies Review 14, no. 1 (2012): 78–98, doi:10.1111/j.1468-2486.2012.01102.x; Christopher Paul et al., “Between Large- 

N and Small- N Analyses: Historical Comparison of Thirty Insurgency Case Studies,” Historical Methods: A Journal of 

Quantitative and Interdisciplinary History 46, no. 4 (2013): 220–239, doi:10.1080/01615440.2012.732008. 
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truths instead. The interpretivist camp conducts small-N studies and provide for detailed 

examinations of single or multiple cases.  

A third camp, which disagrees with both, has also been set up. This camp follows the 

precepts of post-positivism, which states that while objective truths exist, they will necessarily 

elude researchers due to their subjective interpretations of the available evidence. Therefore, post-

positivism opines that such interpretations of the truth are biased by nature and delimited by the 

subject’s experiences. Nevertheless, there is a belief within the post-positivist camp that research 

designs must be more and more complex - i.e. consider more variables and alternative explanations 

- in order to both deal with researcher bias and approach (though never arrive) at the elusive truth. 

I belong to this third camp and designed and conducted this research effort in accordance to the 

precepts of post-positivism: the conceptual framework is multivariate, multi-level, and complex, 

thus requiring a flexible methodology to capture both the complexity and the nuances of the 

democratization process of each unrecognized state. This is especially important as the conceptual 

framework employed in this research borrows heavily from some aspects of the Dynamical Systems 

Theory, which is in turn based on the precepts of complexity science. 

As a post-positivist, I firmly believe that there are some common underlying mechanisms, 

processes, and dynamics driving social phenomena in sufficiently similar contexts and settings. As 

such, I also assume that there will be some observable commonalities of the social phenomenon of 

democratization across the selected and well-delimited universe of cases of unrecognized states. 

Therefore, this dissertation is postpositivist, which features a deductive approach, is case-oriented, 

and features a three-country comparison - providing for a small-n comparative design.  
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The deductive approach is featured in this dissertation. Indeed, many untested hypotheses252 

already exist within the many research efforts concerned with the democratization process of 

unrecognized states. This allows me to build on these exploratory research efforts and test their 

hypotheses to either modify them, reconcile them, or to provide alternatives for them as appropriate.  

The CHA method253 was adopted because my post-positivist outlook informs me that I must 

adopt an increasingly complex view of democratization as a social process and that CHA is 

uniquely suitable for studying dynamic and complex social phenomena involving multiple 

variables254. As such, I must be informed by variables derived not only from the case studies and 

archival research, but also from surveys and economic data, reports from NGOs, CSOs, and 

international organizations - among others. As these sources of information feature both qualitative 

and quantitative data, I necessarily have to consider mixed method approach, such as CHA, to be 

appropriate for the subject of my study.  

The case-orientation and the choice of three cases for comparison is derived from the need 

to understand democratization as a social phenomenon exhibiting unique features within a set 

universe of cases. This necessitates a closer look at both the specific and generalizable dynamics 

underlying the phenomenon of democratization in the context of multiple unrecognized states. 

Moreover, the study is also longitudinal since democratization is a social phenomenon where the 

underlying causes of the phenomenon could be triggered back in time, whereas the effects directly 

related to the causes might be observed much later (delayed effects due to time lag). All of the 

reasons and assumptions mentioned within this section guide the selection and design of this 

                                                           
252 Some of these hypotheses are indeed empirically untested in general (e.g. Smooha’s hypothesis of extreme siege 

mentality causing ethnocratization, which is based solely on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and which is adopted by 

Caspersen), whereas some others are not empirically tested within the context of unrecognized states. 
253 More discussion on this method can be located in the Appendices Section. 
254 James Mahoney, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Conflict resolution collection, Comparative Historical Analysis in the 

Social Sciences, Cambridge Studies in Comparative Politics (Cambridge, UK ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2003); Coppedge, “Thickening Thin Concepts and Theories.” 
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study’s research methodology adopted. However, I must first outline how other scholars have 

approached similar questions in their own work. 

Main and Alternative Approaches to Studying Democratization in Unrecognized States 

The study of unrecognized states is a relatively recent sub-field that is still in its infancy, 

which has affected the methodological development of this vein of literature as well. Virtually all 

the studies in this sub-field concerned with the democratization of unrecognized states feature 

single- or multiple- (yet not comparative), exploratory case studies, which are both descriptive and 

hypothesis-producing. In addition, all of these studies tend to rely on anecdotal evidence only. The 

reason why these studies are exploratory is self-explanatory: in a sub-field within its infancy period, 

exploratory studies - which must necessarily precede explanatory ones - are naturally in primacy. 

Exploratory studies serve to make observations and collect primary, secondary, interview, and 

media-based data in order to generate preliminary hypotheses to be tested, eliminated, or modified 

through explanatory studies. Most of the available studies that deal with democratization in 

unrecognized states stop at this step, providing vignettes, stories, and some data, and subsequently 

suggesting hypotheses. These hypotheses usually claim that unrecognized states cannot truly 

democratize due to a lack of sovereignty and/or due to ethnocentric tendencies inherent to 

unrecognized states. The hypotheses regarding ethnocratization is empowered in the field whereas 

Taiwan and other cases of participatory democratization are treated as exceptions. 

The methodological weaknesses inherent in the available literature on the democratization 

of unrecognized states are the same as the weaknesses of the case study methodology at large. Case 

studies are generally taken to be descriptive and reliant solely on anecdotal evidence, and, as such, 

they are treated as being un-empirical, un-generalizable, and unreliable. Of course, this is a 

criticism for ‘weaker’ case studies; indeed, more sophisticated and modern case studies have 

adopted approaches that limit, if not deal with, the above-mentioned weaknesses.  
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Nevertheless, the case studies available in the sub-field concerned with the democratization 

of unrecognized states tend to be hypothesis-producing and descriptive, proposing a hypothesis and 

supporting it with well-curated vignettes and moments without the necessary support of theories 

and process-tracing. In fact, the works dealing with the democratization (or failure thereof) of 

unrecognized states do not at all speak to or incorporate the abundant literature on democratization 

processes at large. This is possibly because scholars in general believe that unrecognized states are 

unique and exceptional, whereby the conventional wisdom vis-a-vis democratization should not be 

directly applicable.  

From an empirical point of view, however, this approach is incorrect; an empirical social 

scientific study should instead seek to disprove other possible hypotheses in order to help reinforce 

or disconfirm the correctness of the hypothesis the study focuses on. Moreover, these studies tend 

to provide for the conditions necessary to qualify a state as unrecognized; however, they fail to 

provide for the conditions, mechanics, and contexts surrounding each case, which renders this 

group of cases alike or divergent. This negatively impacts the generalizability of the said studies’ 

findings.  

Lastly, most studies in this sub-field tend to include some vignettes of personal experience, 

some primary sources from ‘official state documents’ of unrecognized states, and maybe a few 

newspaper articles as data sources. Very rarely, the studies include quantitative data, mostly from 

Freedom House scores - and the data is included directly without discussion or justification. For 

example, Caspersen simply cites Freedom House scores in order to assert which unrecognized 

states have democratic regimes without triangulating this assertion. Therefore, these case studies 

appear unreliable at best.  

All in all, the sub-field concerned with democratization in unrecognized states has been 

able to compile some data and provide some preliminary, empirically unsupported hypotheses. 
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These hypotheses need to be either modified (i.e. provided with causal mechanisms and processes 

which help explain the hypothesized causal effects) or be confirmed/tested (i.e. provided with 

evidence of the hypothesized causal relation). Unfortunately, as indicate above, the hypotheses 

available throughout the literature on the democratization of unrecognized states is loose: mostly 

implied rather than explicitly stated, and as such both a-theoretical and un-empirical. This study 

answers the question of how and why unrecognized states democratize through the confirmation, 

modification, and reconciliation of the extant hypotheses. 

All in all, and despite the aforementioned weaknesses of case studies (be they single- or 

cross-case in design), this approach appears to be the most common when it comes to studying 

democratization at large and also in the context of unrecognized states specifically. Especially of 

note is the fact that studies of democratization have mainly congregated around a comparative 

design with an emphasis on explanatory studies. Meanwhile, studies on unrecognition are not 

systematically comparative and tend to either feature vignettes from many cases or single-case 

study designs and are rather exploratory. This divergence can be explained by the fact that relatively 

preliminary work and data collection have already been conducted within the field of 

democratization, whereas the systematic study of unrecognized states is a rather new vein. 

Therefore, scholars have focused on conducting the said preliminary work and thus engaged mostly 

in in-depth case studies to produce hypotheses. Given this, there is clearly both a concentration on 

using case studies to investigate the complex social phenomenon of democratization and a 

recognition of the inherent weaknesses of this type of methodology. Nevertheless, this is the type 

of methodology that the present study emulates, as it is both fruitful and appropriate for studying 

the phenomenon of democratization in unrecognized states.  

Furthermore, given that democratization is both a lengthy process and constrained and 

defined by local, international, and historical contexts, a comparative, small-N study is necessary 
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for the purposes of the current research, as it allows for an in-depth research that can capture 

multiple variables at all levels over a select period of time255. This necessity is further amplified 

by the fact that the universe of cases of unrecognized states is very constrained, and a large-N 

study is nigh impossible. In addition, unrecognized states - having been dismissed or isolated 

from the international community - have unique dynamics leading to or away from 

democratization. This holds since their economy and diplomacy are largely restricted and they 

tend to live mostly in a siege mentality. Given all this, there is a need to more closely scrutinize 

the local dynamics inherent in these cases, which presumably creates measurable congruences 

and differences among the selection of cases. As such, a small-N study, guided by large-N studies 

on democratization, is not only more plausible for the purposes of the current research, but it is 

also more desirable. 

Methodology: Comparative Historical Analysis 

Following the reasoning that designing a small-N study is necessary to study 

democratization, many preeminent scholars in the fields of social revolutions and democratization 

have opted to utilize a special type of small-N study: Comparative Historical Analysis (CHA). This 

methodology fits the topic of democratization in unrecognized states well as it focuses on causal 

analysis with regards to processes that occur over a delineated time frame and employs systematic 

and contextualized comparisons. These characteristics render CHA a more specialized subset of 

the current methods as adopted by scholars studying unrecognized states. Nevertheless, current 

research on democratization converges on a comparative-historical methodoloy where the universe 

of cases only provides for a small-N study.  

                                                           
255 Bill Gillham, Continuum Research Methods : Case Study Research Methods (1) (London, GB: Continuum, 2010), 

http://site.ebrary.com/lib/alltitles/docDetail.action?docID=10404926; Ingo. Rohlfing, Case Studies and Causal 

Inference: An Integrative Framework, Research Methods Series (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 
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Indeed, many scholars such as Caspersen, Kopecek et. al., and Voller seem to have adopted 

a Historical Institutionalist approach, which is an asystematic, acontextual form of comparative 

approach. As such, most of the works featured in the field do not provide for replicable frameworks 

through which to understand the processes, mechanisms, and dynamics underlying the 

democratization of unrecognized states256. Instead, the field has thus far provided the literature with 

some potential variables which might or might not be effective given certain conditions or 

configurations of variables, which are also not specified. Some other scholars have also conducted 

Interpretive Analysis which are not concerned with causal analysis; instead, they attempt to be 

detailed and descriptive to provide a thorough picture of the cases selected. While both Historical 

Institutionalism and Interpretive Analysis have provided important data and observations to the 

field, they nevertheless have failed to deliver on empirical and systematic approaches to the study 

of democratization in unrecognized states.  

In fact, the most concrete conclusions thus far reached in the field is that the complex 

dynamics associated with unrecognized statehood, especially with regards to the simultaneously 

democratizing and de-democratizing effects of unrecognition and a siege mentality, cause a stunted, 

ethno-centric democratization to occur, with Taiwan as the exception. However, the specific 

interactions between and variations among the variables necessary to achieve democratization in 

unrecognized states have yet to be uncovered. This gap in the literature and research can most 

effectively and directly be addressed with a CHA analysis, which the present research adopts as its 

methodology. To conclude, CHA is indeed one of the most suitable methodologies to study the 

evolution and presentation of complex social phenomena, and has been widely used to investigate 

such topics ranging from social revolutions to democratization257. 

                                                           
256 Mahoney, Rueschemeyer, and Conflict resolution collection, Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences. 
257 Ibid. 
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CHA is not only the main approach adopted by scholars studying democratization - a trend 

not followed by those studying unrecognized states as yet. However, it also is the most appropriate 

approach for the present study, as will be demonstrate shortly. Indeed, CHA has a long list of 

accomplishments regarding the study of complex social, macro-historical phenomena such as social 

revolutions (e.g. Barrington Moore Jr., Tilly, Skocpol) and democratization (e.g. Tilly, Tarrow, 

Mahoney, Copaccia). In fact, many of these authors reckon that, while CHA would not be able to 

replace pure theorization, its findings based on particular cases provide for a building-stone and 

starting point for theory-building. Given this, I find it inappropriate that scholars pursuing the 

question of how unrecognized states democratized or fail to do so have yet to put themselves into 

conversation with either the literature on democratization or the methodologies associated with 

CHA. This is a theoretical and methodological gap that the present study aims to address.  

This study uses Tilly’s framework, adapted and thus rendered applicable in the unique 

context of unrecognized statehood, through the findings of Caspersen 2011, Kopecek et. al. 2016, 

and Voller 2015, to guide the present comparative-historic inquiry into the democratization of 

unrecognized states. First and foremost, there is a need to observe the changes in public politics, 

categorical inequality, and networks of trust. Secondly, there is a necessity to emphasize and closely 

scrutinize the self-contradictory dynamics towards pluralization and ethnicization inherent in the 

siege mentality-sustainability friction, as well as the dependence-democratization needs. These 

factors are the study propositions of the present study. However, the present study goes further than 

simply empirically testing the extant hypotheses. In fact, this dissertation argues that both ethnic 

democratic and bellicist approaches fall short of providing for a full causal explanation of the 

democratization of unrecognized states. As such, this dissertation argues that any theory attempting 

to explain the democratization of unrecognized states must account for the type of sponsor and 

sponsor-unrecognized state relationship as well as the type of dependence developed, in addition 



 

151 

 

to the type of economic activities adopted by the elite and the populace to cope with economic 

isolation. However, only after these politico-economic factors are incorporated into an explanation 

can it be considered to provide for an adequately explanatory hypothesis. 

An Explanatory and Comparative Research Design 

For the purposes of this dissertation, choosing to pursue an explanatory, multi-case research 

design for the purposes of this dissertation is well-justified. On the one hand, there has been 

sufficient preliminary work within the field regarding the dynamics of both democratization and 

the continued existence of unrecognized states. Moreover, some studies have paved the way 

towards an understanding of democratization in unrecognized states. Some data regarding 

important variables that contribute democratization or de-democratization are also available. As 

such, I found it appropriate to pursue the natural next step of conducting an explanatory study.  

On the other hand, single case studies are the most appropriate when the said case is 

perceived by the researcher to be critical, extreme, unique, or relatively more revelatory than other, 

similar cases. In all likelihood, all three cases chosen for this study can be somewhat attributed with 

the label ‘unique’: Somaliland exists almost completely in isolation from the international 

community; the TRNC is legally regarded as a quasi-puppet state of Turkey, but it is also the case 

where the international community has come closest to a resolution with the Annan Plan in 2004 - 

and where the parent state is a member of the European Union; and Taiwan is a state which was 

largely recognized only to be un-recognized per the normalization of the international community’s 

relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and boasts one of the most powerful, 

modernized economies in the world. However, the question of democratization in unrecognized 

states can hardly be answered with a single case study. In fact, either these cases’ uniqueness must 

necessarily prevent any overlapping patterns from occurring, or their unrecognition must be 

promoting some common machinations and processes leading to a similar social outcome. In order 
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to investigate whether there is an unexpected matching of patterns among these unique cases or 

whether there are extreme divergences despite their unrecognized nature, any researcher is bound 

to consider conducting a cross-case (i.e. comparative) analysis258.  

Indeed, as Yin argues, comparative designs are most appropriate when cases of some 

similarity are expected to exhibit similarities or when they are expected to display predictable 

divergences259. Given my review of the literature, I am expecting some similarities in the psycho-

social developments of unrecognized states, while I am also expecting divergences of their 

institutional and socio-political development based on their level of recognition and their adopted 

type of economy - whether this be trade-based, dependency-based, or self-reliant. To conclude, for 

the purposes of demonstrating expected similarities and divergences among the cases of 

democratization processes and mechanics – which will be process-traced - within the cases chosen, 

there is an unambiguous need to employ a comparative approach. Moreover, democratization is a 

social phenomenon taking place within a confined universe of cases in a specific context (post-

Cold War international dynamics and international isolation define the cases) whose causes and 

effects might not be temporarily affixed (that is, the cause and the effect might be separated by a 

considerable amount of time). Given this, there is a clear need to also approach the testing of 

hypotheses in a longitudinal, historically-informed fashion, demonstrating again the 

appropriateness of adopting CHA as the present study’s main methodology.  

Of course, there are some inherent weaknesses to CHA and case studies at large, some of 

which I have outlined before. The most prominent weakness here is that of many variables, few 

cases: statistically speaking, there are not enough cases to pursue all pertinent variables and 

demonstrate which are more important than the others and in which sequence they must be present 

                                                           
258 Robert K. Yin author, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, Fifth edition.., 2014; Mahoney, Rueschemeyer, 

and Conflict resolution collection, Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences. 
259 Robert K. Yin author, Case Study Research, chap. 2. 
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for the occurrence of a specific social phenomenon. This would naturally undermine the internal 

validity of the study: there would not be a way to prove that the social phenomenon was caused by 

the mechanisms and processes identified within the confines of the research. For the purposes of 

this dissertation, this study addresses this problem firstly by adopting a Bayesian approach to 

inference, where testing is based on the degree of a hypothesis’s success in predicting phenomena. 

Secondly, this study employs process-tracing - where I identify pertinent causal mechanisms as put 

forth by the hypotheses to be tested - and pattern-matching, where I demonstrate whether the said 

processes recur or fail to recur against expectation. I believe that such an approach would succeed 

at minimizing the ‘many variables’ problem. There is, of course, the problem of external validity 

or lack thereof, but the present study - much as with most CHA - does not aim to generalize findings 

to a large universe of cases; indeed, the study proposes a tightly delimited universe for this purpose. 

Given all of these factors, I find that CHA is suitable for the present study and for myself both 

philosophically and methodologically, and that I can effectively deal with its inherent weaknesses 

to map out the process of the democratization of unrecognized states. At this point, I find it 

appropriate to elaborate more on the specifics of the methodology and methods utilized in this 

study. 

Methodology and Methods 

 For the purposes of the present study, CHA will be used in conjunction with a conceptual 

framework adapted from Tilly’s works and based largely on the existing hypotheses on the 

democratization of unrecognized states. Moreover, the study identifies and investigates causal 

processes that lead to the democratization or de-democratization of unrecognized states. The study  

heavily relies on the available literature for the purposes of case identification and selection, as well 

as the identification and refining of the initial hypotheses, which are elaborated on and confirmed, 

disconfirmed, or modified. For the purposes of collecting evidence, this study employs a 
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multimethod approach and uses documentary investigations, investigation of newspapers and 

media, investigation of secondary and tertiary sources, as well as some statistical analysis. The 

study also features models of process tracing in order to understand the dynamics underlying the 

processes of democratization in unrecognized states. 

According to the literature on CHA, theories should be used to identify populations, 

formulate concepts, and suggest initial hypotheses to be tested vis-a-vis causal processes, 

mechanisms, and dynamics. As such, for the purposes of this study, three uniquely suitable cases 

were chosen upon consulting the literature: the TRNC, Somaliland, and Taiwan. In discussing 

methodology, this study elaborates on the chosen theories and applicable concepts, and then 

proceed to underline the process of identifying the universe of suitable cases. 

Theories and Concepts Utilized for Methodology 

 There are two theories - in addition to those utilized for the conceptual framework - that 

guide this dissertation’s methodology pursuing the process of democratization of unrecognized 

states. These theories are Dynamical Systems Theory (DST) and Path Dependence. Both theories 

conceptualize social phenomena as a temporary result of the dynamic interaction among actors, 

which are subject to change over time or immediately (through systemic shocks). As previously 

underlined, the inquiry into the complex social phenomenon of democratization requires an equally 

complex theoretical framework. The synthesis of these methodology-related theories provides for 

such an approach. 

 First and foremost, the phenomenon of democratization must be defined. According to the 

literature, as outlined in the Literature Review section, democratization is a phenomenon that 

results from the dynamic interaction of many factors, which could be divided into socio-

psychological (group identity; education level, etc.), political (elite interests; state structures, etc.), 

economic (distribution of wealth; providing of social services, etc.), militaristic (role of military in 
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political life; use of force for repression, etc.), and international (international values and norms; 

international bodies’ binding decisions; international law, etc.). As such, the literature clearly 

indicates that democratization is a complex phenomenon involving a diverse set of variables whose 

interactions over time can dictate the shaping of the ‘outcome’ - i.e. democratization. However, 

while somewhat successfully identifying pertinent variables, these studies fail to provide for the 

causal mechanisms or processes needed to be activated - and in which sequence - in order for the 

variables to cause changes. For example, one of the larger ongoing debates is whether 

democratization causes economic growth or vice versa; indeed, despite noticing a correlation 

between the two variables, the literature fails to causally link them in order to explain and predict 

their relationship and thus their collaborative effect on democracy.  

 The literature on unrecognition also approaches unrecognized statehood as a dynamic 

phenomenon. Indeed, unrecognized states face differing internal and external pressures to which 

they must respond, much like any other state. However, these states are subjected to international 

norms regarding sovereignty and territorial integrity, which change based on the international 

conjecture of the time. For example, many unrecognized states tended to be more ethno-nationalist 

and authoritarian prior to the end of the Cold War, as being allies with one or the other superpower 

assured their survival regardless of their democratization level. In the post-Cold War era, however, 

democratization has become a key expectation of a ‘properly civilized’ state. This pull towards 

democratization has further increased for unrecognized states in the post-Kosovo setting, where the 

concept of ‘earned sovereignty’ has become prominent. Earned sovereignty as a norm dictates that 

an entity can be considered sovereign only when and if it can build sufficient state capacity and 

employs democratic institutions. Unrecognition has also been linked with economic isolation as 

courts have, over time, declared direct trade with unrecognized entities as an act of indirect 

recognition. Given this, we can conclude that international dynamics (such as Kosovo becoming 
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an unrecognized state after a traumatic war and genocide during the break-up of Yugoslavia or the 

creating of new laws regarding trade) affect both the ontological meaning and the experience of 

unrecognition. 

 Both of the central concepts of democratization and unrecognition clearly have one factor 

in common: they are dynamic by nature. The scholars studying democratization have yet to reach 

a consensus on exactly what drives and what results from democratization. However, there is 

general agreement that: a) democratization cannot be attributed to a causal relationship with a single 

variable; in fact, it must be a dynamic relationship among many variables thatlead to the 

establishment of democracy, and b) any form of democracy, once achieved as a result of a 

democratization process, is quite stable. As such, democratization must be conceived as a path-

dependent and dynamic social phenomenon leading towards a more democratic form of 

governance.  

 What do DST and Path Dependence as theories contribute to the present study’s 

understanding of democratization as a process? DST claims that systems move towards equilibrium 

states; i.e. authoritarian states might find it hard to democratize, whereas democracies tend to be 

irremovable whence consolidated260. This is due to the fact that these equilibrium states spur the 

creation of positive feedback mechanisms (self-organizing): actors and groups functioning within 

political, economic, or social spheres find ways of interacting with the system to maximize their 

own goals. In an authoritarian regime, this might include political corruption becoming normalized 

in the society, contraband and illegal trading becoming common, etc. Indeed, without great shocks 

to the system (such as a revolutionary change in the means of production, as during the Industrial 

Revolution), regimes appear to be quite stable when not being undermined by competition among 

                                                           
260 To note, however, I must acknowledge that by definition, a regime cannot be dubbed a consolidated democracy if it 

does backslide, so whether a democracy is consolidated can only be answered within a small length of foreseeable future. 
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the power-holders. Moreover, the dynamical systems are also adaptable, allowing for small changes 

in order to maintain the system’s stability). These could include small concessions by the regime 

to democratic demands (e.g. inclusion of some minorities in the government) in order to undermine 

democratic movements. As such, stable regimes (be they democratic or undemocratic) can be 

dubbed as attractor states - equilibriums towards which any system is attracted and from which 

systems cannot move away in the absence of a great shock. Indeed, actors find ways to benefit from 

and function within the framework of the existing systemic rules, creating strong positive feedback 

mechanisms and limiting the occurrence of negative feedback mechanisms. Democratization, then, 

can be treated as a dynamic process in which a system moves towards a more democratic direction 

per the feedback mechanisms reinforcing a type of democratic regime. 

 Why is Path Dependence important included in this definition? One of the undertakings of 

the present study is to test the hypothesis of ethnic democratization. This hypothesis can be divided 

further into two: that unrecognized states can and do democratize, and that this democratization is 

limited to a certain outcome - an ethnic democracy. The assumption is that once ethno-politics are 

utilized to establish a new state where such an entity would draw international and regional 

(especially in the form of the parent state) ire, then - regardless of the relationship among other 

pertinent variables - the system should exhibit equifinality. Moreover, even disregarding the 

hypothesis of this study’s interest, democratization theorists underline past experiences and starting 

conditions for a democratization process as important in determining the possible democratic 

outcomes. As such, certain variables that precede others in time (such as level of ethnonationalism 

and perceived threat) can be said to determine the democratization process and the democratic 

outcome much more overwhelmingly than other pertinent variables. These variables, while still 

providing for positive or negative feedback mechanisms, are much less powerful than the more 

determinant variables that preceded them upon which the system self-organized. The exceptions 
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on this point would be systemic shocks. This principle of path determinism is consistent with the 

time-sequentiality property of dynamical systems, where initial changes disproportionately 

strongly define the system due to the system’s self-organization and adaptiveness261 properties. 

Given this, democratization can be plausibly conceived as a path dependent yet dynamic process 

where the ‘path dependence’ pushes the system to a certain outcome if unopposed by strong 

negative feedback mechanisms or systemic shocks. 

Nevertheless, despite path dependence, democracy is a dynamic and complex  social 

phenomenon. Therefore, any study has to adopt an equally-complex and dynamic set of concepts 

to guide its methodology. This is the reason why the present study has appropriated a well-meshed 

set of concepts from dynamical systems theory (DST) and path dependence theory: attractor states, 

self-organization, adaptiveness, and time-sequentiality must be considered as the properties of the 

systems where democratization or de-democratization takes place. As such, this study pays special 

attention to the beginning conditions - i.e. the initial regime environment - for the democratization 

of Somaliland, TRNC, and Taiwan, and also attempts to utilize Tilly’s framework to its full 

potential for investigating a diverse set of variables that can either maintain or cause changes in an 

attractor state of equilibrium. 

Case Study Design and Hypotheses 

In line with the propositions uncovered through the literature review conducted for this 

study on both democratization and the democratization of unrecognized states, I have condensed 

five hypotheses to explain the causal relations between the social, political, and economic factors 

affecting an unrecognized state and its democratization. These hypotheses are: 

                                                           
261 Which follows that variables that arise later on are adapted to through small concessions/changes, whereas the 

preceding variables set the rules and norms of the system. 
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• Hypothesis 1 (Null): Non-recognition does not affect the democratization of 

unrecognized states, whereby no particular connection between its subsequent 

effects, such as increased threat perception, sponsor-dependence, etc. and 

democratization can be found. 

• Hypothesis 2 (Caspersen): An unrecognized state can democratize insofar as the 

threat perception can be reduced and a sense of security is established and insofar 

as the ties with a sponsor state can be loosened, or vice versa. 

• Hypothesis 3 (Kopecek et al.): An unrecognized state can democratize as non-

recognition allows for the maintenance of a no war, no peace status quo, causing a 

decline in threat perception and a decline in state capacity, which opens space for 

dissent. Democracy is constrained when external parties (and especially a sponsor 

state) can intervene into the domestic affairs of the unrecognized state, and if the 

titular ethnic group dominates the political arena. 

• Hypothesis 4 (Voller): Non-recognition is a unique opportunity for democratization 

through the transnational empowerment of civil society as: a) a regime is legitimate 

only insofar is it can diplomatically struggle for the potential independence of the 

unrecognized state; and b) as recognition now requires democratization, whereby 

a regime has to either work towards democratization or be displaced by a more 

democratic regime in unrecognized states. In summation, Voller argues that a 

diplomatic crisis of legitimacy can force authoritarian regimes in unrecognized 

states to democratize, especially when the local civil society is empowered by a 

transnational network. 
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• Hypothesis 5 (Original/Economic): Unrecognized states have limited economic 

opportunities, which forces them to depend on external aid (from a diaspora, an aid 

organization, or a sponsor state) for their economic survival. This in turn delimits 

their democratization as their socio-political spheres come under the influence of 

the sources of any such external aid. Thus, an unrecognized state can democratize 

insofar as it has economic opportunities tying it to the global markets, especially 

when a non-democratic, ethnic-kin sponsor is not present.  

 

The dependent variable of this dissertation’s investigations is the level of democracy; i.e. 

the relative position of an unrecognized state’s regime in the authoritarian-democratic axis. 

Moreover, a sub-focus is on the direction in which a regime has moved from one period to the next 

along the axis; i.e. whether it democratized or de-democratized through a given period of time. 

There are also multiple independent variables under investigation based on the four hypotheses that 

are not null. 

With regards to Caspersen’s hypothesis, there are two independent variables: the level of 

siege mentality and the level of dependence on a sponsor state. On the one hand, for measuring 

siege mentality, one can observe the policies adopted with regards to the relations non-ethnic kin 

states, opinion pieces, political declarations, etc. in order to note whether there is an increase or 

decrease in nationalistic and anti-parent state or anti-international cooperation rhetoric based on 

perceived outside threats. On the other hand, the criteria for measuring the level of dependence on 

a sponsor are bilateral treaties with the sponsor for economics and defense, sponsor interference in 

domestic affairs and its frequency, and the level of trade and aid exchanged between the sponsor 

and the unrecognized state. 
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Kopecek et al.’s hypothesis requires attention being paid to four independent variables. 

Firstly, we can measure whether there have been dissenting, critical movements in the civil society 

as reported in the media, as well as measuring whether critical opposition have gained power 

through studying changes in votes received in order to ascertain that space for dissent has become 

more available. Secondly, we can ascertain whether the government is able to repress dissent by 

observing whether the government has been able to successfully intervene against critical elements 

through the use of threats or police or military forces, as reported in the media or through reports 

by agencies such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, or CIVICUS that study the 

freedom of critical political engagement around the world. Thirdly, the level of interference by 

external actors can be denoted through a study of media or governmental reports, or reports from 

international organizations. Lastly, whether minority groups have institutionalized political rights 

– especially for representation – or whether a tyranny of the majority has been established, can also 

be easily ascertained. 

For evaluating Voller’s hypothesis, two independent variables must be studied: a crisis of 

legitimacy for an authoritarian government and the empowerment of the local civil society by 

international actors. For the former variable, whether an authoritarian, power-holding person or 

political party is losing voters and/or whether civil protests are gaining momentum can be 

ascertained through media reports, election results, and reports on civil society activities by NGOs 

such as CIVICUS. For the latter variable, reports on civil society capacity and activities, such as 

those by CIVICUS, can be utilized in conjunction with media reports and their frequency on civil 

activism. 

For the original hypothesis of this study that is based on the literature on democratization-

at-large (rather than the literature on the democratization of unrecognized states), two independent 

variables have been proposed. Firstly, the type of economy (aid-dependent; sponsor-dependent; 
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resource-dependent; trade-based; a mixture, etc.) can be ascertained through governmental and 

international reports on the economic activities of an unrecognized state. Secondly, the type of 

sponsor can be easily evaluated; whether the sponsor is democratic or not being scored by Freedom 

House, and whether the sponsor is ethnic-kin or not being pre-determined. 

In order to investigate these five hypotheses, a thorough design is necessary. For the 

purposes of this study, I follow Yin’s outline for the design of a case study. I believe that Yin is 

one of the foremost experts with regards to the case study methodology and methods, and his 

guidelines provide for a solid starting point. Moreover, Yin allows for both the use of theoretical 

frameworks chosen a priori to the study and, as such, for deductive reasoning, and the observation 

of causal processes and mechanisms - and thus explanatory studies - conducted through this 

methodology. In fact, Yin, as with some other scholars, believes that causal inferences and limited 

generalization can be made through the use of case studies. Given this, Yin’s outline for the design 

of a case study is uniquely appropriate to use in conjunction with CHA and is therefore adopted in 

the present study. 

● Study Question: The main questions of this study, as underlined previously, are 

“Why and how have Somaliland, the TRNC, and Taiwan experienced democratization 

contrary to scholarly and diplomatic expectations?” and “Why and how do unrecognized 

states democratize?”.  

● Study Prepositions: The study focuses on capturing the changes in public politics, 

categorical inequalities, and networks of trust across the chosen cases as an outcome of the 

changes in the independent variables identified above. The study pays further special 

attention to political and economic factors regarding the sponsor-unrecognized state 

relationship and the economic activities adopted for survival within the unrecognized state 
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per the study’s own hypothesis that economic factors must be central to democratization – 

a proposition supported by the literature on democratization. 

● Units of Analysis: The main unit of analysis for this study is the ‘nation-state’ of 

unrecognized states, with embedded units of political and economic groups (elites, civil 

society, unions, etc.) and environmental factors including sponsors, international norm- 

and law-makers, superpowers, and parent states. 

● Logic Linking Data to Prepositions: The data to be collected involves media 

reports of incidents, political declarations, state archival records, diplomatic 

correspondences, witness accounts/ethnographic studies already conducted by others, 

historical interviews with leaders, and other studies conducted in these contexts. 

Furthermore, reports from international organizations such as CIVICUS (concerned with 

civil society), Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, among others, have been 

collected. Furthermore, Freedom House Reports and Scores are central in asserting the 

democratization, as the Freedom House appears to be the main source of data for all studies 

on the democratization of unrecognized states. Lastly, the case studies are complemented 

by a literature review on the case studies and their historical aspects. 

              Here, I must especially discuss FH Scores, for they are one of the main data 

sources utilized throughout this research. The present research criticizes and modifies FH 

Scores for not being comprehensive enough, and the FH methodology is likewise criticized 

for being more capable of uncovering the procedural components of democracies and for 

being good only for measuring democracy. Indeed, FH Scores appear imprecise in 

measuring de-democratization and non-democracies, as evidenced by the cases of the 

TRNC and Somaliland that will follow. Nevertheless, another elephant in the room with 

regards to the FH Scores is the positively biased orientation of the scores and the scoring 
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methodology towards neoliberal values and the allies of USA. These biases are well-

documented throughout the academia262. Furthermore, the FH Scores lack methodological 

rigor and are mainly used for advocacy purposes despite other, more rigorous indices for 

measuring democracy existing263. 

             Nevertheless, the FH Scores – as previously underlined – is the only 

democratization index where unrecognized states are incorporated and evaluated. As such, 

this study utilizes FH Scores as data indicative of the levels of democratization in 

unrecognized states, much as all other studies on the democratization of unrecognized 

states. However, the present study recognizes the shortcomings of the said scoring index 

and does not take the scores at face value; instead, the only time FH Scores were utilized 

without further evaluation and triangulation was during the case selection, where the scores 

guided the researcher to identify unrecognized states that had experienced any significant 

movements towards democratization or de-democratization. In fact, this dissertation 

addresses the weaknesses inherent in the FH Score Index through triangulation and 

comprehensive case studies, through which all factors considered were analyzed at length. 

Furthermore, the present dissertation has adjusted the FH Score Index by adding extra 

factors for consideration based on the study’s literature review, which counteracts the 

                                                           
262 Diego Giannone, “Political and Ideological Aspects in the Measurement of Democracy: The Freedom 
House Case,” Democratization 17, no. 1 (February 1, 2010): 68–97, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510340903453716; Nils D. Steiner, “Comparing Freedom House Democracy 
Scores to Alternative Indices and Testing for Political Bias: Are US Allies Rated as More Democratic by 
Freedom House?,” Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis: Research and Practice 18, no. 4 (August 7, 2016): 
329–49, https://doi.org/10.1080/13876988.2013.877676; “Freedom House: The Language of Hubris,” 
NACLA, accessed November 21, 2017, /article/freedom-house-language-hubris; “Freedom by the 
Numbers,” Foreign Policy (blog), accessed November 21, 2017, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/01/29/freedom-by-the-numbers-freedom-house-in-the-world/; “No, 
Democracy Has Not Been Discarded,” Dart-Throwing Chimp (blog), January 29, 2015, 
https://dartthrowingchimp.wordpress.com/2015/01/29/no-democracy-has-not-been-discarded/. 
263 Steiner, “Comparing Freedom House Democracy Scores to Alternative Indices and Testing for Political 
Bias”; “Freedom by the Numbers.” 
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neoliberal biases inherent in the index. Last but not least, this dissertation does not define 

democracy but stresses democratization, which is a process involving a) an increase in 

public politics; b) a decrease in categorical inequalities; and c) the elimination or 

incorporation of trust networks. As such, unlike the FH approach which operates based on 

a set, one-size-fits-all definition of democracy, the present study only measures the de facto 

impacts of structural or social changes (e.g. new social movements or policies), thus not 

succumbing to a neoliberal bias. All in all, the FH Scores proved to be a good starting point 

for the present study and their subsequent use was coupled with measures to address the 

scoring index’s inherent shortcomings.The data can reveal incidents of mobilization-

repression-bargaining cycles, pluralization or constraint of media discourse, increase or 

decrease in the breadth of political participation, increase or decrease in the equal 

distribution of state resources, and whether networks of trust (and thus exogenous centers 

of authority persist), etc. The data also allows for the demonstration of international 

incentives towards democratization/civil society activism, as well as the extent to which 

the civil society can act without facing repressive measures. Further data demonstrates the 

types of economic activities adopted by the unrecognized states for state survival. Media 

analysis can reveal perceptions of corruption, even if evidence of corruption is officially 

absent (as to be expected). Narrative vehicles in leaders’ interviews can also demonstrate 

the changing priority of democratization and unity, as well as the interplay between these 

contradictory drives. Witness accounts can also further corroborate, together with media 

accounts, incidents of repression or allowance of plurality. Through these data, we can plot 

the movement of each state along a line of democratization and de-democratization over 

time. 
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● Criteria for Interpreting Findings: The findings are interpreted with regards to their 

contribution to or subtraction from broader, more equal, and protected consultation 

between the state and the people. For example, the repression of civil society, if successful, 

contributes to de-democratization, as does  censorship or demonization by the state of 

certain activities such as bicommunal youth groups. If the state increases educational 

opportunities and makes reforms or other concessions to social movements, this will be 

seen as contributing to democratization through the elimination of categorical inequalities 

and the broadening of public participation, respectively. While not all incidents (such as a 

single arrest) are accounted for, the larger incidents are denoted and their overall effect is 

decided on a ‘yearly’ basis. The study includes data from 1991 to 2010 (19 years), although 

an understanding of the prior context is provided to establish the initial regime environment 

– a factor central to the Tillian mode of analysis. 

 

 Of course, one of the most important steps for the thrust and the carrying-out of the study 

was the choosing of the pertinent cases. The study identified three cases uniquely suitable for the 

purposes of studying the democratization of unrecognized states. Two of these cases were 

especially interesting as they are the only two unrecognized states declared to be Free according to 

the Freedom House scoring index: North Cyprus (the TRNC) and Taiwan. One other case, on the 

other hand, has made headlines as the candidate with the most potential to be recognized due to its 

successful democratization, especially when compared to its undemocratic and war-torn parent 

state: Somaliland. Below are an expansion on and further reasoning for the choice of these three 

cases for the purposes of the present study. 



 

167 

 

Case Selection 

First and foremost, the literature on unrecognized states identifies a limited but, compared 

to the current study, more extensive list of unrecognized states in the post-World War II context. 

Here, WWII is regarded as a landmark due to the changes in world order, concept of sovereignty, 

self-determination, ability to go to war, globalization, international cooperation, etc. that followed. 

This universe of cases is as such: Abkhazia (1993- ), Anjouan (1997-2008), Biafra (1967-1970), 

Bougainville (1975-1997), Chechnya (1991-1994; 1996-1999), East Timor (1999-2002), Eritrea 

(1991-1993), Gagauzia (1991-1994), Katanga (1960-1963), Kosovo (1999- ), Kurdistan (1991- ), 

Montenegro (2000-2006), Nagorno-Karabakh (1994- ), Northern Cyprus (1983- ), Republika 

Srpska (1992-1995), Republika Srpska Krajina (1991-1995), Somaliland (1991- ), South Ossetia 

(1992- ), Taiwan (1949- ), Tamil Eelam (1986-2009), and Transnistria (1991- )264. Currently, 

Crimea can also be included in this list, but the establishment of this unrecognized state falls outside 

of the confines of this study’s timeframe, and thus the case was excluded. Furthermore, for the 

purposes of this study, I shrunk this universe into three cases, which is a decision that must be 

justified. 

To begin with, I decided to change the timeframe of my universe of cases to  post-Cold 

War, post-USSR due to the highly altered dynamics of this world. Indeed, democratization highly 

gained in importance in the post-Cold War international agenda and was believed to be a tool in 

order to usher in global prosperity and peace. Much of the international efforts focused on 

sponsoring democratization and a very specific type at that - liberal democracies. This was also due 

to the belief that economic interdependence would also work towards achieving global peace, for 

which economic openness was necessary. Indeed, many scholars believe that the post-Cold War 

world is an entirely different ballgame as compared to before vis-a-vis democracy and sovereignty, 

                                                           
264 This list is according to Caspersen et al.’s edited work, as well as the work of Florea.  
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both of which are pertinent towards defining the behavior and aspirations of unrecognized states 

due to obvious reasons. This naturally eliminated Biafra and Katanga from my universe of cases. 

The second step was to identify which cases can demonstrate the complex dynamics of 

democratization in unrecognized states. Here, I made a conscientious choice of choosing cases 

which had presumably (based on available literature and other evidence) democratized to a certain 

extent - i.e. an extent to which exceeded the low expectations of the international community 

towards the democratizing potential of unrecognized states. This study conscientiously chose to 

include only positive cases – meaning that further studies involving negative cases will also be 

required. This reduced the universe of potential cases significantly. Anjouan, Bougainville, 

Chechnya, Eritrea, Gagauzia, Kosovo265, South Ossetia, and Transnistria were all excluded from 

my list. While data from these entities would be helpful, they would not be able to illuminate the 

processes and mechanisms underlying the unexpected democratization of unrecognized entities.  

In addition, I eliminated Nagorno-Karabakh and Abkhazia from my list, as their dynamics 

are closely related to their proximity to and therefore their interactions with Russia according to 

the literature, which makes the unrecognized states located in the South Caucasus a unique universe 

of cases of their own. Furthermore, most studies of unrecognized states have focused on the South 

Caucasus, whereby replicating such studies is less meaningful and using data from the existent 

studies to support or oppose the present study’s findings is more efficient.  

In addition, I also eliminated Tamil Eelam, Republika Srpska and Republika Srpska Krajina 

due to all of these states being parastates and not achieving any type of fully-functioning state 

mechanisms at any time, which would naturally affect their democratization processes. Moreover, 

together with Montenegro as an unrecognized state, all four cases proved hard to find evidence for 

                                                           
265 Which, despite high-levels of international assistance towards its democratization since 2008, maintains a to-date as 

a quite consolidated semi-authoritarian regime (see https://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit/2016/kosovo). 
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due to their natures as parastates or states in transition, which would undercut the study. I also did 

not consider Kosovo, East Timor, and Kurdistan due to the heavy international presence - both 

militarily and in technical advisor capacities, among others - in these regions, which would 

naturally interfere with the regular dynamics of democratization in such settings. This process of 

elimination naturally led to the much smaller but more plausibly comparable and somewhat more 

generalizable cases of TRNC, Somaliland, and Taiwan. 

However, the reasons for choosing these three cases were not limited simply to the 

elimination of cases, which I thought would not be conducive to the study. Importantly, all three 

cases, namely those of the TRNC, Somaliland, and Taiwan, have been able to democratize to an 

extent that has been remarkable. Both the TRNC and Taiwan are Free according to Freedom House 

Scores, whereas Somaliland is Partly Free. However, scholars who have studied the case of 

Somaliland in detail and on-the-ground report the entity to be quite democratic, such that many 

believe the entity deserves recognition simply due to this fact. Moreover, Somaliland is also located 

at the intersection of Middle East and Sub-Sahara, where authoritarianism and dictatorships are 

abound, which dictates that even a semi-democracy or a semi-functioning democracy is relatively 

at the cutting-edge of democratization within the context of this region.  

Secondly, TRNC is an Eastern Mediterranean/European island, Somaliland is located in 

the Horn of Africa, and Taiwan is located in the Pacific Rim. As such, studying this group of cases 

would control for geographic influences; that is, any pattern of commonality among the cases 

cannot simply be due to their geographic location. In addition, none of these unrecognized states is 

landlocked, which renders geographical factors at once different enough and similar enough for 

making viable comparisons across the cases. 

Importantly, all three cases demonstrate differing levels of economic prowess. Indeed, 

Somaliland suffers from extreme poverty (with the 4th lowest GDP in the world), the TRNC 
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features a mid-level economy, and Taiwan proudly possesses  of one of the most well-developed 

economies in the world. As such, any commonalities found across the three cases should not be 

attributable to being landlocked or their level of development. Given all of the above, TRNC, 

Somaliland, and Taiwan appear to be an ideal universe of cases for studying the underlying 

mechanics of democratization in unrecognized states where direct international involvement in 

administration is not featured. 

Adopted Model, Expectations, and Counter-Arguments 

 The model adopted for the present study is a Tillian model of democratization, which has 

been adapted through the assertions found in the works of Caspersen, Kopecek et al., and Voller, 

as well as the factors outlined by the literature on democratization at large. The expectation of this 

study is that unrecognized states function largely like their recognized counterparts within the 

specific context and dynamics mostly unique to unrecognized statehood. As such, they exhibit a 

higher inclination towards ethnic democratization and their democratization process is largely 

defined by the nature of their relationship with their sponsors and the economic activities adopted 

within these states by the pertinent actors. It is also fully-expected that elites and power-holders in 

unrecognized states act in self-interest and aim to preserve the status quo. They thus also aim to 

retain their own political and economic monopolies that are brought about by the unique context of 

unrecognized statehood, where the exploitation of nationalism can perpetuate a politician’s hold on 

power. They also benefit from criminality and plundering, which are widely available due to the 

non-transparent, non-accountable nature of being isolated from the international community, 

further entrenching their position. In addition, the outsider elites (critical) are expected to 

manipulate the eventual and inevitable dissatisfaction with existing status quo to rally and get 

political power for their own. This cycle repeats due to the patron-client nature of the economy of 

unrecognized states where the state has a monopoly over economic opportunities due to a lack of 
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trade and investment. It is also expected that the support from the critical elite to the civil society 

movements causes their politicization and undermines them in the long run.  

It is expected that an unrecognized state has to depend on a sponsor for any or all of the 

following: a) economic survival; b) military protection/security; and c) diplomatic representation. 

Accordingly, it is expected that unrecognized states’ behavior depends on preserving the political 

elites’ power through appeasing the wishes of the sponsor states or groups, where the influence of 

the latter depends on the sponsors’ relative power and monopoly over aiding the unrecognized state. 

That is, the more influential and exclusive the sponsor (e.g. if the sponsor only identifies with 

certain ethnicities), the less democratic the state should behave. 

 Counter-arguments to this model could be derived from differing approaches to 

democratization and unrecognized states. First and foremost, I find it pertinent to underline that 

some influential scholars, such as King, believe that unrecognized states are instruments to benefit 

the elites in both the said states and their parent states. Indeed, elites in the former can engage in 

authoritarianism, crimes, and corruption with little to no repercussion due to the enemy image, and 

this enemy image allow for ethnic manipulation and power-grabs in the latter. The status quo 

appears beneficial to all elites, making true democratization unlikely.  

Nevertheless, it appears that this cost-benefit model for democratization does not take into 

account prior commitments to democratization per the perceived need to democratize for 

recognition, the agency of the critical political actors that do not benefit from the system, and active 

civil societies which exist in most unrecognized states. Indeed, both the TRNC and Abkhazia have 

proven that changing heads of states and systems in these entites from nationalist profiteers to more 

critical ones is possible (in 2003 and 2005 for the TRNC and in 2009 for Abkhazia). Given this, I 

find a simple cost-benefit/realist analysis falls far too short for providing causal explanations here.  
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Another argument in the literature studying unrecognized states is that democratization is 

simply symbolic and is used as a tool to push for the recognition of the unrecognized state. Once 

again, however, other studies have proven that prior democratic commitments, no matter if they 

were made only symbolically, can catalyze democratic transitions later on - especially when the 

populace become dissatisfied with the elites. My adopted model considers prior commitments as 

factors within the initial regime environment.  

Lastly, some scholars have claimed that one must emphasize the reality of non-recognition 

as this will prevent democratization. However, as with Caspersen, I also believe that non-

recognition is a contextual variable that shapes and delimits, yet does not prevent, socio-political 

evolution. Nevertheless, non-recognition’s importance cannot be overstressed, and I account for 

not only non-recognition but unpack the policy and look at the variance of its exaction in each case, 

as such variances  define the context as underlined above. 

 All in all, there is a reason embedded in the available research to believe a Tillian model, 

which also takes into account the politico-economic factors of sponsorship and non-recognition 

into account, can provide for the most complex and comprehensive and thus the most explanatory 

model. The model accounts for a variety of variances among pertinent factors and the social 

phenomena that they inevitably drive. Moreover, given that rival models fall short due to an over-

focus on certain aspects of unrecognized statehood, one cannot help but conclude that this dynamic 

and complex model is one of the - if not the - best choices for pursuing the answer to why some 

unrecognized states succeed in democratizing. 

Methodological Concerns 

 Ethics: The data collection, which is  mostly archival due to the history-specific nature of 

this study’s design, does not present immediate ethical concerns. However, the study’s findings 

regarding democratization in unrecognized states can have political consequences indicating 
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whether such an entity deserves to be recognized. As such, I find it important to declare: This study 

does not argue for the recognition of unrecognized states at any given point in time. This study 

might argue for more engagement with these states, as I believe that cultivating a society with 

democratic values who are open to an eventual integration with the parent state through civil society 

engagement is essential. In fact, I do not believe that a reintegration is possible without democratic 

values and pluralism present in both societies. However, I do not hold that engagement = 

recognition by any means, and my hope would be that my arguments are not construed as such. 

 Reliability, Internal and External Validity: The study attempts to measure democratization 

and de-democratization, which is a murky undertaking as both terms are defined fuzzily and 

variously throughout the available literature. Nevertheless, I believe that my concepts and methods 

have been adequately clarified such that my study can be easily repeated as is or adapted by 

changing concepts (and thus methods) accordingly. In fact, one of the most important shortcomings 

of this study is that central concepts such as unrecognition and democratization (or even 

democracy) have no scholarly consensus vis-à-vis their meaning. However, unless such concepts 

are severely changed, the present study can be repeated as is.  

With regards to internal validity, I believe that I have been able to cultivate a list of ‘points 

to observe’ (i.e. independent and dependent variables), which help measure changes towards a more 

or less democratic regime. Nevertheless, I do not claim that the measurement is perfect, as I cannot 

account for all possible variables: the focus of this study is on a complex, dynamic, evolving system 

where perfectly accurate predictions or complete understanding of the system are impossible to 

produce by nature. However, I think that internal validity holds as the concepts led to the model, 

which is linked to the literature, which is linked to the data collected, which is interpreted through 

the model and re-applied to the concept.  
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With regards to external validity, this study would be generalizable only to a universe of 

similar cases - other unrecognized states. Moreover, I would posit that should the international 

conjecture change towards a more conservative-leaning, immigration- and trade-limiting direction 

as it currently appears, such a systemic change would disallow the use of the same study for 

understanding social phenomena in that context – at least if used directly. However, the study 

should be applicable to the current post-Cold War context, and - once again - in unrecognized states. 

 Limitations: This study suffers from low-generalizability as it is limited to a small universe 

of cases within a very specific period of time. The study also suffers from a lack of scholarly 

consensus regarding central concepts such as democracy and unrecognition. Other limitations 

include incapability of traveling to the sites and conducting research on-site due to lack of funding 

and time. However, this limitation might not be as important, as international experts who have or 

do work in these entities exist for information and opinion exchange. One last limitation for the 

study is that there have been very few studies that have been conducted to explain democratization 

in unrecognized states, and thus not much literature exists to guide this study. Nevertheless, by 

helping the available literature specifically on the topic synthesized with the plentiful literature on 

unrecognized states and democratization, I hope that I have minimized, if not eliminated, this 

shortcoming. 

 The study has also willfully chosen to exclude negative cases and instead focus on positive 

ones. However, this is not treated as a limitation here. Instead, this study is intended to serve as a 

pioneering building-block for future explanatory studies on the democratization of unrecognized 

states. Nevertheless, the present study provides generalizable and reliable findings through the three 

case studies it focuses on, whose description and analyses follow in the next four chapters. 
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Preamble to the Case Studies: 

 The case studies provided in the following chapters are equally important for the purposes 

of this study. Nevertheless, the case study on Northern Cyprus is longer than the ones on Somaliland 

and Taiwan. There are several reasons for this. Firstly, the international community engaged 

extensively with North Cyprus throughout the beginning of the 2000s, the economy of North 

Cyprus suffered several economic shocks, and these shocks combined caused the Northern Cypriot 

system to waver heavily. As such, more elaboration became necessary for the purposes of capturing 

the complexity of the case. Furthermore, as a Turkish Cypriot from North Cyprus, I found easier 

access to reliable, local knowledge: I heuristically knew where to look, and I was also able to access 

resources in the local language without the need for a translator. Meanwhile, the Taiwanese case 

was the one that was the most steady within the timeframe chosen, translating into the briefest of 

the case studies. The case study on Somaliland, which follows immediately after this Preamble, 

has a length that is in-between the North Cyprus (most chaotic) and Taiwan (most steady) cases. 
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V. Somaliland: A Haven from Authoritarianism in the Horn of Africa? 

 
 
 
 Somaliland is an unrecognized republic established in the Horn of Africa (a sub-region of 

Sub-Saharan Africa), sandwiched between the landlocked Ethiopia and the Middle East. It also is 

the fourth poorest country in the world, built upon the ruins left over by the brutal Somali Civil 

War which has plagued the post-war Somaliland with its legacies of warlordism and weak state 

institutions. Despite these disadvantages of war-based traumas, legacy of a lack of institutions and 

infrastructure, and widespread poverty, a viable state was established by the Somalilanders and has 

functioned in the Horn since 1991. 

Many scholars, ethnographers, and on-the-ground observers, as well as some diplomats 

and Somalilanders have been touting Somaliland to be an exemplary liberal democracy in a region 

of great turmoil, stuck between a Sub-Sahara plagued by civil wars and a Middle East haunted by 

terrorism - and both featuring widespread authoritarianism. Many others are more skeptical, 

arguing that while the Somaliland features a relatively democratic regime for the region within 

which it is located, its democratization process is still at its infancy even after a quarter of a century 

of existence and that it is semi-democratic (or semi-authoritarian). Regardless of whether 

Somaliland is indeed democratic – a question to be answered shortly, – its present, without a 

shadow of doubt, is firmly rooted in its past experiences as a pastoral society, a colony, a repressed 

part of the war-torn Somalia, and finally an independent republic. Therefore, this section will 

therefore endeavor to first expand on the historic events which led to the establishment of 

Somaliland, followed by a political history of Somaliland from 1991-2010 in an attempt to observe 
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the democratization process of this unrecognized republic. The section will conclude with an 

analysis of the Somalilander democratization process. 

Somaliland in History: From Pastoral Nomads to Secessionists 

Pre-independence Somalis were nomadic pastorals with no real socio-political hierarchies 

embedded or centralized institutions of governance; instead, they relied on rules and norms based 

on collective social understanding and deliberation266. As such, we can say that the traditional 

governance structures of Somaliland were decentralized and based on social consensus267. Indeed, 

Somaliland had always had a limitedly-democratic and pluralistic culture upon which to build a 

functioning democracy. Indeed, historically-speaking, elders were able to deliberate agendas and 

make decisions within clans and they were also able to negotiate xeer - i.e. guidelines of behavior 

- vis-a-vis behavior amongst clans. Male populations - especially those with economic power - 

were also able to participate in this type of decision-making. Clans were mostly accepting of one-

another and their differences, and were thus able to co-exist and survive. This provided Somaliland 

a democratic basis upon which to build. Nevertheless, there were embedded factors for de-

democratization, as well: there has always been an inherent gap between the genders and 

generations (where old is venerated over the young), as well as between economic classes and 

Somalis vs. non-Somalis268. For example, women were traditionally excluded from the political 

processes - a trend which still largely holds in Somaliland due to an emphasis on clans and 

traditional values. In fact, only one out of the hundred and sixty-four parliamentarians is a female. 

Women did make some strides towards more inclusion due to their active participation in relief and 
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social duties during SNM’s fight for independence from Somalia, but this never translated into 

more active inclusion in the political scene. Such differences in access to and influence on political 

power and state resources were almost certain to support de-democratizing forces in Somaliland. 

As such, we can say that Somaliland’s foundations were semi-democratic at best, and featured 

many factors and persistent societal cleavages which undermined the democratic potential of an 

independent state. 

A factor which helps with social cohesion was that of Islam. Islamism is an important factor 

of Somalilanders’ lives and has provided for governance and social cohesion in the absence of an 

effective state269. However, militant Islamism has also pervaded (especially in the Southern 

regions) where the government’s reach and influence is minimal, posing a threat to Somaliland 

while further amplifying clan and regional divisions270. As such, we can conclude that Islamism 

provided for a glue to the social fabric of Somaliland, but also provided unique and threatening 

challenges associated with extremism. 

In pre-colonial Somaliland, kinship and clan-membership were not the most pertinent 

factors; in fact, religious affiliation and economic prowess were also socially important271. 

However, British colonial approach of divide and rule with an emphasis on kinship rendered clan 

identities more salient, which explains why clannism plagued both independent Somalia and post-

independence Somaliland272. Prior to the arrival of the European colonizers, there was no central 

state system in Somalia-at-large: the communities were divided along clan lines and were mostly 

pastoral and nomadic. As such, clan-based kinship structures were predominant instead, featuring 
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decentralized and consensus-based systems of decision-making that were egalitarian to men. The 

European legacy then was the introduction of a centralized government structure, which also begot 

a novel, central/urban elite who were merchants and bureaucrats and who contested traditional 

authorities273. In Somaliland, this new cadre was mostly of the Isaaq clan. The National 

Government of Somalia which was eventually established featured this new class; however, this 

regime was dissociated from the mostly pastoral Somali society, with Barre going so far as to 

attempt to outlaw clan structures entirely274. 

Clannism was further strengthened in independent Somalia as access to state resources was 

based on clan membership due to the existence of patronage networks275. This reverberated in 

modern Somaliland as clans remain a considerable power in socio-economic and political realms 

as kinship provides for governance in absence of effective governmental structures, as well as due 

to the proportional distribution of judicial and legislative seats among the clans276. In fact, the Isaaq 

have always tended to dominate the political scene within Somaliland due to the many 

developmental advantages the Isaaq clans received under the British colonial administration. 

During the time of Somaliland as an independent British Protectorate, the Isaaq sided with the 

British Colonials against the indigenous Dervish uprising, which amplified clan divisions with the 

South – an event with repercussions even on modern Somaliland277. The domination of Isaaq was 

further entrenched due to the relatively higher participation of the Isaaq in the SNM’s independence 
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struggle. Therefore, while Somalilander clans were able to semi-democratically carry out their own 

affairs and interacted with other clans based on xeer, the Isaaq came to monopolize regional power 

over time as they were educated and thus equipped to wield such power. Nevertheless, the clans 

have also provided for much-needed social services in Somaliland. The British ruled the 

Somaliland Protectorate in an indirect manner, allowing for local institutions and governance 

mechanisms to flourish, which in turn enabled the quick recovery of Somaliland’s governance 

capacity after their war for independence278. Indeed, the capacity for governance in Somaliland can 

be better located at the local rather than national level. Clannism, therefore, has been a feature of 

Somaliland which pushes towards a semi-democracy in localities where there exists high-capacity 

governance, but one which at once also undermines national democratization. Moreover, the 

divisions among clans also undermines social cohesion. 

Lacking a distinct identity as Somalilanders due to the prevalence of clannism also 

exacerbated the societal divisions in this part of the Horn of Africa. Somalilanders never cultivated 

a Somali identity during the British administration or before. When Somaliland got its 

independence from the British under the name of the State of Somaliland, due to a lack of national 

identity and due to the larger and more powerful Ethiopia succeeding in obtaining the pastorally-

important Hamid Region, Somalilanders saw a union with Somalia to be practical in a bid to reclaim 

the grazing rights of the bountiful Hamid Region, which the British Colonials had ceded to 

Ethiopia279. As such, the State of Somaliland lived only a pitiful five days between 26 June and 

July 1st 1960 before joining Somalia on an instrumental basis. Given this, Somalilanders, while not 

developing a distinct identity as such, never particularly felt to be part of a great Somali nation. 

This allowed for the SNM to rally Somalilanders at large but particularly the Isaaq against the Barre 
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regime due to the latter’s societal oppression; however, this negative definition of identity (i.e. anti-

Barre) provided shaky grounds for building a national, Somalilander identity – especially given the 

clan cleavages – in a post-independence setting. 

Throughout the history and leading to 1991, the Isaaq clan provided for the most populous 

demographic within Somaliland – both as a British colony and as the North-eastern part of post-

colonial Somalia280. Moreover, as they had stood by the British colonials, the Isaaq were highly-

educated and ready for government jobs and they had a wealthy and influential diaspora located in 

Europe. As such, the Isaaq were also the more prosperous out of the Somalilander clans and were 

therefore targeted by the Somali Government 281. This thoroughly undermined the trust in and the 

feeling of belonging to a unitary Somalia for the Isaaq clan. In any case, the Somalilanders’ decision 

to unite with Somalia was based on economic aspirations: Somalilander clans had thought that a 

strong, unitary Somalia could better dispute and re-capture the grazing area that had fallen into 

Ethiopian hands and which was necessary to ensure these pastoral clans’ prosperity282. Therefore, 

support for Somalia unraveled in the Northern regions quickly under the influence of the Isaaq.  

The establishment of the anti-government, pro-development SNM, which was achieved by 

mostly-Isaaq diaspora and refugees and which espoused a self-help scheme (i.e. a break from the 

central authorities) to establish necessary social institutions in North-eastern Somalia, also 

catalyzed the targeting of Isaaq in the region283. SNM, initially aiming at development, democracy, 

and the improvement of life across North-eastern Somalia slowly turned into an independence 

movement due to constant government repression284. In fact, the SNM was not popular among the 
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general populace and was mostly lead by refugees in Ethiopia and financed by refugees and 

diaspora communities. However, as the government repressed the Isaaq population at large in 

retaliation, the SNM’s popularity grew at the expense of the Barre government’s authority285. This 

is as one would expect as per the bellicist theory, which claims that the government and civilian 

relations are based on an ability of the former to extract resources, and Barre’s militant government 

did not give protection or rights in exchange of their extraction, thus kindling armed resistance. It 

is also important to note that many of the Isaaq and the Somaliland government allege that the 

Somali Government, under Barre, intended to commit genocide286. This has translated into 

considerable mistrust towards a central Somali government, thus undermining efforts at a 

reunification and providing for an acute sense of siege mentality due to the international favor 

bestowed on the idea of a unitary Somalia. 

 The SNM, due to the government’s repression and the international community’s hands-

off approach to the internal affairs of Somalia, started depending on the people (the populace, the 

refugees, and the diaspora – but mainly those of the Isaaq) for the purposes of pursuing both its 

military and its political goals of defeating the Barre regime at first, then establishing an 

independent state287. Therefore, we can say that SNM depended on its constituents and supporters 

for the purposes of its survival at large, as well as its success. Due to its reliance – bordering on 

dependence – on the populace for its survival, SNM was only accountable to its supporters288. This 

was accomplished while being independent of foreign aid (thus not accountable to or dependent on 

superpowers or other international bodies) and while curbing the impetus towards predatory 
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behavior and political entrepreneurship which plagued the rest of Somalia289. In any case, this 

dependence on the populace, coupled with the émigré population and the bourgeois class’s support 

for democracy290, the democratization process had good backing in the political economic realm. 

 The SNM slowly became both a military and a bureaucratic behemoth of its own right and 

therefore had to make arrangements for the flow of power and authority within the organization 

which has had a profound impact on post-independence Somaliland. First and foremost, a clan-

based system of decision-making and power-sharing had to be implemented as the clans’ support 

could only be achieved through such an arrangement291. However, this meant that the most 

numerous and best-educated clan, i.e. the Isaaq, took de facto control of the SNM; in fact, many 

critics pointed out that SNM was simply a vehicle through which the Isaaq sought their own 

interests292. Nevertheless, some pluralism and dissent – necessary components of the traditions and 

cultures of Somalia, as well as a product for the need to ensure popular support – were 

encouraged293. This however did not mean smooth sailing: pluralism and dissent espoused in a 

society rife with clan divisions translated into undermined unity and efficiency of the SNM294 – 

which explains why the SNM as a government would attempt to subvert these ideals. Retention of 

clan-based power-sharing, while ensuring popular support and thus both political and military 

survival, also meant that clan divisions became institutionalized in Somaliland295, and that 

traditional clan values which enshrined a patriarchic way of life and discriminated against women 

                                                           
289 Ibid. 
290 Ibid., 64; Richards, “Bringing the Outside In”; Richards, Understanding Statebuilding.. 
291 Ibid. 
292 Ibid. 
293 Ibid. 
294 Bradbury, Becoming Somaliland, 69; Allison, “Somaliland: Losing Patience in the World’s Most Unlikely 

Democracy.” 
295 Ibid. 



 

184 

 

were reinforced296. Nevertheless, taking advantage of existing militaristic arrangements in 

Northeastern Somalia by utilizing experienced and popular clan militias to fight the Somali Army, 

SNM was able to ease its war effort while further cementing divisions297. The only immediate 

positive of the clan-based power-sharing, aside from a semi-successful ‘toe-dipping’ into pluralism 

and enabled dissent, was that warlordism did not occur in Somaliland unlike Somalia as arms and 

militia stayed under the control of the clans instead of independent parties298. The SNM declared 

independence from Somalia in 1991, and a large credit goes to the experience of Civil War for this 

phenomenon: Barre’s takeover had meant a decline in human rights and a proliferation of 

warlordism, which meant that Somalilanders had much to lose in a unitary Somalia, and could 

instead preserve much by ‘turtling’ in the northeast through independence299.  

By 1991, Somaliland was recovering from the systemic shock of the Civil War in Somalia, 

where especially the Isaaq had suffered many losses due to the targeted attacks from the militant 

government of Barre. This was one of the factors which pushed the SNM towards establishing a 

more civilian-based and democratic government. This government was also supposed to protect 

and promote human rights and provide for a stark contrast to the authoritarian regime of Barre. 

Therefore, the systemic shocks of Barre regime’s social repression and the civil war can be said to 

have worked towards the democratization of Somaliland. 

Ultimately, the legacy of the developments in Northeastern Somalia up until Somaliland’s 

declaration of independence in 1991 were semi-positive vis-à-vis democratization; indeed, impetus 

for both democratization and de-democratization was cultivated during this time. Firstly, on the 
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positive side, there was a clear inclination towards civilian leadership300 (in opposition to Barre’s 

militaristic rule), democratic principles of pluralism and dissent were semi-cultivated301, elders 

were participating in the government302 (whereby existing networks of trust were recruited to the 

SNM’s governing mechanisms), individual freedoms were respected303 (to ensure governmental 

survival and popular support – which begot diaspora donor support, as well), and there was no 

external support which meant that Somalilander governments would only and mainly be 

accountable to their own constituents and the diaspora audience and thus would not obey an 

external will at the expense of the popular will304. As such, we can say that there was important 

domestic and especially economic factors indicating a direction towards democratization, although 

some necessary capacities and principles were only adopted in an instrumental (and not a 

normative) manner for SNM’s survival – which meant that, if SNM assumed it could survive 

without such principles, it could just as easily eschew them (and, indeed, SNM would try). 

Moreover, coupled with the weakness of the impetus towards democratization, there was also the 

fact that internal divisions had become institutionalized and were strengthened, whereby, with 

changing civilian-government and civilian-military relations, it would translate into repression, 

bloody conflicts, and ultimately a civil war305. Not only this, but criminality was also established 

as clan-based militia turned towards banditry306 307, while those who possessed firearms and 
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training yet not belonged to these protective militia turned towards gangs308. This increase in 

criminality translated to a demonstration of the incapability of the SNM government in providing 

for the security of its constituents and further flamed clan-based divisions. 

 We can plot the regime environment per Tilly’s mechanisms of change, which can be 

divided into three categories: public politics, categorical inequality, and networks of trust. When it 

comes to public politics, SNM’s Somaliland was set to include more breadth in its constituents and 

political participation as compared to Somalia, but had yet to experience the necessary government-

civilian bargaining cycles to cultivate and institutionalize democratic values in Somaliland. 

Especially concerning was the government’s incapability to provide for uniform governance 

structures across its domain, which also translated into a lack of educational opportunities provided 

by the government. As such, SNM’s Somaliland had yet to access categorical inequalities in 

Somaliland at all by 1991. In addition, networks of trust were somewhat loosely appropriated by 

the government but were, by and large, operating independently from the government and non-

government coercive forces were running amock by 1991. Given all this, the democratization 

potential for Somaliland at this time can be categorized as positive yet weak.  

 Additional considerations need be given to Caspersen’s and my own criteria of 

democratization in unrecognized states309. Somaliland at this time was indeed suffering from the 

need to make the state sustainable and thus satisfying the Somalilander populace while the society 

(especially the Isaaq) suffered from acute siege mentality due to the Somali Civil War, Somalia’s 

aspirations to recapture its Northeastern territories and the international community’s support for 

such an aspiration. Given this, we can see that the democratic pull of the need for sustainability 
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was effectively cancelled by a need to ensure a strong, central state to weather the mighty waves 

against Somaliland. In addition, the international community isolated Somaliland thus causing the 

government’s incapability to provide for its people’s well-being and function as a state, which 

undermined the democratic potential. However, as the SNM was mainly supported through taxes 

and trade of its own populace in addition to diaspora support – where the diaspora also supported 

democracy – and thus it had to at least pay lipservice to if not outright adopt democratic institutions 

and principles. Meanwhile, Ethiopia has also housed Somalilander refugees and provided logistical 

and fiscal support to the SNM, thus becoming influential in this new Republic’s eventual fate.  

The fact that the government as well as the basic social services are held up by trade, 

remittances from the diaspora, and outside support gives mixed signals about democratization. For 

example, while trade usually supports liberalization as well as a powerful middle-class, in a clannist 

Somaliland, it can allow for certain clans to benefit more than others or cause conflicts over the 

control of trade revenues. In addition, trade can easily be sanctioned, which makes the government 

vulnerable to outside influences should such an option be instrumentalized to affect Somalilander 

politics. Secondly, while the Somalilander diaspora is sensitive towards democratization and 

human rights, the diaspora is not monolithic and support from the diaspora is directed more towards 

the benefit of the clans of the diaspora members (the most influential of whom tend to be Isaaq), 

indicating a growing clan disparity as well as potential for the undermining of the political will of 

the citizens who reside in Somaliland. Lastly, outside support makes Somaliland vulnerable 

towards influence from the sponsor states of Ethiopia and – to a much lesser extent – Djibouti. All 

in all, then, the economic structures and venues available for Somaliland are risky: optimistically, 

support would come with no strings attached or with any such string favoring democratization; 

pessimistically, support would be more divisive and for serving the benefit of certain segments of 

the population or the will of the outsiders entirely. 
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 All in all, the initial regime environment for an independent Somaliland was not bleak but 

neither was it positive towards democratization. The forces towards democratization were weak 

and were either neutralized or overcome by impetus towards de-democratization. As such, from 

the outset, Somaliland was set to suffer growing pains on the path towards a democracy despite a 

cultural/traditional basis for such a form of governance. 

The First Decade (1991-2001): SNM’s Fall and ‘Egal’itarianism 

The SNM had spearheaded the war of independence on behalf of the Somalilanders and 

therefore had developed into the de facto leaders of the land. Moreover, during the prolonged civil 

war with the repressive and warlord-ridden Somalia, SNM had also cultivated bureaucratic and 

military capacities as well as dedicated followers. As such, SNM almost organically assumed the 

position of highest power in the independent Somaliland and had sole control of the newly-

established government. However, this did not promote a continued rise of the SNM in Somaliland; 

contrarily, this spelled SNM’s doom.  

Indeed, SNM had inherited a land in ruins: there was no national infrastructure, no 

profitable economy, and no standing army or police. The rules of governance were loose, and the 

central governmental capacity was low, whereas local governing capacity was high, further 

entrenching clannism and undermining the new government. SNM, being a militaristic faction 

which had prevailed, naturally aimed to establish central authority’s control through the contentious 

repertoire that was the most familiar to them: the use of force. Given Tillian theories, it comes as 

no surprise that SNM was met with a backlash and, given the SNM government’s weak capacity 

and the centrality of clans over the nation, the first government of independent Somaliland naturally 

crumbled, taking down the victorious SNM with it. This period of turmoil also saw many 

authoritarian tendencies come into play and, had the SNM government prevailed, it is highly 

probable that yet another authoritarian and militaristic regime would be born in the Horn of Africa. 
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However, favorable winds steered SNM towards defeat, allowing for civil-government negotiations 

of terms and thus promoting democratization to a degree. 

Within their declaration of independence, produced as a result of the Burco Grand 

Conference of the Northern People, Somalilanders called for an independent Republic of 

Somaliland where conflicting parties would be reconciliated, where SNM would be in charge for 

two years, where non-Isaaq communities310 would be accommodated, and where the Sanaag Region 

– where clans antagonistic to the Isaaq were located – would have a special reconciliation 

process311. As such, it can be seen that Somalilanders were skeptical of SNM but were willing to 

support it as far is it could provide for societal security and prosperity through peace and 

integration. However, the SNM government had neither the capacity nor the repertoire of tools to 

deal with this tall order. 

The SNM had relied on existing local structures and the elders’ and clans’ participation to 

win the war, whereby they never built effective and far-reaching organizational capacity despite 

widespread bureaucratization. As such, while the SNM government attempted to broaden 

participation in the government by allocating cabinet positions to non-Isaaq clans, they failed to 

convert the rebel movement into a nation-state: clans were still the main source of income and 

security, as well as belonging. This meant that clans were still divided along the lines of kinship, 

and past antagonisms persisted straight into the SNM-era as the common enemy which held the 

vulnerable social fabric together, i.e. the repressive Barre government, had been defeated and 

independence had already been achieved312. Given this, it can be said that while the SNM 
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government and the council of elders attempted to broaden political participation in Somaliland, 

they lacked the necessary initial infrastructure to build upon in order to achieve this goal. 

Somaliland did not receive humanitarian aid due to its unrecognition, which prompted the 

development of local mechanisms and capacities to address social necessities313. In the meantime, 

Somalilander refugees in Ethiopia shared aid and food with Somalilanders, whereby the 

government and locals failed to develop structures to address such basic necessities314. Without aid 

and with a lack of initial infrastructure, Somaliland’s survival was under jeopardy, save for its 

positive trade relationship with Ethiopia. Indeed, a good trade relationship with Ethiopia, which 

was in need of access to the seas for trade, ensured businesses and investments would arrive in 

Somaliland and that food, etc. would keep arriving, contributing to Somaliland’s economy and 

stability315. Importantly, the émigré population, which was largely Isaaq, also supported the 

stability and democratization of Somaliland316.  

Somaliland’s survival and stability also depended largely on a differing type of ‘aid’ – 

investments by businessmen. Indeed, many rich Isaaq businessmen, mostly located in Djibouti, 

loaned money to Somaliland and made large investments especially in infrastructure due to 

Somaliland providing access to the Ethiopian market. They also pushed for democratization and 

held peace conferences when necessary317. As such, without trade with Ethiopia and the subsequent 

positive relationship with businesses from abroad, as well as the diaspora’s support, Somaliland 

would probably have folded within its first few years of conception. Given this, we can say that 

informal aid allowed for the short-term survival of Somaliland and Somalilanders while 
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undermining the government’s developmental path and thus undermining the future prosperity of 

the land – a definite downside of relying on outside aid. Somaliland was lucky to also have a 

business community which promoted local development and national democratization, which 

helped avoid Somaliland from becoming a rentier state dependent on aid. 

When Somaliland was established in 1991, deep social divisions and a lack of national 

identity – whereas clan identities were hyper-potent – meant that Somaliland was off to a shaky 

start as a state318. In addition, there was no consensus on a bid for independence and there were 

trepidations regarding the political upheaval and the viability of an independent Somaliland, which 

meant that existing trust networks were preserved instead of being absorbed into the government319. 

Lastly yet significantly, there was the alienation of the displaced, metropolitan Isaaq in the more 

conservative North where trade was abundant, which would naturally prompt the mostly-Isaaq 

SNM to attempt to establish control in this region320. Clans were central to the Somalilanders even 

after independence due to the weakness of and a lack of trust in the central government due to the 

people’s experience with the Barre regime in Somalia. Indeed, during the initial period where SNM 

took charge of governing Somaliland, elders councils were formed and took charge in providing 

for local needs as the government was incapable of reaching all of Somaliland321. As such, these 

local, informal political processes and mechanisms helped Somaliland get a stable foothold as a 

state by preventing an implosion into chaos322, but they also undermined the central authority. The 

central authorities were initially neutral towards these elder councils, but conflicts started arising 
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whence these said authorities eventually attempted to establish control throughout the land323.  

A lack of national security in Somaliland as well as a problem with controlling public assets 

(i.e. whether they would be managed by clans or the central authority) precipitated the conflicts 

occurring in Somaliland. Firstly. weapon proliferation due to the use and arming of clan militias 

for the struggle for independence occurred, whereby the SNM Government found it hard to 

establish control in Somaliland: some forces indeed joined the SNM Army, whereas other either 

returned to their clans as militia or turned to gangs and banditry324. SNM’s failure to address such 

a security vacuum undermined the trust in this fledgling state. Secondly, public assets had fallen 

into the ownership of private citizens and clans during the struggle for independence, and 

competition over them was common325. Aid resources were also frequently looted, and commerce 

and aid were heavily undermined due to such competition over resources in a security vacuum326. 

Political disputes, economic competition, and ultimately the SNM’s inability to coerce its own 

population led to military confrontations within a few months of the declaration of independence. 

Two conflicts occurred in early 1992: in January, a bloody conflict was waged in Burco, 

and then another regional conflict occurred in Berbera in March. The government had two aims in 

these conflicts: they wanted to reorganize ex-SNM forces and clan militias and consolidate them 

into a national military, and they also wanted to control the revenue and aid coming through the 

Berbera Port, which was prolific especially due to the landlocked Ethiopia’s demands for access to 

a port327. These conflicts unfolded as follows: 
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• Burco ’92: Here, the government was attempting to bring heavy weapons under central 

control. However, the government’s heavy-handed and militaristic tactics damaged public 

confidence in Somaliland and emphasized the state’s weakness; it was incapable of dealing 

with the issue in a legislative, judicial, or political manner. There were an estimated 300 

casualties.328 

• Berbera ’92: The SNM Government had declared the Berbera Port as a national asset 

despite the fact that it fell into the lands traditionally governed by ‘Ilse Muse clan, where 

the elders’ council were governing the port’s affairs. This was natural as the port provided 

a commercial connection to Gulf States, a trade route the taxing of which provided for 

much-needed national revenue. Nevertheless, the government’s attempts as well as its 

framing of the issue as ‘Ilse elders hoarding revenue and undermining the government was 

seen as a hostile take-over by the locals. Government’s attempts to establish control 

through the use of force were also suspect as most of the army was made up of the 

president’s clan. A local militia general led an armed rebellion against the SNM’s forces, 

where the fighting forced the closure of the port. As such, not only were there 700 

casualties, but there was much revenue that was also lost329. This ultimately caused further 

societal divisions in Somaliland, whereby the non-Isaaq clans in Somaliland signaled a 

willingness to reunite with Somalia330. 

The outcome of the above-mentioned two conflicts were negative for the SNM but positive 

for the democratization of Somaliland. Due to the conflict over the Berbera Port, the ‘Ilse Muse 

clans withdrew support from the central government and there was popular will for the government 
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to establish peace. Moreover, the ‘Ilse Muse won the battle and re-established their control of the 

region and the port. As such, the government was facing both public opposition and military defeat. 

Subsequently, the government was forced to hold conferences with clans, and to enact reforms 

which were mostly democratic331. Once the government lost the war for the Berbera Port and had 

to bargain with its citizens, Peace Conferences – both local and national – were being held for re-

negotiating the terms of Somalilander society and politics332. However, these conferences had to 

be financed mostly through diaspora donations and businesses, which meant that it was the people 

and not politicians or elders setting the agenda. Nevertheless, this also meant that the émigré 

population, diaspora, and business interests were overly influential. Luckily for Somaliland, where 

these audiences converged was on the fact that businesses and people would all flourish under 

democracy and stability, which is the agenda they pushed for333. One of the reasons why these 

peace conferences were successful were that elders and delegations, chosen by clans, actively 

participated in and influenced the process, which gave the process legitimacy334. As such, we can 

conclude that the absence of a strong state and the prevalence of local political organizations which 

could better represent a large demographic of the people aided both peacemaking335 and 

democratization336. 

Somaliland had started with a weakly positive outlook towards democratization at the time 

of its independence, but this potential did not come into fruition and the Somalilanders instead 

experienced a decline in their prospects until 1993. The only positive note was the defeat of the 
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authoritarian state headed by the SNM, which then disbanded; events which could promote 

democratization. Nevertheless, it held true that SNM’s President Tuur had failed his mandate to 

render Somaliland into a unitary and viable state due to a lack of economic options or aid in a post-

war environment and due to the pre-existing inter-clan divides337. Subsequently, the guurti (i.e. the 

House of Elders) selected M. H. Ibrahim Egal as the next president, with a 2-year mandate.  

 The fact that Egal was from the ‘Ilse Muse Clan allowed for reconciliation between the 

central authorities and the clan. However, the post-war era would not be without bumps. Initially, 

Egal’s government was able to ride on the positive momentum of the Borama Conference and 

improve this new country’s infrastructure and security. However, a Civil War broke out in 1994, 

which damaged any such improvement. Nevertheless, Egal was able to rally both his supporters 

and the country in the aftermath of this and continued to rule until his death in 2002. His presidency 

saw the country reach stability: central government was consolidated, allowing for a constitution 

to be finalized and approved through a referendum – which, in turn, allowed for multi-party politics. 

Moreover, Somaliland’s economy improved. In fact, most scholars believe the role of the Egal 

Presidency to have been critical towards state-formation and democratization in Somaliland338. 

During this time, Somaliland succeeded in improving and consolidating government 

institutions and – while still largely ignored by the international community – also succeeded in 

coordinating with international NGOs and the UN in order to provide for social services and 

stabilizing government structures339. Unlike the previous government, Egal’s Somaliland witnessed 

a central authority which, while not having much direct influence outside of the capital Hargeisa, 

positively cooperated with the regional clan leaders340. 
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Egal’s presidency began with improvements in many areas for the Somalilanders. 

Especially important during the first two years of Egal’s presidency was the fact that effective 

customs and taxation institutions were established, which generated considerable revenue from the 

usage of the Somalilander ports, creating a tax economy on which Somaliland could rely341. As 

with the previous era, trade proved to be an essential ingredient for revenue-generation in 

Somaliland – and thus for the purposes of the fledgling state’s survival. Of course, one of the 

reasons why Egal was able to consolidate a tax economy was his clan relationship: he was a member 

of the ‘Ilse Muse, the clan which controlled the lucrative Berbera Port. Merchants found an 

increasingly stable government provided for an environment with improved investment 

opportunities and increased revenues. As such, merchants were proactive in helping improve 

government institutions for exemption from taxes, and provided loans with small interest rates as 

well342. In addition, merchants and affluent classes in diaspora communities found a stable 

Somaliland to be a location ripe for a good investment343. Most important of them all was the 

establishment of a telecommunications network in Somaliland which allowed for the circulation of 

money from diaspora communities to kin and clan in Somaliland344. This ultimately resulted in the 

entrenchment and centrality of a remittance economy. All in all, then, Somaliland’s economic 

prospects and social services sectors greatly improved. However, Somaliland’s economy also 

became dependent on taxation of trade and remittances, as well as aid for social services, which 

rendered Somaliland dependent on outside actors. 

 The main problem was with demobilization of the SNM and the clan militia and the 

consolidation of a centrally-controlled police and army force, where the international community 
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provided neither expertise nor aid as help. The locals were able to build a capacity for and found 

moderate success in conducting locally-driven demobilization. However, such demobilization was 

uneven across the regions and with the outbreak of the Somalilander Civil War which reignited 

clan divisions, Somaliland failed to completely demobilize the militia and weapons proliferation in 

the society continues to today345. 

The Civil War, ignited in November 1994, was precipitated mainly by competition over 

economic resources, as well as identity-based conflicts involving power-sharing. In fact, the 

government’s attempts at consolidating control over the Hargeisa Airport and as such the lucrative 

trade route between Djibouti and Hargeisa was one of the major catalyzers for the civil war346. The 

‘Idagalle clan claimed control of the national asset as it was within their traditional territories; 

however, their clan militia appeared to harass and extort traders using the airport and potentiall 

hampering the revenues from this lucrative asset. As such, the government used force to capture 

the control of this national asset and went ahead to attack the village of Toon which was under 

‘Idagalle control. In addition, Habar Younis declared that they would not participate in or abide by 

the central government, whereas the Garhajis declared Egal’s appointment unlawful and that they 

were underrepresented in the government. Given all of these clan-based competitions and divisions, 

coupled with the fact that Somaliland’s economy was heavily delineated along clan lines347, it is 

not surprising that the situation escalated into a Civil War. 

The Civil War, whose outbreak can be traced to the efforts to consolidate a central 

government despite the fact of a divided society on the ground, lasted longer due to the inherent 

tension between building government capacity and decentralizing power at the same time. While 
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Somaliland had been committed to a decentralized government as a result of the Burco Conference 

Charter, specific processes and mechanisms had not been established348. This especially caused 

problems with regards to Elders who became members of the Guurti, who were taken to be 

complicit to the Central Government as they had a vested interest in the survival of the central 

government. This undermined the ability of the incorporated Elders to intervene in the conflict and 

help mediate it349. As such, traditional mechanisms of addressing conflict were not available and 

more innovative approaches became necessary. 

A Peace Conference was set up through mainly diaspora financing and with the support of 

Ethiopia, and framed the conflict as mostly a regional one which unfolded in the East and West 

along local clans’ lines. This allowed the Conference to pursue peace through de-linked and 

localized procedures by utilizing intra- and inter-clan meetings. Ethiopia’s support for 

reconciliation and a stable central government (to contain the Civil War from spreading to their 

country), in addition to the death of General Aideed – who supported federalism – in Mogadishu 

in August 1996 curbed opposition to a centrally-governed, independent Somaliland and allowed 

for Somaliland’s consolidation (rather than its demise) through the Civil War350. War-weariness, 

the damages to human life and economy, and the experience of large-scale displacement made clear 

that a stable, central state where conflicts could be addressed peacefully was of critical importance 

for Somalilanders351. Nevertheless, the war clearly saw those looking for a strong, central state win 

a big victory. Moreover, Ethiopian influence over Somaliland, due to the former’s patronage in 

trade and aid, as well as military contributions, substantially grew. 

The Peace Conference in Hargeisa was monumental for both understanding Somaliland 
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and dictating its future development. Here are some reasons why: One of the problems leading up 

to the Hargeisa Conference for national reconciliation (held between October 1996 – February 

1997) was that of patronage: access to government resources proved advantageous and thus 

positions of access were competed over352. Clearly, unrecognition and subsequent the dependency 

on trade taxation and outside aid (which flowed through the government) were influential in 

undermining the stability of Somaliland. This was perpetuated in the Conference as the main 

problem with the Conference was Egal’s control over the agenda and decision-making, which 

demonstrated that traditional mechanisms of power would no longer be valid and political 

patronage had become a must in the new Somaliland353. This would undermine Somaliland’s 

democratization over time. Furthermore, the Conference was important as it set out protections for 

minority rights and provided for the first instance of minorities’ representation in the government 

(although women would not have representation until 2005)354. This added breadth to the political 

participation of Somalilanders while simultaneously further dividing the society between the clans 

supporting a central government and those shunning such an idea. In addition, the Hargeisa 

Conference helped incorporate the Gadabursi into the government, whereas it alienated the 

Dhulbahante and the Warsengeli, thus causing new societal frictions355. In addition, the Hargeysa 

Conference helped incorporate the Gadabursi into the government, whereas it alienated the 

Dhulbahante and the Warsengeli, thus causing new societal frictions356. 

In the period of time following the Hargeisa Conference, Somaliland’s economy was 

boosted thanks to the improving security condition; however, the political participation in 
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Somaliland was constricted due to Egal’s take-over, and the increasing dependence on outside 

sources for Somaliland’s survival. Egal was able to retake control of the political power in 

Somaliland and establish himself as the head for another five years (until his death), from 1997 to 

2002. This gave political power dominance to Egal. Using the momentum of the Hargeisa 

Conference, Egal was successful in establishing rule of law and security, which helped attract 

investments as well as diaspora and outside funding for reconstruction efforts357. The UN also 

attempted to establish a Peace Dividend in Somalia at large, whereby aid would be directed to 

reinforcing and helping the security and development of peaceful locales (in theory including 

Puntland and Somaliland)358. This however was not realized. Considerable aid was received for 

demining and refugee resettlement, but other development aid was denied359. This lack of outside 

aid, coupled with the temporary loss of the country’s biggest trading market due to a ban on the 

importation of Somali livestock by the Gulf States, hampered the Egal administration’s efforts360. 

The socioeconomic collapse was prevented by remittances from the diaspora, but this deepened the 

reliance on this form of economic activity361. As such, the politics and the socio-economic order of 

Somaliland were delimited by the will of the prominently-Isaaq diaspora. This also meant a lack of 

coordination in social services, as two clans could build two separate schools in a single town while 

clans or families without diaspora backing would be denied access to such resources. Therefore, 

despite the post-war economic development, Somaliland was poised to de-democratize. 

As the momentum of Hargeisa Conference waned and as the Egal administration dragged 
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their feet on constitutional reforms, the confidence in the government waned362. Moreover, Egal 

exhibited signs of authoritarianism, corruption in the government became widespread, and the 

promised international recognition never came; instead, a Transitional National Government was 

set up which was internationally-recognized to have de jure control over all of Somalia363. While 

the adoption of the traditional mechanism of beel in the Hargeisa Conference for power-sharing 

and thus establishing peace was successful in the short-term, it undermined governmental 

effectiveness in the long-term364.  

Meanwhile, Egal exhibited an intolerance to opposition, jailing 20 peaceful protesters who 

were critical of him from 1996 to 1997365. As Egal exhibited authoritarian tendencies, repressing 

political opposition through the use of force and intimidation and not delivering on his promises, 

discontent grew – which fed into Egal’s fears and begot further repression. This process reached a 

zenith in August 2001 when the Parliament attempted to impeach Egal and then, when the motion 

was defeated with a single vote, challenging Egal to hold a clan conference to decide the country’s 

future366. As could be expected, Egal responded with heavy-handed tactics, bringing the country to 

the brink of civil strife before traditional power centers mediated the conflict. Indeed, while Egal 

rejected the offer, five elders attempted to arrange a conclave regardless of his position, which led 

to a confrontation between government forces aiming to quell a ‘rebellion,’ and the militia of the 

elders367. The incident was only mediated after five deaths and the jailing of Egal’s opposition for 
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a month – and this, only upon the elders’ promise to uphold the constitution.  

Moreover, this authoritarian trend was further compounded by the acute existential threat 

Egal and other independence-promoting elite felt towards the increasing efforts spent by the 

international community for reconciliation and a unitary Somalia. Indeed, Somaliland – and Egal 

in particular – felt an existential threat from the ongoing Somali-wide reconciliation conferences in 

which they refused to take part despite some Somalilanders supporting such a process368. In 

addition Puntland, which was established in 1998 to the East of Somaliland, had been gaining in 

power and the Sool and Sanaag regions of Somaliland – who had felt marginalized by the Hargeisa 

Conference and the Egal regime – threatened to secede to Puntland. As such, the central powers of 

Somaliland perceived an affront towards the territorial unity of Somaliland as well as the attempts 

at a unitary Somalilander nation and government. The threat-perception was so high that the 

government suspended habeas corpus, banned public rallies, restricted the people’s freedom of 

movement, and extended detainment without charge to 90 days in the name of National Security369. 

As such the now-authoritarian Egal administration also initiated a repression-bargaining cycle. 

With Egal’s authoritarianism breeding dissidence and with the outside threats from 

Puntland, the TNG, and the international community, the Egal administration was forced to uphold 

its 4-year-old promise for constitutional reform through a referendum. While Egal was able to 

obtain most of the executive powers he aimed for, the Parliament, the people, and the diaspora were 

also effective in contributing to the process and ensuring government accountability and 

transparency, as well as the preservation of human rights370. Once the constitutional framework 

was put to referendum and accepted, a restricted form of democracy (which moved from an elder-
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based electoral college system to a popular vote system) was established. However, as the Sanaag 

and Sool rejected the constitutional amendments, the process created further divisions between 

these people and the Isaaq371 - divisions which last to-date and cause de-democratization due to a 

lack of minority rights. During this period, refugees from Ethiopia and Djibouti were repatriated, 

the economy of and the aid for Somaliland grew, and the government capacity increased372. As 

such, while the Egal administration presided over a civil war as well as one of the more authoritarian 

and repressive periods of post-independence Somaliland, it paved way towards a more democratic 

state by increasing state capacity and rendering popular will primary. 

Once again, I will plot the democratization/de-democratization trends experienced in 

Somaliland during this decade per Tilly’s mechanisms of change, which can be divided into three 

categories: public politics, categorical inequality, and networks of trust. Regarding public politics, 

independent Somaliland initially – and correctly – attempted to take advantage of the strong clans 

to pull the infrastructurally-lacking Somaliland from the bootstraps. Nevertheless, this was simply 

an act of taking advantage of a favorable status quo; the necessary process of government-civilian 

bargaining cycles, which allow for entrenched democratization, did not occur. As clannism ran 

rampant in Somaliland, infrastructures were either not erected by the central government, or they 

were non-unilaterally built according to the clans’ relative powers and distance from the central 

authorities. This meant that independent Somaliland preserved the categorical inequalities 

entrenched in clannism and traditional values (such as discrimination against women) by taking 

advantage of existing networks of trust – i.e. the clans. However, this also meant that networks of 

trust were not incorporated into the government and were instead operating independently from the 

SNM’s central authority, which further divided the country. Non-government coercive forces, such 
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as clan militias, were so powerful that the central authority could not suppress them to the point of 

losing the battle for the Berbera Port to the ‘Ilse Muse. In addition to all of these unfavorable factors 

vis-à-vis democratization, the government also decided to initiate a repression-resistance-

bargaining cycle through its attacks on Burco and Berbera. If the government had won, it is 

conceivable that government authority would have been more consolidated at the expense of 

democratization. Instead, at this point, a fortunate upward trend in democratization was initiated at 

the expense of central government’s capacity. Given all this, the democratization trends during this 

period in Somaliland can be categorized as negative: the government quickly became repressive 

despite broadening participation, the military was utilized to subdue opposition, inequalities were 

preserved and strengthened, and lastly, trust networks and uncontrolled militia were not 

incorporated into the central authority. Nevertheless, the defeat of the government gave an 

opportunity for the reversal of the trend towards Somaliland’s democratic implosion – an 

opportunity which would only be reluctantly taken by Egal, who was appointed President upon the 

dissolution of the SNM. 

 Additional considerations need be given to Caspersen’s criteria of siege mentality and state 

sustainability, as well as my own criterion of mode of economy. Somaliland was suffering from 

the tension between the need to consolidate the government for sustainability and the need to 

democratize due to the primacy of local governance through clans. This clannism further 

undermined the goal of creating a sustainable government by providing for alternative networks of 

trust and independent militia. Having been through a civil war where they were repressed, many 

clans were sensitive towards a strong central government, while the Isaaq were attempting to create 

a strong central government due to the siege mentality based on the civil war and for the purposes 

of self-preservation. Given these factors, we can see that the de-democratic pull of the need for 

sustainability through increasing government capacity was effectively cancelled out by clannism. 
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In addition, the government also failed to conquer the clans through force, thus prompting a change 

in the state-citizen relations towards more citizen rights and democratization. Furthermore, given a 

lack of infrastructure and international isolation, the government was practically forced to 

consolidate national resources in order to control and tax trade as Somaliland was the key of access 

to the Middle Eastern market for both Ethiopia and Djibouti, as well as the pastoral citizens 

themselves. This need to consolidate national resources for the purposes of taxation meant that the 

government had to use force to wrest away the ports, etc. on the trading route from the powerful 

clans in control of these resources. Thus, a de-democratic movement towards repression, which 

came in the form of a Civil War in 1994, should also not be surprising.  

In summation, throughout this time period, the Somalilander Government simply preserved 

the status quo by perpetuating and in fact relying on the reality on the ground: that clans and 

clannism dictated the rule of the land. Indeed, this prompted a loose democracy where each clan 

preserved internal democracy, but democratic institutions and rule of law were not centrally-

promoted. Afterwards, due to the economic pressures as well as the need to consolidate a strong 

government for the purposes of self-preservation, the central authorities went on a strong repressive 

campaign. Sacrificing democratization for the purposes of statebuilding on the outset (and then 

potentially re-democratizing for international approval and internal sustainability) can objectively 

be evaluated as a correct decision. However, as the government failed, a declining trend in state 

capacity yet an increasing trend in civil rights and public participation in politics could be seen. 

Therefore, we can evaluate that during this period, Somaliland suffered de-democratization and 

ended it with a return to ground zero: it had transformed into an authoritarian state. However, as 

the essential state-citizen bargaining process was initiated, this provided for a strong, positive 

backbone upon which to build a better democracy. Egal era, then, which began with the dissolution 

of the SNM, had begun with the inheritance of a mixed and rather de-democratization-leaning 
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legacy. 

 During the Egal era, significant events such as a Civil War and a Peace Conference 

occurred, which naturally affected public politics, categorical inequalities, networks of trust, siege 

mentality, economic opportunities, and relations with outside actors. Indeed, the Egal era might 

have been the most significant when it comes to affecting the direction of the democratization 

process. First and foremost, as Egal was of ‘Ilse Muse and utilized his personal connections to the 

clan to make use of their access to trade resources, he reinforced clan divisions (i.e. networks of 

trust), as well as increasing categorical inequalities (the benefits of trade were mostly located within 

the clan). Moreover, as clan militias persisted and the government, while building a working 

military and police force, failed to dissolve or incorporate them, clan powers and divisions were 

preserved and reinforced (i.e. networks of trust not subsumed by the government). Furthermore, 

the diaspora communities supported their own clans, once again reinforcing clan divisions as well 

as creating categorical inequalities due to the unequal distribution of assets and services along the 

clan lines. Additionally, faith in the Guurti (the Upper House of Elders) declined as they 

bureaucratized, which rendered the attempt to incorporate traditional trust networks a failure. Last 

but not least, the government failed to deliver on its commitments to decentralize power as it 

attempted to assert central control, which hampered trust. As economic inequalities arose and as 

the clan identities and divisions were reinforced, and as the government failed to keep to its 

commitments to decentralization, thus undermining democracy and trust in the government, the 

Civil War of 1994 became inevitable. 

 After the Civil War and the Peace Conference, both of which were wins for the central 

authorities, some positive signs for democratization were observed including the empowerment of 

the central state and the inclusion of the Gadabursi in the government (widening public 

participation and strengthening political institutions). However, negative signs also abound. For 
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example, Ethiopian influence on the government increased, where Ethiopia cared more for the 

openness of trade routes rather than democratization of Somaliland. In addition, political patronage 

– i.e. clientalism – was reinforced which hampered trust as well as public politics, and the Sool and 

Sanaag-based clans (Dhulbante and Wersengeli) were alienated (i.e. trust networks neither 

dissolved nor incorporated but instead alienated) which undermined democratization. All in all, 

then, the government became at once more responsive to many segments of the populace while 

also ceding power to Ethiopia and alienating certain clans. Moreover, clientalism changed the 

nature of the networks of trust, instead creating a political elite class which undermined public 

politics. As such, the Civil War and the Peace Conference held a cyclical influence on the 

democratization – de-democratization continuum as predicted by Caspersen: the tensions of 

centralization, inclusion, and balancing power relations in a segmented society resulted in a 

government which democratized and de-democratized simultaneously. 

 In the aftermath of the Peace Conference, Egal delayed delivering on his commitments for 

a constitutional referendum until his hand was forced which, coupled with his earlier failure to 

deliver on his commitments to decentralization, set a precedent towards broken promises or the 

delayed delivery thereof. Given this, the public naturally came to expect governmental delays and 

failures, undermining trust. In addition, categorical inequalities were increased and stronger clans 

started dominating public politics as the diaspora reinforced the strength of their respective clans, 

especially the Isaaq. During this time also, there was a contraction of public politics and space for 

discussion due to the acute siege mentality per the perceived threats from Somalia and from 

Puntland. Conversely, these threats also forced the regime to deliver on democratic commitments 

for sustainability. Nevertheless, the contraction of rights during times of (perceived or real) threats 

sent the signal that democracy would be subservient to security in Somaliland. The constitutional 

referendum worked mostly towards democratization, as minority rights were institutionalized and 
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as the popular election of a President was assured. However, this process also further alienated the 

Dhulbante and the Wersengeli, reinforcing clan divisions once again. 

 All in all, then, the SNM era was one of ‘the rise and defeat of authoritarianism,’ whereas 

the Egal Era was one of mixed signals. Indeed, the Egal administration exhibited authoritarian 

tendencies, especially when faced with outside threats from Somalia and Puntland, but was forced 

to concede democratic rights for the viability of the Somaliland as a state. As such, and given the 

lack of Ethiopian intervention, Caspersen’s model of a system stuck between those factors pulling 

towards democratization and those pushing away towards de-democratization seems to hold sway 

in the first decade of Somaliland. Nevertheless, the relationship with the sponsor diaspora 

community – which pushed towards democratization and development – aided in the push towards 

democracy. 

A New Decade, No New Developments: 2002-2010 

From 2002 to 2010, the Somalilanders would mostly observe no changes: clannism was 

still at a high, patron-client relations ruled supreme, the diaspora and the business community held 

sway over the government, and electoralism – where elections themselves were decided by clan 

affiliations – was the best to hope for. This can be due to the fact that semi-democracies benefiting 

influential segments of the population might be enduring attractor states. Nevertheless, the reasons 

for this lack of progression in Somaliland, which by all accounts is a somewhat successful attempt 

at democratization in one of the more unstable regions of the world, must be both explored and 

explained. 

President Egal died on May 3, 2002 and the House of Elders elected Kahin to be his 

successor until the general elections of 2003. 2002 featured the first time in Somaliland when both 

the local elections and the parliamentary elections for the Lower House were now set to be 

contested through popular vote, where the first parliamentary elections were held in 2005. The 
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Upper House of Elders (Guurti) was to be elected indirectly, although elections were supposed to 

be regularly held. Formerly a single-party system, Somaliland promoted the creation of new parties 

in 2002 as well, and six parties contested the local elections. However, ostensibly so as to avoid 

clannism, Somaliland has restricted national parties to three – those with the most votes in local 

elections. While the constitution of Somaliland, accepted in 2001, forbade clan-based political 

parties, the emergent parties were in fact clan-based, which has created a tradition of clan-based 

politics and clan-based campaigning373. This has caused the emergence of sectarianism, which the 

constitution aimed to curb374. Clans aim both to have access to the quite limited resources of the 

state, which had a budget of $20million per annum in 2006, and to build up prestige and have 

agency over the future of Somaliland375. Moreover, as the mobilization of clan members and 

resources is the most viable and readily-available mechanism for elections, candidates who can 

achieve this point were preferred and supported376. As such, campaigns occurred along clan lines, 

candidates campaigned and ran for positions in regions where their clans were the most numerous, 

and voters (i.e. clan members) were moved from urban centers such as Hargeisa to the regions 

where candidates needed support on election days377. As traditional power centers were reinforced, 

women ended up having negligible representation due to the traditionally patriarchal culture of 

Somaliland378.  Aside from affirming/failing to combat clannism, another failure of the switch to 

popular voting was the eschewing of minorities who no longer have reserved seats and thus get no 

representation in the parliament. Moreover, ministers and other powerholders in the government 
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utilized official vehicles and resources for campaigning, and media – heavily regulated by the 

government – was partial to the powerholders as well, culminating in the National Elections 

Commission (NEC) to demand equal coverage of candidates. This reflected the normalized nature 

of political corruption in Somaliland and a lack of the freedom of media. 

Somaliland’s dedication to democratization and respect for human rights has fallen into 

question since 2002 especially due to a lack of tolerance towards dissident behavior and criticisms 

of the government – a trend initiated during the reign of Kahin379. The space for public politics has 

been systematically reduced in Somaliland since 2003: the government has become more 

authoritarian, choking out the space for civil society activism.  Moreover, clan politics and the 

patriarchal clan system has been centralized in the body politic and the society, respectively, and 

tends to suppress the youth voices (who feature more nationalistic feelings) as well as the voice of 

women380. Especially disconcerting has been the government’s over-investment towards internal 

security381 – although, given secessionist rhetoric in both Eastern and Western regions, this might 

be justified to a degree. Nevertheless, the fact that an EU delegate to Somaliland was declared 

persona non grata arbitrarily due to raising concerns over Somaliland’s democratization and its 

potential for an eventual recognition382 indicated a persistence in authoritarian tendencies. In a 

testament to its authoritarian tendencies, the government arrested three members of the opposition 

wing for attempting to launch a novel political party in 2002. 

It should come as no surprise, then, that the 2003 and 2005 elections (Presidential and 

Parliamentary) were judged to be below international standards, yet mostly free and fair – without 

significant/widespread rigging or corruption. The pace of democratic reforms has been hampered 
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in Somaliland since 2005 due to several challenges: a) lack of technical and political capacities for 

addressing institutional and procedural shortcomings (as politicians are not elected for expertise 

but for closeness to a clan); b) lack of political transparency (to be elaborated on shortly); c) lack 

of consultation with citizens; and d) lack of consensus around a national identity or cause save for 

independence – which is also disputed in certain regions383. Indeed, politicians tend to be untrained 

and unskillful, undermining government efficiency384. This unqualified cadre of politicians, while 

maintaining relative stability in the nation, failed to progress towards further democratization: the 

public has no trust in them and transparency as well as good governance are considerably lacking 

and in high demand385. This generates a crisis of representation across Somaliland: the public voice 

(especially those of the clans outside of the central power structures, the youth, and women) is 

rarely incorporated due to the detached nature of the elite, a lack of transparency and accountability, 

and the elites’ abysmal capacity to perform386. The elites depend on clannism and have no 

accountability and have no interest in civil society or gender equality387. 

Clannism and political corruption continued to be both prominent and far-reaching in 

Somaliland. The Upper House of Elders, which was supposed to go through a re-election in 2003, 

extended its term until 2006, and President Riyale Kahin further extended their term, 

unconstitutionally388, for another four years ending in 2010. Kahin’s actions caused significant and 

critical uproar. In return, the Upper House extended Kahin’s term from 2008 to 2009. This quid-

pro-quo system raised concerns regarding the independence of the executive and legislative 

branches, and the checks and balances (i.e. accountability and transparency mechanisms) which are 
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based on the said independence. Moreover, the judiciary still appeared to be partial towards the 

powerful parties (i.e. the regime), allowing for the unconstitutional delays and not prosecuting 

allegations of corruption and voter fraud against the government, indicating a lack of transparency 

and a centralization of power in the executive branch. For example, the president hand-picks and 

establishes patron-client relations with senior officials and the cabinet within the governing body389. 

This clientalism, compounded with a lack of transparency and accountability, promotes rent-

seeking behavior in the elite; a behavior encouraged by clan members who expect partialism by 

“their own” and thus normalizing the said behavior390. These delays were a reflection of the 

precedents set in Somaliland politics through the delays and cancellations of commitments by the 

Egal regime.  

The 2003 elections were central to the building of trust in Somaliland as a project at 

democratization: a non-Isaaq president was elected after the Isaaq candidate, Silanyo, conceded the 

loss despite a wafer-thin margin between him and the winner, Kahin, as well as observed instances 

of voter fraud. This opened the breadth of participation in political processes of Somaliland and 

built trust for the government as being more than a system by and for the Isaaq clan, and one where 

peaceful transitions of power can occur391. Nevertheless, occurrence of voter fraud coupled with 

political corruption was of concern: government resources were directed to campaign for Kahin 

(who was appointed by the Guurti as President after Egal’s death), ballots were disqualified, and 

opposition supporters were harassed and intimidated392. Indeed, pluralism appears to be 

incompatible with the contentious repertoire of Somalilander leadership393 and elected officials, 
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such as the President, tend towards authoritarianism, clannism, and an accompanying rent-seeking 

behavior394. Accordingly, the International Crisis Group assessed that “The principal obstacles to 

Somaliland’s democratization, however, are internal: a winner-takes-all style of political 

leadership, manipulation of clan loyalties for political purposes and a brazen disregard for the rule 

of law”395.   

Again in 2006, the siege mentality in Somaliland grew more acute as Islamist forces gained 

control of Somalia and Islamic Courts Union (ICU) was established. In addition Shabaab (literally: 

the youth), an Islamic terrorist organization, also found a firm basis there. Ethiopia responded 

swiftly and militarily in Somalia as a result, which risked a spillover into Somaliland. Eventually, 

Shabaab, a terrorist organization based in Somalia, started making headway into Somaliland and 

conducted several suicide bomb attacks in the capital of Hargeisa on October 29th 2008, which 

claimed 23 victims. Given that Somalilanders are mostly Sunni and prosletyzing of other religions 

is prohibited, these suicide bombings put the role of Islam and Sharia in Somaliland in question. 

According to the Action Aid International Somaliland (AAIS) governance assessment of 

March 2007 , there is a lack of good governance which hampers development in Somaliland, 

whereby ushering poverty and thus causing public dissatisfaction396. Indeed, there were many 

problems with democratization which, aside from the over-powering of the executive which acted 

in a clientalist and rent-seeking fashion, included corruption, lack of media freedom, and police 

repression. Political corruption continued to be a Somalilander reality – a normalized one at that – 

throughout Kahin’s term. In 2006, Kahin had to dismiss the Minister of the Interior and the Police 

Commissioner both due to allegations of corruption and documented instances of the abuse of their 
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power. Media freedom also kept being restricted and journalists were often detained upon 

criticizing the government, such as with Urad in May of 2006. In 2007, further restrictions 

materialized in the expectation of the elections of 2008 which risked inter-clan conflicts, such as 

the Ministry of Information being granted powers to regulate the media narrative single-handedly. 

Indeed, the excuse of potential for clan-based violence promoted government control of TV and 

radio. Police and other government agencies committed human rights abuses frequently and this 

increased further as terrorism suspects were detained and tortured in an extra-legal manner.  

In January 2008, the government sponsored pro-independence rallies across Somaliland, 

which demonstrated the co-optation and over-politicization of the civil society. In the meantime, 

anti-Somaliland and anti-independence rallies were violently repressed through the use of the 

security forces; however, protesters demonstrating against the extension of Kahin’s term were 

allowed to rally peacefully. 

Another big impediment towards democratization came in the form of clannism, i.e. 

favoring or exclusion based on clans, continued as larger clans monopolized political power. 

Women were also discriminated against as male clan leaders and majority male politicians 

dominated the government. As such, many scholars have argued that Somaliland features simple 

electoralism instead of true democracy, which would require the participation of business leaders, 

civil society, and political elites in the process of democratization397, which is unlikely in a society 

fragmented along clan lines, promoting a symbiotic, patron-client relationship between the political 

elite (who get elected), and the clan (who gain advantages such as access to resources and prestige). 

This bleak picture holds especially true due to the zero-sum conceptualization of politics, which in 

fact is a game of balancing or otherwise altering relative powers of clans. Indeed, the political 
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culture of Somaliland is based on networks of patronage, political corruption, and economic 

corruption coupled with clan-based politics without accountability398. In fact, there is no public 

trust in the body politic, no ownership of political processes or decision-making, and no knowledge 

of political rights399. Despite this lack of public trust in politicians, there is also no push for 

improvement or accountability as both home constituencies and the diaspora community provide 

support based on clan relations and aim to depict a picture of a solid Somalilander democracy400. 

One factor is also cultural: craftiness in conducting an opportune breakage of a contract has 

traditionally been valued in Somaliland, and as such, ‘craftiness’ in corruption and voter fraud is 

likewise appreciated401.  

As such, Somaliland embarked on democratization which has been delimited due to high 

levels of poverty and unemployment, weak economic productivity, and depleted reserves of natural 

resources, the prevalence of both the patriarchal and the clan system, weak government institutions 

and leaders, and the oppression of the media402. There has been no substantial attempt to break 

away from clan loyalties in politics; in fact, they have been rendered more salient through their 

institutionalization in the Guurti403. Clan competition is reflected and amplified in the national 

stage: there was widespread election-day irregularities in all of the free-and-fair elections in 

Somaliland (including local ones), and voter registration problems also occurred during the ‘fiasco’ 

of 2009404. National governance is subservient to and subverted by clan politics in Somaliland, 

where the problem is that of simultaneously accommodating and yet transcending clan loyalties. 
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Modern Somalilanders believe clan identity to be mostly backward and problem-

generating and which undermines national interests405. Yet Somaliland politicians instrumentalize 

this clan identity in order to draw support from a clan exclusively (and they can rely on getting 70% 

of the vote from their clan or sub-clan, in return), not requiring the support of and thus not being 

responsive to the general public406. As such, politicians need neither political acumen nor planning 

to generate support, instead working solely for and being supported by the clan’s goodwill – which 

undermines governance and democracy. Traditionally, pastoral Somalilanders inflated their clan’s 

numbers and strength in order to subvert competition – a tradition now reflected in the national 

stage where numbers are inflated in order to claim a bigger share of the very limited national pie407. 

This was reflected in the October 2008 crisis regarding voter registration: politicians and clan elders 

encouraged numerical competition with other clans, resulting in considerable duplicate and 

underage registration408. The resulting damage on national resources and trust generated tension 

between the government and the opposition, leading Somaliland to the brink of collapse on 

September 2009. 

The previous regime’s alienation of the clans in the Sool and Sanaag regions led to the 

escalation of border disputes between Somaliland and Puntland, both of whom claim the region. 

Eventually, in 2009, the regions opted to join Puntland as their will of non-secession and 

reconciliation with Somalia was rendered unconstitutional and illegal in Somaliland. These 

territorial conflicts with Puntland also begot further restrictions on media freedoms in Somaliland. 

While private newspapers and the internet provide for an alternate and unregulated outlet, their 

circulations (entirely self-funded by diaspora) or availability, respectively, are limited. 
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Last but not least, one must talk about the provision of education and other basic services 

as well as the judicial branch before concluding regarding the state of democratization in 

Somaliland from 2002 to 2010. Two of the larger problems with democratization in Somaliland 

during this period were a lack of education of the larger populace on their rights and civic 

responsibilities, as well as a lack of training for election and poll staff which allowed for fraud409. 

Another problem has been the continued detainment of political dissidents as well as the firing of 

government employees due to political reasons, which shrink the breadth of public politics410. In 

addition, past abuses of human rights by the government and other parties tend to go uninvestigated 

and unpunished411, undermining trust in the government and pushing citizens towards clannism for 

protection. Importantly, the government can only provide basic civil administration across 80% of 

its claimed territory412, which undermines equal distribution of resources and assets as well as 

public participation in politics due to a lack of access. Significantly, the Supreme Court and the 

entire judicial system appears ripe for corruption: partisanship is freely exhibited and the sitting 

judges and staff are ill-trained if at all – many have no degree or prior experience in law413. Last 

but not least, the media is not free: Radio Hargeisa – the only local radio allowed in Somaliland – 

was a mouthpiece for the government414, private newspapers were allowed but were heavily 

regulated and journalists were often jailed for ‘dissidents’ and ‘treason’415, and the state maintained 

a tight grip over all forms of media overall. 

Overall, as 2010 came around and as power transitioned peacefully from Kahin to Silanyo 
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(and thus to the Isaaq once again) after 2 years of postponement, the legacy was mixed at best and 

negative at worst. Indeed, political corruption had come to be expected and normalized. 

Additionally, the government developed a cliental, nepotist, and rentier culture where the 

government structures are to be engaged through personal connection with the relevant elites’ clans 

and sub-clans – i.e. through personal networks – if requests are to be considered, and where the 

government resources will be utilized for personal and clan gains416. Frequently, political 

professionals seek government positions and threaten to switch to opposition to extort positions 

and access to government resources, indicating a lack of ideology or planning in politicians and 

political parties417. The executive and the House of Elders frequently clash leading to governmental 

deadlocks due to the act of balancing clan benefits and power. Clannism, at large, also ran rampant 

in Somaliland. Ultimately, there was also a lack of accountability and rule of law, coupled with 

weak capacities, which constantly regenerated poverty and corruption – all of which undermined 

democracy by undermining the capacity for public participation in national politics.  

 Summary: 

Clannism, clan control over natural resources and trade routes, as well as clan control over 

armed forces such as clan militias, and the subsequent need to accommodate the clans, as well as 

the dependence of Somaliland on its citizens for economic survival (trade, taxes, and taxing of 

trade) rendered democracy central and instrumental for the purposes of state survival. Indeed, the 

plurality and property rights inherent in a liberal democracy could well accommodate for the 

inherent diversity and need for economic power presented by strong clan divisions. 

Democratization, then, should have been the correct direction for the fledgling Somalilander 

government. 
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Nevertheless, the Somalilander society had just emerged from a brutal civil war where 

clans had armed individually and the leading resistance movement of this war, the SNM, was in 

power. As a result, both the government and the society of Somaliland were hyper-militarized right 

after the founding of the country. Furthermore, such hyper-militarization as well as the authoritarian 

and militaristic rule of Barre’s Somalia translated to the fact that the contentious repertoire available 

to the Somalilander government and clans was more militaristic and less democratic vis-à-vis 

political negotiations. Consequently, the state-citizen bargaining process regarding citizens’ and 

clans’ rights, control of natural resources and territories, as well as the centralization of the 

government and armed forces was conducted through violent means. 

Indeed, the immediate response of the Somalilander government headed by the militaristic 

SNM was attempting to disband clan militias and take control of profitable resources and territories 

such as the ports and trade routes through repression and violence. However, this was too 

reminiscent of the repressive regime of Barre from which the Somalilander clans had escaped. As 

such, attempts at repression were met with clans’ resistance, leading to a quasi-Civil War in 

Somaliland soon after the establishment of the state. 

However, the SNM government had weak capacity at large, despite attempting to enact 

large-scale repression. The SNM government’s weak capacity translated into the fact that it lacked 

the far-reaching infrastructure necessary to police and strong-arm the whole territories it de facto 

claimed and instead used some local capacities (where clans were allied with the SNM) in order to 

pursue war.  Moreover, as the government’s lack of capacity also meant that it consistently failed 

to provide the necessary basic services and security, the people within the Somalilander territories 

felt no national belonging and instead relied on their own trust networks – i.e. the clans – for support 

and security. In fact, one of the main weaknesses of the SNM government at this time was its failure 

to incorporate or co-opt the existing trust networks into the government apparatus. Given this, the 
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SNM government’s repressive actions were met with resistance, and the SNM’s attempts to control 

public assets through coercion failed, causing a backlash. Eventually, the SNM’s patched-up 

military forces were defeated by clan militias, leading to the government having to make 

concessions to the clans and its citizens due to its complete defeat within the confines of the state-

citizen bargaining process. 

Ultimately, the defeat of the SNM’s government at the hands of the clans did not cause the 

downfall of Somaliland; neither did the SNM’s failure to create socio-political cohesion within its 

populace lead to fragmentation. In fact, this defeat was positive towards the democratization of 

Somaliland for, had the attempts at governmental repression born fruit, it can be conceived that the 

government would continue along with its authoritarian and repressive tendencies. Important to 

note here were the facts that there was no infrastructure or institutional capacity which led to a lack 

of nation-building and effective social control measures (through coercion and information 

manipulation), which resulted in the primacy of trust networks as their combination would certainly 

lead to state failure. Normally, this would lead to de-democratization. However, as the militarized 

SNM government aimed to take up repressive measures, the defeat of the government instead 

translated to an opportunity for a phoenix-like rebirth for the Somalilander state. And, having 

learned from experience that repression was not an option for Somaliland, this new state was built 

intentionally with democracy on mind. Therefore, we can claim that the limited democratization of 

Somaliland was based on the encouragement and restrictions imposed by rampant clannism and 

the subsequent inability to conduct nation-building, weak institutions, weak economy dependent 

on local efforts and clan-based aid418, and the legacies of authoritarianism. In the next sections, we 

                                                           
418 Aid from the diaspora was crucial for the purposes of providing basic services and building infrastructure in and 

around localities in Somaliland. However, such aid was provided by the diaspora members to their own clan members, 

rather than to the central government of Somaliland. As such, this was clan-based aid. 
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will examine the specific mechanics and processes of political developments in Somaliland in 

further detail. 

Repression-Mobilization-Negotiation Cycle Through the Burco and Berbera Conferences 

of 1992: SNM’s Downfall 

The SNM government started its reign with an attempt at repression in order to appropriate 

public resources that were traditionally governed by the Somali clans and thus to centralize power 

through institution-building through economic development. However, this government attempt at 

coercion was a failure on all aspects. Indeed, not only did this attempt at armed repression generate 

public opposition against the SNM government as the latter was seen as an extension of the 

‘reprehensible’ Barre government, but it also led to the SNM’s military defeat at the hand of clans. 

This meant that the repression-mobilization-negotiation cycle would end with the victory of the 

clans at both the social and the military levels. 

As a direct result of the government’s defeat at the hands of the clans, the government held 

a Peace Conference (or a clan conference, as one of the aims was to gather the clans to discuss 

Somaliland’s future) in Burco and Berbera. The conference was made possible by diaspora and 

Ehtiopian aid, where the latter – a landlocked country in the Horn of Africa – wanted to stabilize 

Somaliland in order to create a reliable trading route to the Middle Eastern market, and therefore 

the aid-givers had too much voice in the conference. As the diaspora aimed to give clan-based 

support and as Ehtiopia aimed to swiftly deal with the governmental problems and stabilize the 

territories governed by Somaliland, coupled with the social and military defeat of the government, 

led to the SNM government enacting extensive democratic reforms in Somaliland to ensure clans’ 

rights in political and economic realms. 

To sum up, a weak state (with low trust levels) was pitted against local powers (trust 

networks with high levels of trust from their members) that were well-established and were 
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supported by powerful outside actors such as the diaspora and Ethiopia. As such, the government’s 

complete loss and the enacting of considerable reforms inevitably followed. Subsequently, this led 

to the attainment of some peacefulness, as well as an increase in democratization. In fact, as the 

state-citizen bargaining process was able to produce a government that institutionalized and 

respected clan divisions and cooperated with the clans (rather than subduing them) in order to deal 

with the resource question, the government capacity was increased and government was able to 

establish a cooperative relationship with the clans (i.e. trust networks), both contributing to 

democratization. 

A Systemic Shock: The Civil War in Somaliland (1994-1996), and the Democratization of 

Somaliland (1996-1998): 

While the government’s loss and the clans’ win led towards a more democratic route in the 

short-term, the lack of central government capability (despite a somewhat increased capacity) and 

the failure to build a cohesive nation did not bode well for the longer term. Coupled with the fact 

that the underlying problems, such as clannism, the need to build a centralized government for the 

purposes of a) providing basic services in a uniform fashion, b) for ensuring citizens’ security, and 

c) for distributing resources equally, and promoting economic development, this combined lack of 

state- and nation-building inevitably led to increased contention within post-conflict Somaliland. 

Ultimately, a Civil War broke out in Somaliland, and it was a systemic shock which allowed for 

both democratization and the delimitation thereof.  

Four factors were especially central to the occurrence of the Civil War. First and foremost 

the clan divisions, which were strengthened during the quasi-civil wars of 1992 and then 

institutionalized during the Peace Talks/Clan Conference, undermined state-building and nation-

building as well as the attempts at regulating infrastructural development and economic activities. 

Furthermore, Somaliland already possessed limited economic resources within its territories 
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whereby there was inter-clan and clan-state competition over the control of the said economic 

resources. Thirdly, there were efforts to consolidate a central government, which were resisted by 

the clans. Lastly, the elders who had previously acted as mediators between the government and 

the clans – thus successfully promoting the Peace Conference – were already seen as being biased: 

they had been co-opted by the government, undermining their traditional role as impartial agents 

of conflict resolution.  

Differently from the conflicts of 1992, the Civil War was held after the Somalilander 

government of Egal had somewhat consolidated a central government as well as the national armed 

forces. Additionally, some sense of a nation was also budding – especially as the clans realized that 

rampant clannism would lead to fragmentation and potentially state collapse which could lead to a 

breakdown such as the one in the war-torn, warlord-led Somalia. Especially important on this point 

was the rhetoric adopted by the first President of Somaliland and the ex-SNM leader Tuur, who 

was advocating for a reunion with Somalia. Consequently, Somalilanders who wanted to avoid 

such an option felt an increase in their threat perception (i.e. siege mentality), whereby their 

investment into a unitary identity group also increased. Last, but not least, rather than governmental 

repression, Egal’s government sought to frame the conflict as a Civil War against rebels that would 

monopolize resources and divide the fledgling state. Given these differences, the government 

repression, otherwise framed as a Civil war, was largely successful. In the subsequent Clan 

Conference/Peace Talks, the Egal government achieved in getting the green light for consolidating 

and empowering a strong, central government. 

Both outside and inside factors reinforced the centralization of power as a result of the 

Civil War which contributed to both de-democratization and democratization processes. Regarding 

external factors, during the civil strife of 1992, the outside actors such as the Somalilander diaspora 

and the Ethiopian government had supported the victorious clans (rather than the defeated 
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government) to ensure a quick resolution in order to restores some socio-political stability in 

Somalia. However, the Civil War of 1994-96 clearly demonstrated that clannism would lead to 

more conflicts in the long-term. As a result, both the diaspora and Ethiopia supported the idea of a 

strong, central government for the purposes of stability – the latter, once again, for the purposes of 

stable access to trade routes. With regards to domestic factors, clan members and especially the 

elders were war-weary: the Somali Civil War, the Somalilander civil strife, and the Somalilander 

Civil War had occurred in quick succession. Moreover, they had caused significant losses of life, a 

distinct decline in the economic prospects of all clans and of Somaliland at large, and had caused 

massive displacement. As a result, many believed that there was a need for a strong central 

government to ensure stability, to provide basic services, and to provide security against internal 

and external agitation.  

The combination of both the internal and external factors that were favorable for a strong, 

central government empowered Egal and his central government to consolidate their power in the 

center. This allowed for increased stability, which then allowed Egal’s government to work on 

improving the economy as well as the internal and external security, allowing for some 

democratization. Ultimately, the first stable regime in Somaliland led to significant democratization 

from 1996 to 1998, especially when considering the regional factor, where the Horn of Africa is 

rife with authoritarianism. 

However, the victory of the government in consolidating its power proved to also be a de-

democratizing factor. Indeed, as the government’s control over the territories, and thus tax revenue, 

natural resources, and trade routes increased, and coupled with the fact that the government also 

was in control of receiving and distributing international aid, so did new patronage networks based 

on controlling and profiteering from these economic resources emerge. Moreover, while these 

economic resources were enough to establish patron-client relations, they were also not enough to 
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provide basic services to all Somalilander territories. As such, much of the infrastructural 

development and the provision of basic services was fulfilled by the financial support from the 

diaspora population. Therefore, Egal’s Somaliland became largely dependent on aid from external 

sources such as Ethiopia and the Somalilander diaspora. This increased dependence on external 

sources for governmental survival and the government’s takeover of most economic resources 

meant that the state-citizen bargaining process completely tipped towards the state’s victory, 

causing Egal’s government to become more authoritarian and despotic over time. 

Two additional factors also facilitated the de-democratization of Somaliland after the brief 

period of democratization that followed immediately after the Civil War. Firstly, the Clan 

Conference/Peace Conference that followed the Civil War served to institutionalize clan divisions 

as some clans were included whereas others got excluded from the new Somalilander national 

political framework. Moreover, women were also excluded from the central political apparatuses. 

Secondly, as basic services and framework depended on clans’ own diaspora aid, there was an 

unequal distribution of services and resources across Somaliland. The former of these factors (i.e. 

the exclusion of certain clans as well as women from the national body politique) meant a 

contraction of the extent of public participation in national decision-making, whereas both factors 

meant an increase in categorical inequalities as the resources necessary for the participation of 

peoples in the national political scene were unevenly distributed, tipping the scales towards larger 

clans with financially better-off diaspora populations. As such, by the end of 1996, Somaliland had 

shown some democratization yet there were many dormant factors that could – and would 

eventually – not only delimit this process but also cause de-democratization instead. 

The De-democratization and Redemption of Somaliland: The Tyranny of Egal, and the 

Emergence of the Critical Opposition (1999-2002) 
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After a brief experience with democratization, earned through the blood of many clans, 

Somaliland experienced an almost free-fall back towards authoritarianism. Indeed, Egal himself 

grew increasingly tyrannical, gathering and monopolizing power in the central government and 

using it to enact repressive measures against any critical opposition. While there were both internal 

and external reasons for such an occurrence, Egal ultimately failed to consolidate an authoritarian 

regime due to widespread public opposition and had to eventually enact democratic reforms. 

So what provided the impetus for change towards a more authoritarian form of governance? 

To begin with, there was an increase in the perception of outside threats towards the independent 

existence of Somaliland due to the formation of the Transitional National Government (TNG) of 

Somalia, which claimed de jure sovereignty over all of the Somali territories including Somaliland, 

as well as the secession of Puntland which claimed some of the Somalilander territories. This held 

especially true with regards to the threat posed by the TNG, as the TNG received widespread 

international support due to the belief that the reunification of Somaliland under a unitary 

government could end the Somali conflict, where many previous attempts at intervention had failed. 

From the perception of the Somalilander elites, this translated into the international community 

supporting a previously authoritarian regime while forcing the now-independent Somalilanders to 

rejoin their former oppressors whose political and economic performance was but a question mark. 

This caused a significant increase in siege mentality and threat perception, thus prompting more 

focused attempts by the central government to consolidate power, impose a national identity, and 

militarize. As a result of this, there was increased governmental repression at the social level, with 

especially the media suffering from censorship. Of course, these acts of repression were facilitated 

by the increased willingness at the governmental level to enact top-down coercion due to the outside 

threats, which constricted the space for dissent, as well as the increased governmental capacity for 

repression. The latter of these two factors demonstrates that state-building in ex-authoritarian states 
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is a double-edged sword: it is necessary for the purposes of democratization, but it can also lead to 

more effective authoritarianism should the state capacity exceed the impetus for democratization. 

Further de-democratizing Somaliland were three other factors. Firstly, Somalilander elites 

perceived that their concerted attempts at democratization, which came at the price of making 

compromises from their own power foci, bore no fruit: there was no recognition incoming. Instead, 

the international community was supporting the failed state of Somalia where authoritarianism and 

warlordism were still running rampant. As such, the impetus for the elites to pursue democratic 

reforms, and thus the positive momentum towards democratization, were lost. Secondly, due to 

clannism and the establishment of patron-client networks, as well as due to the fact that the 

Somalilander society view corruption as a show of intelligence (in the ability to work the system 

and trick others), there were high-levels of corruption. Moreover, such corruption was normalized 

and expected as the clan members supported their elites to come into power for the purposes of 

earning dividends from the government in the first place. Last but not least, the respect for 

traditional governance mechanics, allowing considerable autonomy to clans and their elder-based, 

semi-democratic governance, proved good in the short-term for stabilizing the Somalilander socio-

political realm, but it proved detrimental in the long-term. Indeed, the traditional mechanics of 

governance disempowered women and youth, institutionalized clannism and patronage networks, 

and perpetuated the existence of trust networks operating outside of the control of the government. 

All of these factors worked in the favor of Egal’s authoritarianism. In turn, the Egal government 

succeeded in their bid for socio-political repression and in delaying elections and the promised 

democratic reforms to the constitution. 

 Nevertheless, the continued repression of the Egal government and its increasingly 

authoritarian behavior met with considerable resistance. Indeed, many grassroots organizations 

overtly demonstrated their outrage and organized protests. These grassroots organizations were 
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further empowered by outside support, especially from the diaspora and the business community 

(both within Somaliland and in the land-locked Ethiopia and Djibouti, who were using Somaliland 

as their port of trade) that feared the repercussions of an authoritarian government on their clan 

members as well as on trade. As such, a new repression-mobilization-bargaining cycle was initiated 

due to the growth of dissent and outside pressures. 

Eventually, the Egal government realized that some compromise was necessary for the 

purposes of state survival as well as the reigning elites’ political survival. Subsequently, the 

promised democratic reforms at the governmental level and the constitutional reforms (which were 

to be voted on through a plebiscite) were enacted by the Egal government after a four-year-long 

delay. While the plebiscite on the constitutional reforms provided for an instance of increased 

public participation and plurality in the national politics, the Sool and Sanaag regions rejected the 

proposed reforms and were excluded from the body politique, alienating these regions. 

Ultimately, there were three considerable results of this democratization-de-

democratization-re-democratization experience of the Egal era. Firstly, due to the ultimate failure 

of the Egal administration’s attempt at wholescale repression, Somaliland experienced an increased 

democratizing trend in addition to the increase in state capacity that was achieved by the 

government. Additionally, Egal’s death in 2002, whereby the authoritarian trend based on the 

patronage networks that he personally upheld were also destroyed, also facilitated this 

democratizing trend. Moreover, as grassroots resistance proved fruitful and as a plebiscite was 

utilized, popular will became the primary source of political direction in Somaliland. However, not 

all of the legacies of the Egal era were positive. In fact, Egal’s success in delaying executive 

elections and political reforms, which enabled him and his clique to hold on to power at the national 

level for much longer than anticipated, set a precedent as such actions are wont to do in a path-
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determined system. As such, these extra-legal means of retaining power were inevitably utilized by 

the next president, Kahin, as well, in order to extend his own reign. 

A Detente at Semi-Democratization: Somaliland in the post-Egal era, from 2002 to 2010 

The end of the Egal era and the associated end of the authoritarian trend in Somaliland 

came swiftly and adjoinedly. Egal died in 2002, which caused the collapse of the single-leader-

based authoritarian system that he had established through his clan and personal network. 

Moreover, at the end of his era, the Egal government had committed to revise the Somalilander 

constitution and enact democratic reforms. As such, there was a positive momentum towards 

democratization in Somaliland. Nevertheless, this era in the Somalilander history would be defined 

by a reinforcement and further institutionalization of clannism, patron-client relations at the 

governmental level, and an over-empowerment of a minority – namely the well-off émigré 

population and businesses – in the body politique of Somaliland, causing the system to lean towards 

becoming an oligarchy. Given this mixture of democratizing and de-democratizing factors, the 

Somalilander political system getting stuck at the semi-democracy bottleneck along the 

democratization-de-democratization meridian was inevitable. 

As the influence of both the SNM, which had ruled in a single-party system as the heroes 

of independence, and Egal, whose personal control over the central government allowed for 

authoritarianism, both fizzled, democratic reforms were enacted allowing for the adoption of a 

multiparty system. Moreover, for the first time, Somalilanders were given three choices to choose 

from in a largely free and fair electoral setting, which achieved the minimal requirements for a 

democracy. However, ostensibly to avoid the division of political allegiances along clan lines, the 

reformed constitution only allowed for the formation of 3 large parties to contend in the national 

political scene. However, instead of preventing the fragmentation of the socio-political scene along 

clan lines, this 3-party policy instead institutionalized clannism: the larger clans had their own 
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parties and voted for their own candidates while attempting to win over smaller clans. Indeed, the 

parties self-organized around clans as the clans, aiming for the benefits of controlling the 

government’s resources and enacting rentier behavior, supported their own candidates. This 

institutionalized clannism not only excluded smaller clans from the national political scene while 

also ensuring that patron-client networks and the use of the executive office for clan benefit would 

endure, but it also reinforced the traditional socio-political value system. Consequently, this 

translated into women’s and youth’s voices being largely absent from the national political scene 

as well as a lack of reserved seats for and thus a decline in minority rights (whereas, previously, all 

clans had reserved seats in order to accommodate for clannism). This, the change to a 3-party 

system reined in clannism at large, constricting it to the point that only a few clans now had access 

to political power. Further as a result of this institutionalized clannism, the parties that came into 

power used the state media and resources for elections, which caused a decline in critical media 

and an increase in governmental corruption. 

Due to the effects of institutionalized clannism, authoritarian behavior such as the 

misuse/misappropriation of state resources and the repression of critical media was once again 

picked up and normalized at the governmental level. This subsequently caused a constriction in the 

space available for dissent, especially as tradition values got reinforced and the voices of women 

and youth were suppressed. As a result of these de-democratizing trends, the pace of democratic 

reforms and thus the momentum for democratization steadily declined. Further exacerbating this 

trend towards de-democratization were a lack of technical knowhow vis-à-vis enacting 

democratization and building democratic institutions, a lack of trained and capable personnel for 

drafting and accommodating reforms, and institutional shortcomings where there was a lack of the 

educational and political institutions necessary for a democracy. Moreover, the lack of capable 

personnel was exacerbated even further as elites were elected and appointed to positions based on 
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clan allegiances rather than their experience, expertise, or capabilities. As the main function of the 

governmental apparatuses became to serve clan needs and perpetuate clan power first and foremost, 

a lack of transparency and a lack of state-citizen consultation ensured. 

Eventually, the failure to create a national Somalilander identity – and thus to create 

national consensus, – coupled with clannism in the socio-political realm, led to the clannization of 

Somalilander politics. Consequently, a clan-based class of elites was formed. These elite were 

accountable only to their own clan, which meant that government employees were hired or fired 

based on their inclusion or exclusion, respectively, from the reigning political networks. Moreover, 

in Somaliland, the President handpicks senior officials and cabinet members, which meant that the 

most powerful positions in Somaliland are filled based on clan affiliations rather than individual 

capabilities. As a result, this clan-based elite cadre has no political acumen, which undermines 

governance and democratization as both need high staff capabilities to sustain. Therefore, this 

clannization of politics meant that groups that failed to hold executive positions were excluded 

from political power, that there was no accountability to the Somalilander population at large, and 

a lack of capacity at the elite-level. In fact, the Somalilander government acted as the brains of a 

clientalist machine, undermining national accountability while increasing clan profits through rent-

seeking behavior. 

In fact, clannism and rent-seeking are – as demonstrated previously – deeply rooted in 

Somaliland. Pluralism and democracy do not feature in the contentious repertoire of Somalilander 

politics; instead, authoritarianism, clannism, and rent-seeking are. Consequently, a system 

featuring a winner-take-all political leadership style based on clan loyalties reigns, aided by a lack 

of the rule of law. Furthermore, rent-seeking through political corruption is seen as craftiness, a 

value cherished throughout the Somalilander society and which normalizes such corruption.  
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Given this clannist and rent-seeking bent to the Somalilander politics, the democratic 

reforms could only go as far as producing a semi-democracy. This dissertation argues that a semi-

democracy is the cap for the Somalilander society and politics, as they currently are. Indeed, it 

comes as no surprise that local CSOs are either co-opted and politicized to be used by the 

government and to share in the profits or, when if they are truly critical of the government, that 

they are violently repressed. Further undermining democratization in Somaliland are a lack of 

public education, whereby the citizens have no knowledge of their rights and responsibilities within 

a democracy, and neither do they receive electoral training to function as political actors. Last but 

not least, the central government of Somaliland only controls 80% of its claimed territories, 

meaning that it would have been impossible for the government to provide the basic services and 

uniform educational and political infrastructures necessary to enact democratization in Somaliland 

even if the government had the necessary capacity – a capacity which it lacks.  
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VI. North Cyprus: An Authoritarian State Under a Democratic Façade? 

 

 

 

A Brief History of the Turkish Cypriots: Precedents to Modern TRNC 

Historically, the island of Cyprus was ruled over by many nations, including the Mamluks, 

the Assyrians, and the Venetians among many others. Indeed, Cyprus was coveted by so many that 

it was affectionately dubbed the Pearl of the Mediterranean; and it was ruled by so many that it 

was disparagingly labeled the Prostitute of the Mediterranean. The Greek states never conquered 

Cyprus but were able to highly affect the culture of the island through trade,  arts, and language 

exchanges. As such, by the time the Ottomans conquered Cyprus in 1571, there was a largely 

Greek-speaking population which would translate into the Greek Cypriot (GC) community of the 

modern era. In the years following 1571, many Turks were appointed to, exiled/deported to419, or 

migrated to Cyprus, thus providing a basis for the Turkish Cypriot (TC) community that would 

follow. The GC and TC communities would make up the two large ethnic identity groups present 

in the island from 1571 to date. 

 Britain was added to this Pearl’s suitors in 1878 when the Ottomans conceded the lands to 

the former as a British Protectorate for the purposes of its territories acting as a base for erecting 

common defense measures against Russian expansionism. Britain subsequently annexed the island 

of Cyprus and ruled from 1914 to 1960. The British utilized the tactic commonly known as divide 

and rule and privileged the minority TC population over the GC population to cause intra-Cypriot 

                                                           
419 Indeed, the Ottoman administration deported many light criminals to Cyprus for colonization, converting their 

sentences to rendering of service. 
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divisions while also stemming the Helenist movement which had spread like wildfire in the GC 

community. Indeed, the GC community started revolts in early 1930s due ostentatiously to 

disagreements about taxation but with a tacit aim towards secession of the island to Greece. EOKA 

– a secessionist, armed, guerilla organization mainly of the GC community – aimed not only 

towards primarily an annexation of the island by Greece (a plan dubbed enosis) but, if not, also 

towards independence of the island (the latter of which was more likely as a goal due to Turkey 

and the TC population’s involvement). In the meantime, many of the TC community were chanting 

Ya Taksim Ya Olum – i.e. Either  (of the island between Greece and Turkey) or Death.  

Nevertheless, as the British decided to withdraw from the island in 1959, what was on the 

table was a deal which was by nature defined by compromise towards each communities’ and their 

respective mainlands’ positions: a republic where two founding communities would share power 

equally despite the GCs outnumbering TCs four to one. This arrangement underlay the 

establishment of the Republic of Cyprus (RoC). In the RoC, a presidential constitutional republic, 

the President would be a GC and the Vice-President would be a TC. In addition, both communities 

would have veto powers regarding legislative and executive motions. On the one hand, the GC 

community and elites felt that the TC minority was overpowered under the RoC constitution and 

that the ‘power-sharing arrangement’ violated democracy. On the other hand, the TC community 

relied on the aforementioned power-sharing arrangements due to a lack of trust in the GC 

community and in order to fend off a potential reversion to enosis. These attitudes led to 

dysfunctionality and constitutional deadlocks in the RoC’s local and national processes. As such, 

when President Archbishop Makarios III – who also personified the supremacy of the Greek 

Orthodox Church in the socio-political tapestry of the GC community – proposed what has come 

to be known as The Thirteen Amendments ostensibly to resolve the constitutional deadlocks, the 

events that would lead to the division of the island were initiated. 
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 The Thirteen Amendments included provisions that would alter the government into one of 

majoritarian democracy – in Makarios’s words, an arrangement corresponding to “internationally 

accepted democratic principles” – especially by eliminating veto powers, TC vise-presidency, etc. 

The TC community perceived this to be an attack on their status as an attack on their status as co-

founders of the RoC and a plot to reduce them into a minority. Whereas the GC community saw 

the amendments as a way of resolving the constitutional and inter-communal disputes in a way 

which would conform to their understanding of democratic rule. While the TC elites attempted to 

block the amendments through the Supreme Constitutional Court of Cyprus (SCCC), which then 

declared the amendments to be unconstitutional, Makarios did not recognize the court’s ruling and 

passed the amendments despite objections – unilaterally overruling the decision of the SCCC and 

the TC veto by extension. One month after Makarios passed the 13 amendments in November 1963, 

the events of Bloody Christmas (December 20-31, 1963) occurred, where intercommunal struggles 

occurred leading to the desecration of 270 TC mosques and the death of 133 TCs, where half were 

massacred and buried in mass graves in two TC villages420.  

In 1964, UNSC subsequently established UNFICYP and deployed peacekeepers to Cyprus 

through Resolution 186. While the violence in Cyprus subsided for a few years, tensions grew, and 

the TC community withdrew over time into ghettos which self-governed. TCs also withdrew from 

the RoC government, although the TCs argue that they were threatened and forced away. 

Considerable intercommunal violence occurred in 1967 following a coup in Greece, which was 

reflected in the re-militarization of the conflict in Cyprus. The Cypriot National Guard led by 

General Grivas, who had also led EOKA, was involved in acts of violence against TC villages in 

the southern areas of Cyprus, which left 24 dead. Turkish retaliation came shortly thereafter, when 

                                                           
420 These mass graves were uncovered under international observation (including the Red Cross) a year later. 
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Turkey bombed GC forces in response and threatened direct intervention. Consequently, in an 

attempt to maintain the balance of power in NATO’s easternmost wing, the USA dissuaded Turkey 

and Greece capitulated, reducing Greek forces in Cyprus as well as recalling Grivas. In the 

meantime, the TCs declared a Provisional Government for institutionalizing the self-governance of 

the areas occupied by their community, which was deemed illegal by President Makarios. 

Nevertheless, the result of this conflict led to the general conclusion that the island of Cyprus 

annexing to Greece was virtually impossible, and that the TC community could not be relegated to 

minority rights per the influence of Turkey on the island. 

 Throughout the period of 1964-1974, several attempts were made to address the conflict 

by the international community. This involved UNSG U-Thant’s mediation efforts (1964), the 

USA’s Acheson Plan (1964) whose first version was rejected by the RoC and whose second version 

was rejected by the RoC and Turkey, UNSG Plaza’s Plan which was rejected by the TC community 

and Turkey (1965), UNSG Bernades’s talks (1966), and the unfruitful three-round talks held under 

the auspices of the UNSG between the two communities held between 1967 and 1970, in addition 

to a last-ditch attempt by the UN in 1974. However, none of the talks were successful as the aims 

of both communities as well as their understanding of a proper democracy diverged widely. While 

the USA and the UN attempted to prevent the eruption of the conflict which could damage the 

Greco-Turkish relations as well as the balance of power in the Mediterranean, the prolonged state 

of inter-communal tensions, coupled with the intra-communal tensions in the GC community 

between the moderate faction led by President Makarios (who aimed to render Cyprus Helenic yet 

independent in the long-term) and the extremist faction (who aimed to use force to cleanse Cyprus 

and annex it to Greece), eventually gave way to a resumption of violence in 1974. 

 A Greek military coup in 1973 stirred the status quo in the Eastern Mediterranean. The 

Greek junta which had accomplished the coup supported the extremist faction in the GC community 
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and sent out Nikos Sampson in July 1974 who then proceeded to conduct a coup in the RoC, 

overthrowing President Makarios and resuming the use of violence against the TC community, 

where the TC enclaves were invaded. A few days later, fearing a resumption of violence and a 

success of enosis, Turkey started a first round of unilateral intervention421 into the island on July 

20, 1974, and agreeing to a ceasefire 3 days after, paving way to the Geneva Talks over the future 

of the island as well as the toppling of Sampson’s rule. The Geneva Talks, where Makarios insisted 

on a unilateral government and TC autonomy over portions of land was refused, broke down 

leading to the resumption of the Turkish intervention422 in 14 August, 1974. Catastrophically, this 

intervention displaced hundreds of thousands of GCs and TCs, leading to loss of property as well 

as deep-seated grievances, as well as the deaths or disappearances of thousands. Nevertheless, the 

Turkish intervention led to the de facto division of the island where 36% of the island was 

controlled by the TC community and Turkey, the former of which constituted only 18% of the 

population of Cyprus. Moreover, the area which then divided the two communities was called the 

Green Line, and its administration has been since handed over to the UNFICYP. As such, after 

1974, the TC and GC communities’ political structures developed completely separately. 

 The TRNC’s political evolution during the period of 1991-2010 and its underlying socio-

economic and socio-political factors can be traced back to the historical antecedents leading up to 

this period. The Provisional Turkish Cypriot Administration had lasted from 1967 to 1974, but it 

was mainly a conglomeration of self-governing enclaves which were ruled over by the local 

mukhtar or, more often than not, the highest military authority positioned in the enclave. In October 

                                                           
421 Turkey conducted the intervention upon evoking its role as a guarantor of the RoC’s constitution and political order, 

which was ostensibly eschewed through a coup. Turkey had also asked Britain to be involved as another guarantor – a 

third guarantor being Greece – but was refused UK’s collaboration. 
422 The GC community and Greece dub this an invasion, whereas the TC community and Turkey name it a peace 

operation. Since the aim of this dissertation is not to clarify the status of Turkey’s actions vis-à-vis legal arrangements, I 

chose to utilize the more neutral term of intervention. 
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1974, following the Turkish intervention, the TC community declared the Autonomous Turkish 

Cypriot Administration, which adopted the RoC constitution as it was seen to be an autonomous 

administration within the RoC. Indeed, its President, Rauf Denktash, also kept his RoC moniker of 

Vice-President of the RoC, and the parliamentary members kept their status as representatives of 

the RoC districts from which they were elected. The Autonomous Administration also saw the 

resettlement of the TC refugees who had abandoned their properties in the now GC-controlled 

areas, and granted citizenship, settlement rights, and property to Turkish Military members who 

participated in the Turkish intervention. The economy of the Administration was based mainly on 

Turkish aid, and to some extent in tourism and trade in citrus423.  

The Autonomous Administration paved the way for the establishment of the Turkish 

Federated State of Cyprus which solidified the TC demand for a federal solution to the problem 

despite the RoC and GC insistence on a unitary state. Indeed, the TC community’s leader Denktash 

underlined that the Federated State would function to elevate the community as an equal partner in 

the negotiations for the reunification of the island and thus prompt treatment as such from the GC 

leaders. The Federated State can be said to be the first attempt at complete self-governance and 

independence by the TC community, albeit without any stated intention towards secession. In fact, 

even though the UNSC Resolution 386 condemned the establishment of this state, it underlined 

that its founding was not considered to be a unilateral act of independence. Nevertheless, it was 

under the Federated State that the TC community voted, for the first time, on a separate constitution. 

While the constitution was generally accepted, especially with regards to setting a federal solution 

of the Cypriot Conflict as the only acceptable outcome for the TC community, the opposition 

decried the over-powering of the President’s position, where President Denktash carved out too 

                                                           
423 The TC community was allowed to directly trade at this time as the community had yet to declare any secessionist 

ambitions. 
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much authority vis-à-vis conducting both international and domestic affairs within the TRNC 

(Isachenko 2012, 44-45). This presidential authoritarianism would define the TRNC well into the 

21st century. In addition, Denktash was able to push through such a constitution riding the crests of 

the waves of a successful independence war, where he emerged as both a national hero and a 

national leader. This hero-worship and ultra-nationalism based on the fear of the ‘enemy’ would 

also continue to define the socio-political tapestry of the TRNC for years to come. 

 Ultimately, as the TC political elites declared the establishment of the TRNC on November 

15th 1983, the state’s structures and constitution were inevitably hybridized – a mixture of British 

modernity, as well as the structures and constitution of the RoC and Turkey. Indeed, unlike the 

presidential RoC, the TRNC adopted a semi-presidential system – albeit with an overpowered 

president who had too much executive authority. Rauf Raif Denktash would assume this powerful 

‘throne’ for 22 more years to come. This monopoly over a powerful seat, coupled with Denktash’s 

firm hold over the UBP – the main and nationalist party in the TRNC – would translate into 

President Denktash dominating both foreign and domestic affairs in the TRNC. Denktash’s 

eventual downfall would come from his desire to uphold this monopoly: he undermined the UBP 

in order to sabotage his political rival in leading the nationalists of the TRNC, Dervish Eroglu 

(UBP’s head), by having his son (Serdar Denktash) and numerous trusted subordinates withdraw 

from the UBP and forming an alternative political party, the DP. Coupled with a rise in the support 

for the leftist parties as well as less nationalistic and more pro-reunification (with the RoC) politics, 

this divide in the right/nationalist wing prompted the end of Denktash’s tenure as President. 

Nevertheless, the fact remains that the system was built to favor nationalist politics and, especially, 

Denktash – who went on to dictate TC politics for a quarter century. 

Indeed, while the TRNC’s constitution allowed for multiple political parties, universal 

voting (including women), and a freedom of assembly and demonstration (including the right to 
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strike), there were controls over and politicization of the media and the armed forces, control over 

the media, a lack of institutional protection for minorities, and the open granting of citizenship to 

Turkish nationals which built up a nationalist struggle at the expense of an undermined democracy. 

The media, which involved privatized newspapers as well as a single TV channel, was strictly under 

the control of or at least significant delimitations by the TC government. For example, President 

Denktash would come out to address the nation on TV almost every day, showing his power over 

this medium of communication. Indeed, before the 21st century, the TC media was used to broadcast 

government’s messages of loyalty to Turkey and the intolerance for ‘dissent’, as well as the official 

views of the GC community as the enemy and the pre-74 era as hell on earth424. In addition, the 

police was put under the authority of the Turkish Cypriot Armed Forces, commanded by a Turkish 

Brigadier General as well as dominated by Turkish nationals (circa 35,000 on an island with 

180,000 TCs). Moreover, the army frequently got involved in political struggles, intimidating and 

threatening political opponents of Denktash. This caused the withdrawal of several politicians, such 

as Durduran, from participating in presidential races. Minorities were actively discriminated against 

as they were not allowed citizenship rights such as right to inherit property as well as the right to 

vote. Additionally, no measures to ensure the political participation of minorities (who were not 

represented at all) and women (who were under-represented) were put in place. Constitutional 

stipulations for capital punishment, as well as for the persecution of non-heterosexual relations, 

which were part of the British colonial constitution, were kept in place. Importantly, structures were 

also put in place to actively promote the emigration of as well as the granting of citizenship and 

properties to Turkish nationals, which slowly undermined the representation of TC political will in 

                                                           
424 Yael Navaro-Yashin, The Make-Believe Space: Affective Geography in a Postwar Polity (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2012), 118; Yael Navaro-Yashin, “De-Ethnicizing the Ethnography of Cyprus: Political and Social 

Conflict Between Turkish-Cypriots and Settlers from Turkey,” in Divided Cyprus: Modernity and an Island in Conflict, 

ed. Yiannis Papadakis, Nicos Peristianis, and Gisela Welz (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2006), 84–99. 
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the elections. It is important to note here that even the declaration of the TRNC was prompted by 

the outgoing military government of Turkey, which pushed for a sovereign Turkic state in the North 

of Cyprus for national security purposes: it is well-known that Denktash convinced Kenan Evren, 

the de facto Turkish President and a Turkish General, to actively support this secessionist act. 

Starting from the 30s, the TC elites had sought Turkey’s support as a reaction to the enosis 

movement. Turkey was idealized as a protective motherland and this historically-conditioned 

dependence would last untouched until the late 90s, and is still influential despite now being 

debated and critiqued425. As such, there were attempts at Turkifying the TC community, especially 

by Denktas and other ultra-nationalists who believed that the TC community were simply Turks 

who happened to be born in Cyprus instead of true Cypriots426. Symbolically, Turkish flags and the 

Turkish leader Ataturk’s portraits abound in North Cyprus. Moreover, history books also underline 

that Cyprus was a territorial part of Turkey before historic seismic activities broke it away from the 

mainland. Turkish military and air force give demonstrations in the TRNC on November 15 each 

year – i.e. on the founding day of the TRNC – which is a national holiday. 

The evolution of the Turkish Cypriot politics into one which is dependent on Turkey, 

militarized, and heavily nationalistic (with the complimentary distrust towards Greek Cypriots and 

the international community) was one which was path-determined starting with the intercommunal 

conflicts in the beginning of the 60s. In 1964, TCs started living in enclaves under the 

administration of a General Committee headed by Dr. Fazil Kucuk, the VP of RoC. This effectively 

divided the TC and GC communities along both physical and political lines. While the General 

Committee was an unofficial and temporary ‘patch’ for the self-governance of the TC community 

who had de facto withdrawn from the RoC in order to wait out the violence or threat thereof in 
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Cyprus, this quickly gave way to the building of a separate and official TC governing structure in 

1967: the Provisional Turkish Cypriot Administration. This was complemented by local military 

units who managed the geographically separated enclaves427. Therefore, at the local level, the line 

between the military and civilian leadership was blurred, and if they clashed, the Turkish Embassy 

or Turkish Government would intervene to mediate428. As the TCs built upon the foundations of 

these administrations, the ambiguous relationship between the civilian and military leadership too 

was passed on. In the post-1974 environment, the Autonomous Turkish Cypriot Administration 

was established, and then the Turkish Federated State of Cyprus – the first administration to 

formally secede from the RoC – was established in 1975. The establishment of TC political parties 

followed. Meanwhile, elections were held in 1976, the system was a Presidential one which gave 

too much executive power and even legislative authority to the President, Rauf Denktas429 – a trend 

which lasted until 2000. As such, well into the 2000s, the TC politics was hierarchically structured 

and controlled top-down, and was dependent on Turkey – often attempting to utilize the TC feelings 

of thankfulness towards Turkey’s grace of lifesaving. However, this status quo eventually 

unraveled due to a single point: The economy appears to be a crucial factor with unrecognized 

states where a pragmatic relationship – rather than a nation – exists between the State and the 

society430. However, economic survival is a problem for unrecognized states which attempt taxation 

and creation of external interdependences431. Taxation is of limited use; citizens display fiscal 

disobedience due to the loose ties with the unrecognized state and the differentiation between the 
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plunder class and the rest of the society432.  Therefore, if an unrecognized state’s governmental 

system fails to provide for economic sustainability and survivability, it is bound to lose power – as 

was observed in the TRNC during the 1991-2003 period. 

Ultimately, then, the TRNC was set up less as a democratic state and more as a limited, at 

best semi-democratic state where nationalism and the perpetuation of the power of the political 

elites who were at the top were the main goals. These goals were achieved easily for the first seven 

years of the TRNC’s existence and a calm, stable status quo reigned in the TRNC. However, an 

economic crisis which occurred in 1990 started undermining this arrangement. The TC economy 

had been relying on consuming the resources inherited from the ousted GC community (i.e. 

plunder) as well as Turkish aid, especially as trade had become nigh impossible due to GC 

embargoes and as tourism was lacking due to direct transportation to Northern Cyprus having been 

similarly banned. Nevertheless, as the resources to plunder ran dry, the fact that the TC economy 

lacked planning and necessary infrastructures to be viable, and therefore was not sustainable, 

slowly started becoming clear. As the TC state failed to provide for the salaries of government 

workers, and as inflation ran rampant, strikes and demonstrations started taking place. The TC 

government was eventually able to pay the said salaries through Turkish aid, which meant that a 

band aid had been applied to a festering wound in the TC economy. This event had nevertheless 

successfully initiated the process of government-citizen bargaining, although two unique problems 

existed in this case: firstly, the TC government was able to circumvent the need to address the 

problem by utilizing outside resources; secondly, the Turkish government, which held much of the 

political and economic power in the TRNC, was not available as a direct protest target for the TC 

citizens. As such, the citizen-government bargaining had a powerful shadow negotiator which was 
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not directly accessible nor directly affected, and the process was also distracted and postponed by 

stopgap measures. However, this citizen-government bargaining process was one of the unique 

factors for change available within the TC community leading into 1991.  

1991-2003: Economic Crises and the Fall of the Nationalist Authoritarianism 

Turkish Cypriot politics were in a state of wintriness from 1974 to 1990433. The reason for 

this was that, first and foremost, the nationalist wing in the Turkish Cypriot politics, which held 

power through the backing of Turkey and the Turkish military, was able to make the government 

function smoothly and keep the living standards up and the economy lively. However, this was 

accomplished through the plunder ‘earned’ from the civil war and the subsequent partition in 1974, 

where the TC community – only 18% of the island’s population – not only inherited 32% of the 

island’s territories, but they also laid claim on the properties of the displaced GC population. 

Naturally, this artificially good economy based on single-time gains would prove unsupportable in 

the long-term. Moreover, the TC community appeared resigned to its isolated and spurned lot 

within the international community, as well, and saw no real opportunities for a better tomorrow, 

which can be expected. In fact, according to Navaro-Yashin, “Being a subject of a pariah state, an 

inhabitant of ‘no man’s land’, means being politically liminal”434 where “…’the phantom state’ 

follows your whereabouts through symbolic effects and actual practices and the international 

system shuts its doors”435. Eventually, as the loots of the plunder dried up, the TC economy took a 

sharp down turn, bringing upheaval with it as relative deprivation took place436. This upheaval not 

                                                           
433 This is best underlined by the fact that there has only been published a single book (either in Turkish or English, 

domestically or internationally) – and no articles – that deal with the domestic affairs of the TRNC during the period 

from 1990 to 2000. Some significant events have of course been covered by those studying the Cypriot Conflict, but 

these tend to say little about domestic TC affairs. The only other scholar who studied the domestic affairs in TRNC during 

this time is Isachenko, who has a much more barebones account. 
434 The Make-Believe Space: Affective Geography in a Postwar Polity, 113. 
435 Ibid., 114. 
436 Expectations (while low) staying the same, whereas the conditions of people’s lives declined. 
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only highlighted the shortcomings of the nationalist TC government, but it also emphasized the 

necessity for the TC community to establish a sustainable economy of its own and deviate from its 

present dependence on Turkey through re-connecting with the international community in order to 

thrive and ensure the community’s survival. However, as this aim of re-connection ran counter to 

the monopolistic aims of the nationalist government, clashes started occurring between the elite 

and the populace, also unearthing the undemocratic nature of the TRNC. Subsequently, the 

economic crises which occurred in 1996, 1998, and 2000 shocked the system in a progressively 

more impactful manner, pushing the system towards political change, reconciliation with the RoC, 

and democratization437438. Indeed, prior to 2000, the TC administrations relied on patronage to 

sustain their regimes, which meant that as the resources reached their cap to fulfill voter buyouts 

and social appeasement, trouble was unshackled. 

TRNC’s undemocratic nature was normalized for the first decade of its existence. 

Nevertheless, the signs were there aplenty – especially in the state of the media, the intolerance 

towards alternative narratives to nationalism, the primacy of Turkish interests and influence in the 

TRNC, political corruption, etc. As a journalist, Duzgun underlines that TC journalism is not 

restricted ‘pending permission’: for topics that are allowed to be debated and criticized, there is 

media freedom439. In fact, the heavy-handed regulation of the media appears to have been 

suffocating until the end of the 90s440. Up until the mid-90s, the only TC television channel 

available, the BRT, was used as a tool for spreading official narratives and ideologies – a 

mouthpiece – especially with President Rauf Denktash making frequent, virtually daily, 
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appearances441. Duzgun, a journalist by profession, is critical of free press which is a cornerstone 

of modernity and democracy being perverted into becoming a tool for disseminating ideology442. 

At the same time, private televisions were not allowed in the TRNC, thus undermining democracy 

due to a lack of plurality of opinions443. When allowed, private televisions and media channels were 

heavily regulated444. Moreover, Denktash, whose wide influence through the control of the 

nationalist wing (until his clashes with the other leader, Eroglu), was not tolerant of either dissent 

or alternative narratives. In 1992, he accused journalists from Turkey’s Nokta (a political magazine) 

to be agents of the CIA due to their publishing of a research article arguing that TCs preferred a 

federal solution to the Cypriot Conflict445. 

Political corruption Duzgun argues that unprofessionalism and clientalism abounded in the TC 

government throughout the 90s, and that the state was ruled by a small clique which it subsequently 

served instead of the people446. This plunder elite worked not only through usurping GC properies; 

TC properties were also usurped through the accusation of TCs to be GC sympathizers or agents447. 

An example is that of Commander Ahmet Niyazi who as beaten and imprisoned without charge 

and whose properties were confiscated indefinitely. The said properties were never returned until 

his death in 1992448. This moral degradation at the elite-level was reflected throughout the TC 

community. Indeed, criminality in the TC state rose and even became normalized in the 90s with 

petty crimes or small thefts either becoming asides or being completely ignored throughout the 
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society and the media449. Municipalities started becoming bankrupt early on in the 90s due to being 

over-stuffed and mismanaged450. Those who lost their jobs were usually forced into facing a tough 

choice: either turn to criminality (such as smuggling drugs or historical artifacts) or declaring “party 

membership” in order to obtain a government position which are always in high demands due to 

relatively cushy terms451. Tax evasion also became normalized within this atmosphere, especially 

as political corruption undermined trust in the government. In 1986, a government coalition had 

been forced to implode and a rearranged government coalition featuring some Turkish nationals 

accepted a Turkish tax plan for the TRNC which started functioning in 1996452. However, this tax 

plan featuring VAT did not work as receipts were withheld (sometimes for a discount for the 

customer), meaning the extra charge was pocketed instead of entering the government’s budget453. 

This is consistent with Isachenko’s assessment that the populations of unrecognized states do not 

feel a nationalistic sense of belonging to the ‘state’ but instead see it as a marriage of convenience 

– especially regarding economic prosperity. For example, in 1995, what is termed the Passport 

Scandal took place when it was found that many TCs held ‘red passports’ – i.e. official passports 

from the RoC – which they used for official travel and scholarship applications, etc. This prompted 

Denktash to not only declare that ad hoc searches for such passports in individual homes would be 

conducted, but also that a 5-year prison term and a heavy fine awaited these ‘enemy sympathizers’ 

holding the red passports454. Indeed, this was a way for the RoC to undermine the TRNC’s 

legitimacy: by luring the TCs towards the RoC through the benefits of international recognition. 
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While such an eventuality was disconcerting to the nationalists like Denktash, it was found that 

many ‘extreme nationalists’ (as self-identified) who occupied high government positions held and 

used these passports, demonstrating a lack of true commitment to any national identity or nationalist 

cause455. As such, tax evasion appears to be quite common in unrecognized spaces. These 

observations are also expected as per the latest studies on nepotism in small countries, of which 

unrecognized states are without exception a part. According to this literature, “The structure of 

socio-cultural, economic, educational, and political circumstances all push people to be more 

cohesive and tolerant toward [nepotism] in small countries”456, promoting unfairness in selection, 

promotion, etc. vis-à-vis jobs. Even managers appear to be pressured towards unfair behavior 

through nepotism457. 

In 1993, for the first time in the TC political history, a coalition not exclusively of 

nationalists but instead of a leftist/socialist and an ultra-nationalist configuration of political parties 

assumed executive power. The government was inefficient and failed to deliver on promises of 

transparency and democratization. Especially shortcoming was: no right to engage in politics for 

government workers; no reduction in the bloated cadre of civil servants; no democratization of the 

BRT (the governmental broadcast organization) and no institutionalization or protection of the 

freedom of the media, and no civil control of the police. 

The TC community sensed both an opportunity and a crisis as the RoC began negotiation 

accession to the EU in 1996. On the one hand, this was an opportunity for the TC community to 

end the seemingly intractable conflict and become EU members – and thus rejoin international 

community in a strong position, especially economically – hand-in-hand with the GC community.  
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On the other hand, RoC’s unilateral EU membership could spell the end of the détente in Cyprus, 

forcing the TC community to lose any negotiation rights vis-à-vis the resolution of the conflict 

against an emboldened and strengthened RoC. As such, a considerable portion of the population 

started deviating from the nationalist policies and aiming to offer a branch of peace to the GC 

community while denouncing the TC dependence on Turkey, which they saw as hurting their 

chances for both peace and EU membership. Nevertheless, one of the aims of the nationalist 

regimes was to perpetuate TC dependence on Turkey as well as the State’s survival through aid, 

which would undermine democratization as well as attempts at altering the self-sustaining political 

system458. As such, some (nationalist) segments of the TC community argued to partitioning into 

or further integrating with Turkey; an extreme proposal which alienated a considerable portion of 

the citizenry459. Indeed, starting in 1996, as a threat against RoC’s unilateral accession negotiations 

with the EU, the TC elites threatened further integration with Turkey; however, this only 

undermined the regime as TCs generally did not support such an option460. In fact, only 11.5% 

supported the option in 1997, whereas this decline to 5% by 2002461. 

In early 80s, Turkish nationalism was high in the TC community due to the perception of 

having been saved from certain doom and delivered to be a secured people with their own state, 

with the motherland troops seen as liberators462. However, this perception transformed due to the 

TCs’ international isolation, economic stagnation, colonization by Turkey (by the sheer amount of 

settlers), and Turkish interventionism in TC politics. Starting in the late 80s, the opposition started 
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making breakthroughs (albeit small) against the nationalist hold on power463, which paved the way 

for an eventual outbreak of the opposition, which begot repression. The socio-political repression 

by the nationalist wing came as no surprise as their monopolistic hold on political and economic 

power based on close relations with Turkey was slipping away. Nationalist parties had reached 

their limits of influence by the mid-90s as they failed both in domestic administration and external 

affairs, and could no longer co-opt opposition through political patronage as the Greek Cypriot 

properties and new appointments in the bloated TC bureaucracy were no longer as available464. 

Moreover, Denktash’s vein of nationalism, which claimed “Gelen Turk, Giden Turk” (those who 

come are Turks, those who are leaving are also Turks) vis-à-vis the young TCs immigrating away 

due to underemployment and their replacement through transferring Turkish settlers in from 

Turkey, was no longer appealing to the TC community465. Additionally, not only was recognition 

clearly unattainable, but also persisting in pursuing this elusive goal could well lead to the loss of 

a potential EU membership466 (p.181). Center-right and leftist parties instrumentalized this 

momentum away from conservative nationalism to garner popularity. 

Durduran, a Leftist, had cultivated considerable following in the early 80s arguing for 

Cypriotist politics, but Turkish interventionism in the TC affairs – and threats to his life as well as 

psychological attacks towards his daughter – caused his withdrawal and this support’s decline. 

Kutlu Adali, a TC journalist, also opposed Denktash’s promotion of Turkish nationalism and 

Turkey’s colonialism in Cyprus, underlining that Turkish settlers were distinct from the TC 

community and that they were undermining the TC community’s social structures – their 

Cypriotism, their economy, their culture, and their self-determination and democratic will467. Adali 
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was assassinated in 1996 by ultra-nationalist paramilitaries related ostensibly to Turkey and 

Denktash, who increasingly dealt with ‘dissidents’ through extra-legal means. The ECHR would 

declare that no effective investigation was held into Adali’s murder, and naturally, no arrests were 

made either. Many journalists who blamed the government and demanded transparency, which 

positioned them ‘against the nation’ by being adversarial towards the nationalist government. These 

journalists included Adali’s sister and renown TC journalist Sevgul Uludag, Sener Levent (the 

owner of Afrika468), and writers of Afrika who received death threats. The Afrika headquarters were 

attacked multiple times without any investigation into the events. Eventually, multiple ‘dissenters’ 

of the media, including Sener Levent, were arrested on the charges of treason and held without trial 

for months at end before being released and found not guilty in the court of law as their accusers 

could not find evidence. Turkish interventionism in TC affairs, the ‘deification’ of the state as a 

source and symbol of nationalism, and an emphasis on a Turkic identity undermined plurality in 

TC society, thus undermining democratization in this state. 

Indeed, one of the primary factors undermining TC democracy is the vague, undefinable 

relationship with Turkey. TCs by and large pursue work in civil service, which is paid for by 

Turkey. They also feel safer with the Turkish military presence providing for security on the island, 

and the TCs trust Turkey469. Nevertheless, this dependence naturally promotes Turkish influence 

on the domestic affairs of the TRNC – a fact not appreciated by the TCs and is seen as a colonization 

of sorts470. This provides for the starkest difference between the TRNC and Taiwan. Indeed, as 
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there are no ethnic ties between USA (Taiwan’s sponsor) and Taiwan, the USA has less of a stake 

in intervening in the domestic affairs of Taiwan with the condition that Taiwan has a stable 

government and provides for a steady ally for the USA in the Taiwan Strait. Moreover, the USA 

perceives this goal to best be achieved through a democratic government, which both serves to 

ensure a steady rule and to symbolize a stark contrast against the communist regime of the PRC – 

as an example of a Confucian democracy. In the meantime, Turkish interests lie in the demographic 

control of Northern Cypriot territories which are of vital security interest to Turkey, as well as the 

allegiance of these territories to Turkey so as to ensure the latter’s security interests. As such, 

Turkey meddles in Turkish Cypriot domestic affairs in order to ensure that the territories will not 

be ceded and would not potentially pose a security threat; given this, democracy or authoritarianism 

within the territories is of lesser importance to the sponsor. 

The Turkish influence in the domestic affairs of Cyprus had always been quite 

disconcerting. Turkish politicians resisted a resolution in Cyprus until the UN Security Council’s 

resolutions became harsher to and directly targeting of Turkey471. Denktas had often declared that 

he was against a solution to the conflict, underlining that any efforts at a resolution from his end 

came due to Turkey’s forcing him472, demonstrating Turkish influence in TC policymaking. During 

this moment of breakage of the nationalist status quo in 1996, Turkish intervention into the TRNC 

reached new heights. Indeed, Turkey forcefully ‘requested’ legislation and Turkey overwrote the 

TC parliament, undermining what little democracy that existed in the TRNC473. Duzgun qualified 

that the democracy in the TC State was a “democracy for show”474. Compounded with dissidents 

being tried of treason and jailed frequently if their silence could not be ensured, as well as high 
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levels of emigration of the TCs and the inflow of immigrants from Turkey, many TCs felt their 

democracy was on the verge of being destroyed475. 

Turkish influence also rose with an increasing emphasis on the Turkification of North 

Cyprus territories. This project aimed to ensure that a majority Turkic population – regardless of 

them being Turkish, TC, or other – would root down in the lands under the de facto control of the 

TRNC while also increasing – both through immigration and through supporting high birth-rates – 

the population of this Turkic majority to be on equal footing with the GC community’s numbers. 

As such, starting from the mid-90s, the TC hotels which were exceptionally profitable were given 

away to Turkish companies despite dubious domestic records for racketeering and corruption476. 

These companies began a sector of casino tourism, which together with gambling brought the 

accompanying sectors of illegal drug trading, sex trafficking, money laundering, etc., further 

exacerbating the crime rates in the TRNC which were heightened due to increasing moral 

corruption477. Organized crime and mafia activities rose rapidly and prostitution became 

prominent478.  

The Turkification project was also quite apparent in the education sector and in the lack of 

minority rights in the TRNC. In North Cyprus, two distinct history classes were taught in order to 

reify Turkish nationalism on the island: a ‘national history’ and a ‘history of Cyprus’479. In the 

former, a history of Turkic states, leading from the Selchuk Empire to the end of the Ottoman Era 

and culminating in the independence war, is taught. The latter is an underlining of the Ottoman rule 

of Cyprus, the British evil of divide and conquer, and the ‘war of survival’ against the Greek 
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Cypriot aggression. Moreover, the official terms of ‘infantland’ for the TRNC and the ‘motherland’ 

for Turkey are particularly symbolic of the thinking that the TCs are Turks, and this Turkish 

nationalism pervades in the official rhetoric. Naturally, identifying with the RoC is socially 

censured, and there is a threat of punitive action480. Moreover, the small Maronite (Christian) and 

GC communities in the TRNC are allowed to reside in Northern Cyprus but cannot inherit property 

to their progeny, this making them little more than temporary visitors until death rather than 

citizens481. 

Aside from the Turkification project vis-à-vis North Cyprus, there has also been a project 

for Muslimizing the TC community, as planned by Turkey and a complicit clique of TC elites for 

the purposes of better control of the community and their further differentiation from the GC 

community482. This has involved the building of numerous mosques (32 in the last count, according 

to a radio program) and the importation of imams from Turkey. In addition then-Prime Minister 

Eroglu admitted to Turkish interventionism into the Turkish Cypriot elections in November 98. It 

appears that the TC State’s elections were frequently intervened into, the TCs were rarely capable 

of choosing their own leaders483. However, these interventions often go unspoken and are swept 

under a rug as politicians do not stand up against it and as the society has normalized it and/or fear 

censuring and detainment, among others484. This undermines the multiparty system and prevents 

the political system from modernizing according to Duzgun485. Thus, it can be said that the 

dependence on Turkey, which provided for the survival of the TRNC as an independent state486, 
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heavily undermined the democratization of the TRNC as well as the demographics of the TC 

community. This subsequently caused a socio-political cleavage between the dependent Turkish 

Cypriots and the sustainer Turkish government. In fact, the TC-Turkish relationship came to a head 

due to the imposition of economic packages and unregulated immigration. The CTP would go on 

to declare that the TCs risk being a minority in their own country and that the unmanaged and 

unregulated influx of immigrants undermined the TC democracy487. 

This dependence on Turkey was not only political but it was also economic as the TC 

government, whose plunder resources dried up over time, came to depend solely on Turkish aid – 

rather than self-sustainability projects – for the purposes of the economic survival and viability of 

the TRNC. The TC regime thus became a rent-seeking one where directives were delivered from 

Ankara throughout the 1993-1999 period488. Many who benefitted from such an arrangement have 

had ostensible symbols of attestation for this, such as seaside villas and latest model luxury cars489. 

‘The Wheat Lobby’, for example, ensured high government pricing of and subsidies for wheat 

production, which led to almost factory-style and intentional over-production for profit in return 

for votes490. This demonstrates that corruption was normalized, as well as that not all NGO or CSO 

activities are democratizing; they might in fact work in reverse. 

This dependence on Turkey as well as the projects on Turkifying and Islamizing the TC 

community quite naturally earned a backlash from the TC community. Given this, the TC 

government attempted to increase signs of democratization in the domestic arena to limit discontent 

to manageable levels. As such, the TC State was in a conundrum for while the State attempted to 

uphold a parliamentarian democracy to appease the TC population, an increase in Turkish influence 
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also occurred simultaneously and throughout the nation491. Due to these polar-opposite factors 

vying for supremacy in the TC society and the backlash towards Turkey, the leftist, more pro-

reunification CTP incrementally increased its share of the vote in the TRNC from 1976 to 1993, 

reaching a zenith at 24%. This cleavage between the sponsor and the unrecognized community is 

predicted by Lumsden’s game-theoretical approach, underlining that the opportune moment to 

intervene in the Cypriot Conflict would be during the upsurge of any such cleavage. Given this, the 

Annan Plan negotiations (2000-2004) can be said to have been perfectly timed vis-à-vis the ripeness 

of the TC community for a solution. 

In the period of 1991-2001, for the TC society, the image of the State was that of an 

authoritarian, demanding ‘father’ instead of a service-providing, technocratic entity492. It demanded 

respect for the ‘motherland’ regardless of Turkey’s undermining of TC democracy and 

demographics. It demanded taxes without the provision of corresponding services. Instead, the 

state’s and regime’s power was set up to be self-perpetuating within the system. For example, 

Eroglu, whose cabinet had received a vote of no confidence and fell due to widespread corruption 

and partisanship – and whose cabinet ministers were jailed accordingly – returned in 96 (i.e. two 

years later) straight into national leadership493. Moreover, rent-seeking behavior motivated TC 

elites who benefited from unrecognition to perpetuate the state of conflict and to remain in power 

to continue profiting and to not be prosecuted494, in compliance with the predictions of Charles 

King, who states that conflicts involving unrecognized states become protracted due to the elites 

benefiting from the status quo. Duzgun calls this system and culture of benefits a ‘plunder 

psychology’ where a large segment of the population partakes in the benefits of the system and, 

                                                           
491 Ibid., 157. 
492 Ibid., 114. 
493 Ibid., 115. 
494 Ibid., 122. 



 

257 

 

instead of investing in production, consumes all available resources then turns to credit from 

Turkey495. This is also problematic as resources are distributed in a partial manner; it is known that 

police kept intelligence reports in folders for potential ‘troublemakers’, underlining their political 

affiliations for this express purpose – subsequently denying them employment opportunities at the 

higher levels of the government496. 

Political corruption was the natural route followed by the rent-seeking plunder elite who 

benefitted from the unrecognized nature of the TRNC.  Voting in the TRNC has long been 

undermined through partisan hives establishing patron-client relationships, thus hampering 

democratization, especially in an environment of high-unemployment497. The partisan over-hires 

also hampered government efficiency, causing a depletion of government coffers and thus a decline 

of government services in 1999498. In 1998, some politicians and bureaucrats (i.e. elites in power) 

were linked to contraband car smuggling to the island as well as uttering counterfeited dollars to 

the market499. This was in addition to those who were linked to drugs and money laundering500. 

Duzgun argues that these activities cannot be treated only in their criminality but also on their 

political impact of transparency, accountability, and thus democracy501. In addition, political over-

hiring for buying votes has resulted in a heavily bloated cadre of civil servants whose salaries’ 

payment drained the government coffers, undermining the government’s ability to deliver on basic 

social and economic goods502. This is consistent with Isachenko’s observations that the 
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governments in unrecognized states are intrumentalized to bind voters and the populace in a 

position beholden to the state, instead of existing to provide services which are instead imported 

from the sponsor state503. A good example of the repercussions of this instrumentalization of the 

government is Dipkarpaz, the Notheasternmost part of the TRNC, which rarely saw government 

investment and delivery of common goods as government centers, whose hired voters form the 

parties’ voting base, are far away from this locale and the locale’s population is quite limited504.  

Political corruption became more apparent as the plunder economy’s mechanisms were 

increasingly undermined over time. The shortcomings of the 1999 budget came due to the political 

and economic corruption, and the government even sponsored a day of prayer for the improvement 

of the economy505. Only 2% of the budget was reserved for education and the health services budget 

could barely pay for staff salaries, indicating a decline in the government’s ability to provide for 

basic goods and services506. Unemployment reached 20% from 98 to 99507 and corruption became 

even more rampant as latest model luxury cars were bought for the political elite who used them 

for private purposes, and the elite sent huge gifts to weddings and other public celebrations508. 

Private industry is well-undermined in the TRNC due to its unrecognized status, and those 

who are outside of the government’s sphere of influence (either as patrons or as clients) tend to 

drift towards getting a government job or participating in informal economies. In the TRNC, there 

is a bloatedly large public sector, a significant informal economy and a reliance on Turkish 

support509. The civil sector in the TRNC is so bloated and so cushy (since it is wielded as a political 
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tool) that the World Bank concluded it to be a sector with too many benefits which are distributed 

way too early510. In the meantime, most doctors and teachers who are employed by the government 

participate in this informal economy as they have private practices511. Migrant workers without 

permissions for work also abound and they do not pay taxes and work for little512. Drug smuggling, 

sex and human trafficking, etc. are also huge industries513. Turkish-owned businesses, especially 

hotels with casinos, are well-subsidized and therefore the taxes collected are insignificant514. These 

dynamics render the Turkish Cypriot economy even more untenable. 

Meanwhile, Turkish Cypriot dependency on Turkey reached new heights in 1994, when 

the European Court of Justice banned the direct import of goods from the TRNC515. Due to the 

dependence on Turkey, internal sovereignty is limited in the TRNC: budgets can only be passed in 

consultation with Turkey, the Turkish Lira is used as the official currency, the Central Bank is 

controlled by Turkey, and special protocols for aid – usually involving the granting of citizenship 

to thousands of Turkish immigrants – have to be signed516. In 2000, Turkey intervened in the 

Presidential Elections and, to get Denktash elected, they forced the withdrawal of Eroglu from the 

race. Afterwards, they coerced Denktash to subsequently sign unpopular and unwanted protocols 

for much-needed extra aid which became necessary due to a banking crisis in the TRNC as well as 

the Turkish economic crisis badly affecting the TC economy517. Indeed, the protocol was signed 

despite massive protests, where demonstrators succeeded in occupying the parliament despite 
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violent police repression518. This caused a crisis of internal sovereignty and legitimacy in the 

TRNC519. As the Turkish aid and power to control the TRNC declined due to the economic crisis 

in Turkey, the TC regime relying on Turkey lost a significant portion of its ability to control or 

repress discontent and dissidence, allowing socio-political space for movements520. 

The Annan Plan and the Short-Lived Winds of Change (2000-2009) 

Dependence on Turkey and its domestic impacts were put into question and the This 

Country is Ours platform emerged in light of the economic crisis and the spy scandal521. In 2000, 

this platform of CSOs cropped up to oppose Denktash’s statebuilding project which involved 

Turkification and reliance on Turkey, as well as Turkish influence on the domestic affairs of the 

TRNC. Denktash’s legitimacy had also been undermined by an abysmal economic performance, a 

lack of external sovereignty, and increasing international isolation due to his opposition to a 

resolution. Especially important was the infractions on TC sovereignty, as brought about by an 

over-dependence on Turkey522. In the May of 2000, a dissident newspaper, Avrupa, was prosecuted 

by the order of the executive branch and throught the complicity of the judicial branch, and Avrupa 

was closed and its printing equipment, computers, etc. were seized523. This confrontation between 

the ‘guardians of the status quo’ (i.e. those who wanted to perpetuate the nationalist narrative) and 

the dissidents came to a head during the spy scandal when Denktas ordered, upon the request of a 

Turkish Brigadier General, the arrest of Sener Levent, the editor of Avrupa, on charges of espionage 

for the RoC and treason524. This Country is Ours primarily pushed for a resolution to the Cypriot 
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Conflict, a curbing of Turkish immigration to Cyprus, and economic integration with the 

international community. 

However, while the platform was mainly a conglomerate of TC CSOs and NGOs, and it 

was also linked with leftist parties, specifically the CTP525. The anti-status quo, pro-resolution, pro-

democracy left rose due to a collapse of internal legitimacy and subsequent infighting within the 

nationalist wing as brought about by over-dependence on Turkey, the decline of internal 

sovereignty and a lack of prospects for external sovereignty, and a lack of mobility to stimulate the 

economy into a viable, sustainable one526. However, the left’s legitimacy also declined eventually 

due to economic mismanagement, corruption, and the unfulfilled promises regarding international 

integration and the lifting of isolations527. As such, the platform also declined in legitimacy and 

was lost in the sands of time, signifying the malpractice of rendering CSOs and NGOs dependent 

on political parties. However, this malpractice is largely inescapable in the TRNC as CSOs mostly 

depend on the government for resources, and as politicians can depend on Turkey to circumvent 

popular pressures, meaning CSOs can only influence policies by relating well with the political 

parties and helping them come into power. As such, CSOs do not have as unambiguous a 

democratizing effect as in recognized states. 

Ultimately, by the beginning of the 21st century, the TC community had awakened to 

several facts and was undergoing important socio-political shifts. First and foremost, the most 

important realization at this time was the fact that the neither the plunder economy nor the 

dependency economy was sustainable in the long term, where the latter highly jeopardized the 

meager democracy of the TRNC. Secondly, the nationalist narrative underlining the importance of 
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independence and close-relations with Turkey was exposed to be detrimental to the status of the 

TC community in the international realm and detrimental to the ‘natural’ demographics of the 

TRNC. Last, but not least, the TC community realized that their government – and especially the 

all-powerful president – had authoritarian and corrupt tendencies, and had benefitted greatly from 

the status quo of no war no peace. As such, President Denktas refusing to reconcile with the RoC 

was not for the benefit of the TC community as a whole but for selfish gains. In fact, Denktas was 

undermining a golden opportunity for the TCs to integrate with the international community and 

improve its economic lot by joining the EU under the auspices of a re-unified Cyprus.  

Thus, by the time the Annan Plan was publicized in 2002, TCs had long understood that 

recognition was a remote, if not impossible, option – especially after a diplomatic recognition not 

being on the table was emphasized as a point by the EU528. Nevertheless, reunification with the 

RoC under the Annan Plan’s proposals would still serve two other communal goals: a) self-

governance (albeit under a federal state) and b) security (retention of Turkish guranantorship and 

obtaining of minority rights under the EU)529. Subsequently, “Although keen to retain Turkey’s 

security blanket, many Turkish Cypriots voted ‘YES’ in the 2004 referendum partly because they 

hoped the EU membership would diminish their heavy dependence on Turkey, and thereby reduce 

Ankara’s influence in the Turkish [Cypriot] community”530. Indeed, many TCs are disturbed by the 

extent to which Ankara holds sway over the TC State’s policies and administration531, decrying the 

State’s subservience to Turkey as a subversion of their democratic will. This has been further 

exacerbated by the Turkish policy of allowing its citizens passport-free travel to the TRNC and 
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settling tens of thousands of undereducated and poor Turks into the TRNC532, eventually leading 

to the TC community constituting only a slim majority at best (per the latest census) or a large 

minority at worst (per scholarly works and opposition politicians) within the TC State vis-à-vis the 

demographic balance. This demographic shift towards poor and ill-educated populations, coupled 

with unregulated immigration, protection of Turkish nationals by the Turkish Embassy, and a lack 

of the rule of law in the TRNC, has eventually caused an increase in criminal activity, including 

drug trafficking, human trafficking, etc. in Northern Cyprus533. 

A large problem with the TC democracy is that the police force is not under civilian control. 

In fact, the police reports to and is directly controlled by the Turkish military HQ situated in 

Northern Cyprus, which itself reports to Turkey. Oftentimes, it appears that the military generals 

in the TC State are treated with equal veneration and authority as the Republic’s President534.  In 

fact, the TRNC is highly militarized and its whole territory is treated like a base535. According to 

Navaro-Yashin, a military general even ordered around the Mayor of Famagusta – one of the three 

big cities in Northern Cyprus – to force the citizens to cover their beds situated on rooftops (a 

Cypriot tradition in hot summers) in order to aesthetically please a visiting Turkish President536. 

This demonstrates the power of Turkey and especially the Turkish military on the politics within 

the context of the TRNC. The military’s authoritarianism is compounded with similar behavior 

from the police – who report directly to the Turkish military – who can stop cars and inquire about 

‘destinations’ and ‘reasons for travel’ at will, and imprison and usually maltreat citizens without 

due process. Moreover, before the 2003 opening of the gates to the Green Line, which allowed for 
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movement between the GC and TC-controlled areas, those TCs willing to participate in bi-

communal activities were under “….excessive restrictions imposed on them by the Turkish military 

authorities”537. These de-democratizing elements of the TC-Turkey relationship, coupled with the 

aforementioned demographic shifts, prompted a feeling of Turkish colonization of the Cypriot 

lands. This feeling of being oppressed and ‘colonized’ by Turkey further strengthened the TC 

movement called This Country is Ours (Bu Memleket Bizim) and an accompanying increase in the 

identification of TCs as Cypriots rather than Turks or Turkish Cypriots. This undermined the 

nationalist status quo, whose power over the society had thus far proven unshakeable. 

Denktash, the founding President of the TRNC, was an embodiment of TC nationalism and 

worked tirelessly to earn TRNC diplomatic recognition, which in turn earned him unwavering 

support from Turkey and six consecutive victories in presidential races from 1976 to 2000538. His 

support had significantly declined by the Annan Plan’s unveiling in 2002 due to government 

corruption, historical grievances539, and the TCs’ identity shift away from Turkey and Turkic-ness, 

whereas Denktash was seen as a symbol of and champion for TCs’ bond with Turkey and thus 

‘outdated’. In fact, Denktash had gone as far as to claim that there were no TC or GC peoples and 

that there were only Turks and Greeks – with only the Cypriot donkeys540 being natives – a position 
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which further undermined his hold over the TC socio-political scenery. Indeed, Denktash’s 

arguments that a primary objective in any potential settlement to the conflict must be the protection 

of Turkey’s geopolitical interests, and his apparent unwillingness to resolve the conflict in any way 

but the secession of the TRNC as a sovereign country, provoked much criticism. Many believed 

that Denktash represented Turkish interests only, and not the TC interests. The erosion of 

Denktash’s support was further accelerated due to the Annan Plan. 

Denktash’s resistance to a settlement, which would cost the TCs a potential EU 

membership, promoted unprecedented TC demonstrations for accepting the Annan Plan and for his 

resignations as the negotiator-in-chief541. Denktash’s stance quickly cost him the support of the 

media and the Chamber of Commerce (which was a CSO supported by the international 

community), who preferred benefiting from the Annan Plan. Significantly, circa 60-80,000 TCs 

(i.e. almost a third of the entire TC population on the island) demonstrated on 14 January, 2003 for 

accepting the Annan Plan and accessing the EU together with the RoC542. In April 2003, Denktash 

attempted to assuage the opposition by opening the Green Line unilaterally as a goodwill gesture 

towards the negotiations, but this failed due to being too little too late543. Ultimately, the TCs voted 

for the Plan in 2004 against Denktash’s advice – but with Turkish support, which too had deserted 

the President of the TRNC – prompting his not running again in the 2005 elections. Thus, a transfer 

of power took place due to societal pressures and Denktash’s overall unwillingness to bend his 

political positions in order to retain the status quo which benefitted him greatly for decades. 

Nevertheless, the TC community did not achieve this transfer of power single-handedly; in 

fact, help came from an unexpected place: Turkey. Indeed, a critical ingredient allowing for TCs’ 
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change of course towards a settlement through reunification and an alignment away from Turkey 

was due to the political changes in Turkey. Two factors were effective here: ECHR and a change 

in the Turkish political power. Firstly, the ECHR’s 1999 decision labeled the TRNC as a 

‘subordinate local administration’ of Turkey, underlining the level of dependency the TRNC has 

on Turkey and placing the responsibility regarding human rights violations in the TRNC on 

Turke544, prompting Turkey to compensate the displaced Greek Cypriots. This was neither a 

financially nor a diplomatically desirable or viable route for Turkey, and thus the support for the 

Cypriot status quo waned. Secondly, AKP’s (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi - Justice and Development 

Party) election in November 2002 and its subsequent withdrawal of support from Denktash 

catalyzed this process of power transition545. The AKP was in a serious bid for Turkey to enter the 

EU and therefore aimed to help resolve the Cypriot Conflict in a peaceful manner, deviating from 

prior Turkish administrations who underlined TRNC’s centrality to the ‘national cause’546. As such, 

the AKP urged the acceptance of the Annan Plan which Denktash opposed as it would remove the 

TC State’s sovereignty, leading to a confrontation that Denktash would eventually – and 

naturally547 – lose. While the TRNC as a state survived through Turkish aid and therefore Denktash 

should have been easily coerced to reflect the change in Turkish governmental policies, the TC 

President had long cultivated a lobby of elite supporters in both Turkish politics and Turkish 

military due to his being seen as a champion of Turkey’s strategic interests and Turkish nationalism 

in Cyprus548.  
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In addition, the AKP had to reverse the long-held adage of Turkish politics that the Cypriot 

Conflict was a national cause for the northern-most parts of Cyprus ‘point at the soft belly’ of 

Turkey and thus retaining these lands are of primary security importance; that Cyprus was the last 

land conquered by the Ottomans and thus must be retained; and that the TC State is the ‘child’ of 

Turkey and must be preserved549. Nevertheless, the main point of this approach to policy-making 

was on security, where the assumption was that a Turkic population must be maintained on the 

island for the purposes of control regardless of the said population’s demographics – it did not 

matter whether the TC community remained or whether Turkish citizens were exported to the 

island. Despite Denktash’s entrenched support from the Turkish military and political elites and 

Turkish security concerns vis-à-vis Cyprus, the AKP was victorious in the collision with the 

nationalist wing in both Cyprus and Turkey, thus helping the resumption of the UN-sponsored 

negotiations from which Denktash had withdrawn, eventually leading to the Annan Plan referenda 

being successfully scheduled for May 2004550. This was possible due to the fact that the AKP had 

a majority in the parliament and that the party was successful in building a societal, pro-EU 

consensus, coupled with the erosion of Denktash’s domestic political clout551. 

Naturally, the economic concerns of the TC community cannot be discounted as a factor 

which precipitated the changes in the socio-political sphere of the TRNC. TC economy depends on 

generous subsidies from Turkey as it suffers from a trade and travel embargo, which hurts both its 

produce exports and its tourism sector to-date – a fact which also held during this period of time552. 

However, the TC administration has also mishandled what little money has been available to the 

state, as well: preferential allocation of contracts, political corruption, misappropriation of public 
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funds, bribery, preferential hiring, etc. abound. This abject economic performance promoted youth 

unemployment which contrasted with the potential economic benefits of the EU, prompting them 

to join demonstrations and to overwhelmingly vote for the Annan Plan553 

All in all, this was a ripe moment for political change in the TRNC. The nationalist agenda 

faced both domestic and international crises of legitimacy. Domestically, the economic crisis of 

2000, high levels of corruption and rentier behavior, increasing rates of crime, and increasing levels 

of inequality demonstrated that the nationalist status quo, upheld by the plunder elite and their 

clients, was economically untenable and served only certain segments of the population. Indeed, 

inflation had skyrocketed whereas wages had stagnated by this point, which diminished most 

individuals’ livelihood as well as the youth’s prospects, mobilizing them. Internationally, the crisis 

came due to the Annan Plan and the withdrawal of the Turkish support for the national cause; in 

fact, Turkey instead started supporting the reunification of the island with the parent state (RoC) 

through the Annan Plan, which would serve Turkish interests in joining the EU as a full member. 

The withdrawal of Turkish support undermined the nationalists’ capability to repress critical groups 

and the reformist elites. Meanwhile, the Annan plan offered international recognition, European 

aid and integration, the revitalization of trade and the private sector, etc., to a populace feeling 

isolated and feeling an impending sense of doom due to the perceived collapse of the island’s 

dependent economy. All of these factors combined undermined the nationalist rhetoric for 

depending solely on Turkey for the survival and prosperity of the TC community, exemplified by 

the motto “Turks have no other friends but Turks”. As such, the status quo was undermined both 

economically and politically in both the international and domestic realms. 

This also coincided with the rise of a critical opposition wing. Indeed, many CSOs rose up 
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against the status quo as underlined above, and this was seen as an opportunity by reformist political 

parties that had not held political power in Cyprus, especially the CTP, which headed a new 

platform for reintegration, EU membership, the subsequent economic benefits of such a 

membership, and independence from Turkish influence. CTP then proceeded to subsume most of 

the critical CSOs, which politicized the CSOs; this would undermine their work in the future. 

Nevertheless, CTP’s platform was especially attractive at this ripened point of time. Moreover, a 

Cypriotist movement554 also had started in reaction to perceived Turkish interventionism in TC 

domestic affairs, which was conducive to changing the status quo of dependence on Turkey in favor 

of reintegration with the other Cypriots; i.e. the GC population of the RoC. As such, this was an 

opportune moment for either power grabbing or reforms (or both) through the adoption of a 

reintegrative, democratic platform - a feat achieved by the CTP. 

The TC society quickly fractured during the Annan Plan negotiations along the YES/NO – 

pro-acceptance and pro-rejections – camps, with each camp labeling one-another (blood) traitors 

and the guardians of the status quo, respectively. The political identities of large segments of the 

population became salient during this era, and people’s values and worth as human beings came to 

be associated with the policies they supported. Those who supported the Annan Plan were accused 

of ‘selling’ ancestral lands which were ‘earned with blood’ to the ‘enemy’, whereas the NO 

supporters were accused of being backwards. This period demonstrated the plentiful media and 

CSO activism available on the island; however, it also showed their subservience to the political 

parties and the political system, as well as the politicization of the social life on the island. Indeed, 

it was this polarization of the TC society was instrumentalized by political parties and further 

exacerbated in order to garner votes, which successfully led the CTP (a leftist party) to displace the 

                                                           
554 This movement argued that Turkish Cypriots were essentially Cypriots rather than Turks and that they shared more 

cultural similarities with Greek Cypriots rather than with Turks. 
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nationalists from power, whereas the CSOs were thereafter forgotten, having fulfilled their utility. 

Nevertheless, it remains a fact that during the period of the Annan Plan negotiations, a 

significant portion TC polity shifted from a status quo-preserving, Turkic, and sponsor-dependent 

one to a Cypriotic, change-craving, reintegration/EU-divident/trade-based stance in the socio-

political realm, as attested to by the fact that somewhere between 50,000 to 100,000 people (i.e. 

1/3 to 2/3 of the official population of the TRNC) attended rallies for such a change. This allowed 

firstly for the ousting of Denktash, who declared that he would no longer run for presidency555, 

meaning his reign as the President of the TRNC would be capped at 22 long years556, from 1983 to 

2005557. This was monumental as Denktash symbolized Turkish nationalism in the TC community, 

as well as the anti-reunification and a preference for the preservation of the status quo or the 

partition of the island, which indicated a willingness for peace and increased democracy (i.e. the 

elimination or reduction of the influence of the sponsor, thus reducing outside interventions into 

TC domestic affairs) in the TC polity. Secondly, the legislature changed hands in 2003 and then 

increasingly so in 2005 to the leading party advocating for reunification, European integration, and 

democracy through non-sponsor dependence - that is, the CTP - from the ultra-nationalist and anti-

reunification UBP. Indeed, the UBP had earned 40.4% of the votes in 1998 together with the other 

nationalist party, DP558, which earned 22.6%, meaning 63% of the legislature was held by the 

nationalists during the period between 1998 and 2003. CTP, meanwhile, only had 13.4% support 

at this point in time. However, over the course of the next two legislative elections in 2003 and 

                                                           
555 Epeically following his unsuccessful attempt to divert resentment against his anti-reunification policies by unilaterally 

opening a gate between the RoC and the TRNC, allowing the flow of goods and people between the two sides for the 

first time since 1974. 
556 Or 30 years, if his role as the President of the Turkish Federated State of Cyprus is counted in, which would mean he 

had headed the TC community politically from 1975 to 2005. 
557 When the next presidential elections were scheduled to be held. 
558 Headed by Serdar Denktash, the son of the President, Rauf Raif Denktash. 
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2005, respectively, the UBP’s votes first declined to 32.93% (-7.47%) and then to 31.7% (-1.23%), 

whereas the support for DP first declined to 12.93% (-9.67) and then rose slightly to 13.5% 

(+0.57%). In the meantime, CTP’s votes rose steadily: the CTP first earned 35.18% (+21.78%) and 

then earned 44.5% (+9.32%) of the popular vote for the legislature. These voting trends clearly 

demonstrated two facts: firstly, the plateau of nationalist parties’ votes is set at around 45%; 

secondly, the TC poliitcs experienced a critical shift of seismic proportions during this time, from 

the nationalist status quo of no war, no peace to a more democracy and recognition-craving political 

stance. Thirdly, this shift in the legislative votes was reflected also in the presidential race of 2005. 

In the presidential election of 2000, nationalist candidates, Denktash and Eroglu (the leader 

of UBP) earned 43.67% and 30.14% of the vote, respectively. At this point in time, Talat (the leader 

of CTP) only earned 10.03% of the votes, rendering him the fourth most popular candidate. Without 

any candidate earning a majority (i.e. more than 50% of the vote), the election should have gone to 

a second round, but this was prevented as Eroglu withdrew, thus conceding the presidency to 

Denktash. As such, the elections of 2000 was a complete victory for the nationalist wing. However, 

the 2005 elections - the first where Denktash did not run due to his increasing lack of popularity - 

saw massive changes.This was especially important as the President of the TRNC is not only the 

negotiator-in-chief for peace negotiations, but he is also the one who sets the agenda for the foreign 

relations (including with the sponsor state, Turkey) of the TRNC. Given this, the fact that CTP’s 

leader Talat won the 2005 presidential election in the first round by 55.60% (+45.57%) - as 

compared to Eroglu’s 22.73% (-7.41%) - is significant. This is especially important as Talat was 

elected despite the failure of the Annan Plan for which his party, the CTP, had heavily campaigned. 

Ultimately, by 20005, a pro-EU, pro-reunification, anti-Turkish influence in the TRNC and 

anti-dependence - that is, pro-prosperity, pro-peace, and pro-democracy - legislature and president 

were in power. Despite the failure of the Annan Plan, the expectations at this point were the lifting 
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of economic embargoes and isolations, increased collaboration with the EU, increased recognition, 

more successful peace negotiations with the RoC, and increased economic prosperity accompanied 

by a decreased dependence on Turkey (thus reasserting TC democracy). That is, the new era was 

one of economic prosperity brought about by increased democratization, and trade as well as more 

collaboration with the international community. In fact, economic prosperity - emphasized by many 

as the TC reason for accepting the Annan Plan - was seen mostly as a tool for achieving 

independence from the sponsor and thus attaining a truly functioning, fully-Cypriot democracy in 

the TRNC. 

Indeed, after Talat and the CTP displaced Denktash and the nationalist parties from political 

power, they shifted towards a reunification and an ending of isolations platform, with an emphasis 

on detaching from Turkey’s heavy influence which had rendered the TRNC into a puppet state per 

the perception of the international community as well as the domestic populace. This stance was 

widely popular and supported within the TC community who felt that democratizing and breaking 

away from Turkish control were the ways towards re-integration into the international community, 

which would bring economic prosperity (through EU aid, as well as increased venues and 

opportunities for international trade). For example, President Talat hosted Ramadan festivities only 

with his wife unlike the case with the previous administration where military leaders would 

accompany the President, symbolizing their equality of rank when it comes to the island’s political 

reality. Talat would later declare this to have been to show strength as a state and to demonstrate 

independence from Turkey559. 

However, this shift from the status quo was fated not to be smooth. In fact, the negotiations 

with the RoC stagnated as the latter, now empowered as a member of the EU, was not willing to 
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compromise despite Talat’s willingness to accept reunification as a solution560. Moreover, the RoC 

blocked aid, direct trade, and direct flight proposals by the EU set for fulfilling European promises 

to the TRNC for lifting embargoes and isolations against the TC community in return for their 

acceptance of the Annan Plan. RoC, however, feared that such measures would mean implied 

recognition. As such, the new government could not attain either further recognition or increased 

economic prosperity, and a rift of distrust was created in the TC community towards the RoC and 

the EU. Indeed, while Talat conducted some symbolic acts to assert Cypriothood, such as the 

Ramadan incident mentioned above, the government still had to depend on Turkey for its military 

(security) and economy in the absence of European guarantees, aid, or trade. This further 

exacerbated Talat’s position as Turkey’s interest in a full EU membership declined over time, 

rendering Turkey more willing to support the TRNC as a puppet state rather than supporting a 

resolution, further undermining any hopes for changes to a more dynamic, internationally-

integrated economy and for democratization (in the form of political independence from Turkey). 

Additionally, some fundamental democratic problems such as governmental corruption, police 

brutality, and transnational crime persisted throughout the 2003-2009 era (i.e. the reign of CTP, the 

outsider party), despite a more pro-democracy political outlook being adopted by the TC 

community. Indeed, although some segments of the new government made efforts at fighting 

corruption, it remained a persistent problem, and CTP also became embroiled in corruption 

scandals. Especially widespread were graft and a lack of transparency, which had been common 

problems in the TRNC for a long time. Additionally, 3 GC journalists were arrested in the summer 

of 2006 for allegedly photographing military areas and under the suspicion of spying, although they 

were released soon after, which further deteriorated both Talat’s position and the RoC-TRNC 

                                                           
560 Importantly, Talat was insisting on a reunification based on the parameters set forth in the Annan Plan. The RoC 

considered Annan Plan to be defunct and void, and desired a resolution based on EU criteria. 
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relations. Moreover, corruption ran deep both in the government and in the police force despite the 

efforts of the new CTP government, and both the elites and the police were linked directly to 

transnational organized crime, especially regarding human trafficking. Furthermore, in 2007, two 

high-level government ministers were charged with receiving bribes for preferential awarding of 

government contracts to construction companies. The TC police and elites have been involved with 

corruption related to narco-trafficking and sex-trafficking. Moreover, The US Treasury Department 

designated the First Merchant Bank of the TRNC as a “primary money laundering concern,” adding 

that the government had been involved in the laundering process, confirming that the widely-

speculated organized crime-government nexus was a fact. In addition, the use of torture by the TC 

police is well-documented. Small-scale corruption involving bribery or ‘catch and release’ of 

prominent TC citizens or their families for committing traffic violations is also widespread. The 

TRNC does not have extradition treaties and, except for one occasion, has refused to extradite 

criminals and the TRNC has long been a criminal haven. However, in 2006, the TC authorities 

replicated a manslaughter charge for a TC citizen originally captured in the UK for the self-same 

charge. Nevertheless, extradition requests were rejected. All in all, the TRNC persisted to be a 

destination of transnational crimes and corruption despite a circulation of the elites. 

Additionally, throughout the co-reign of Talat and the CTP from 2003 to 2009, neither the lot 

of the ethnic minorities nor that of women were improved. Indeed, neither minorities nor women 

were assigned institutional rights or quotas for political representation, and government contracts 

did not require the hiring of a quota of minorities or women from a company for being awarded - 

two mechanisms proven effective to help assert minority rights and women’s rights. Moreover, 

seasonal workers (mostly from Turkey or Turkic nations of Central Asia such as Uzbekistan, 

Turkmenistan, or Tajikistan), GCs residing in the TRNC, and Maronites  - i.e. the largest minority 

populations in the TRNC - faced discrimination and surveillance, undermining their rights. The 
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GCs and the Maronites were denied naturalization and thus participation in TC politics despite their 

long-term residency in the TRNC. While this was ‘more of the same’ as compared to the eras which 

preceded, as the new government and President were tasked with ‘widespread change for the 

better’, this was also seen as a failure on their part. 

The only marked improvement over the nationalist era was the encouragement for and 

protection of an active CSO community. However, as noted above, the CSOs had been politicized 

and many had been unofficially subsumed by political parties, mainly the CTP, over the course of 

the Annan Plan negotiations. As such, the most active CSOs had lost their critical edge. 

Nevertheless, some CSOs critical of the CTP government still existed in the fringe and were 

allowed to protest without government interference or repression. 

Ultimately, as many undesirable aspects of the nationalist government persisted through the 

new political era, many became frustrated at this trend of “ayni haman, ayni tas561”. Indeed, the 

continued dependence on and obedience to Turkey, as well as the TC disappointment in the EU’s 

broken promises and the TC community’s feelings of betrayal at the GC community’s decision to 

vote against the Annan Plan, led to overall frustrations with the government. Moreover, despite 

some reformist elites’ efforts, the government was embroiled in patron-client relations, rentier 

behavior, criminality, and corruption, similar to the status quo parties they had blamed for TC 

oppression and poverty, and then replaced. Additionally, the rhetoric and policies on Cypriotness 

was conducted in a way that was hostile to the Turkish people residing and working in the TRNC, 

which alienated them. These people were as such largely excluded from the government and relied 

instead on CSOs for services and support. It is also important to note that a 2007 Government 

Census conducted in the TRNC revealed that native TC population made up only 50% of the 

                                                           
561 Literally translated as “The very same Turkish bath, and the very same bowl”, this Turkish idiom underlines that the 

system and the conjecture stays the same despite changes in personnel or efforts to the contrary. 
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island’s voting population at best, with the other 50% being Turkish citizens who were naturalized 

- which did not bode well for the CTP government. 

Eventually, with the 2009 legislative elections, the pendulum swung back to the nationalist, no 

war no peace status quo ante. Indeed, many no longer wished to collaborate with the RoC or the 

EU due to an increasing lack of trust in, and perceived rejection of the TC community from, these 

two actors. Moreover, many also believed that a nationalist party could better collaborate and thus 

negotiate better conditions for economic aid from the Turkish Republic, the sponsor state which 

was pushing for austerity measures on the TRNC and on whom dependence seemed to be growing, 

inevitable, and perpetuated. Additionally, the alienated Turkish polity also identified with the 

rhetoric of Turkish nationalism and closer ties with Turkey adopted by the UBP and the nationalist 

wing. Coupled with the disappointment in the TRNC’s first ever leftist, non-nationalist 

government, the populace quite naturally voted a nationalist government back in. Indeed, the UBP 

won 44/1% of the vote (+12.4%), whereas the CTP only won 29.2% of the vote (-15.3%). In 

addition to the support for DP at 10.7% (-2.8%), the nationalists had won over 54.8% of the votes 

overall, indicating yet another seismic shift in the TC politics. Meanwhile, it is also important to 

note that Serdar Denktash - the son of Rauf Raif Denktash and the leader of the nationalist party 

DP -  underlined that all parties had used money for buying votes in the 2009 legislative elections, 

confessing that his party had invested $13,300 for this particular cause - which became quite an 

appropriate ending to this new era which was marked with corruption, much as before. 

This shift in the legislature would eventually be accompanied by a similar shift in the 

presidential elections. One of the catalysts for this shift was that, even when a pro-reunification 

President (Christofias) was elected in the RoC, the negotiations between him and Talat were still 

unfruitful. Of course, there are clear reasons for this: the system of the Cypriot Conflict had long 

self-organized over the years to perpetuate the conflict until one side ”won” - i.e. a unitary island 
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for the RoC, and a federation or confederation for the TRNC. Indeed, peace is not popular in 

Cypriot politics. Both the GC and the TC societies are so rife with structural, communal, and 

psychological changes brought about by a continued state of no war, no peace that they sustain 

several factors which help protract the Cypriot Conflict. First and foremost, several studies such as 

Ozen's and Lumsden's have underlined that the Cypriot communities favor the status quo over the 

Other's preferred solution562 - i.e. peace is only favored when it serves the two Parties' self-interests.  

 Subsequently, compromise is unpopular in Cyprus563, especially due to the effects of the 

media564 and the Orthodox Church565 which demonize this strategy of conflict resolution. 

Moreover, both the GC and the TC governments’ and political parties’ structures are so shaped by 

the rejectionist culture that there are structural disincentives in both societies to compromise, which 

translates to political elites' unwillingness to compromise and lose power566. Moreover, the GC and 

TC elites benefit from the safe discourse of non-compromise and nationalism567, thus providing 

momentum towards the preservation of the status quo and against a resolution. Indeed, it is 

hypothesized that ex-Presidents of the Republic of Cyprus Kyprianou and Papadopoulos – who 

acted as a spoilers vis-a-vis resolution efforts568 –  could have been products of these structures. 

Moreover, these structures are hypothesized to have been the political downfall of ex-President 

Christofias, who worked towards a peace deal at the expense of his position and power569. An 

                                                           
562 This was partition (TC) versus enosis/unitary Cyprus (GC) in 1960s and early 1970s, and federation with weak (TC) 

or strong central government (GC) since late 70s, after the signing of the two High Level Agreements. 
563 Marko Bucik, “The Cyprus Problem: The Assessment of the 1997-2004 United Nations Mediation and the Rejection 

of the Annan Plan,” IAFF, no. 6171 (April 2012); Hubert Faustmann, “Can the Cyprus Problem Be Solved?,” The Cyprus 

Review 25, no. 2 (Fall 2013): 117–25. 
564 Faustmann, “Can the Cyprus Problem Be Solved?”; Chrysostomos Pericleous, The Cyprus Referendum: A Divided 

Island and the Challenge of the Annan Plan (London ; New York : New York: I.B.Tauris, 2009). 
565 Pericleous, The Cyprus Referendum. 
566 Faustmann, “Can the Cyprus Problem Be Solved?” 
567 Bucik, “The Cyprus Problem: The Assessment of the 1997-2004 United Nations Mediation and the Rejection of the 

Annan Plan.” 
568 Faustmann, “Can the Cyprus Problem Be Solved?”  
569 Ibid. 
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additional source of the contentious/conflictual attitude from the GC elites is the two-part legacy 

of Archbishop Makarios who was the first President of the RoC: a) a federal solution as the only 

plausible solution; and b) a long struggle against compromise570. All of these factors, combined 

with the RoC's resistance to Turkish geographic aspirations in the Eastern Mediterranean571, 

account for most of the socio-structural factors which resist the resolution of the conflict and 

reinforce its intractability in the case of the RoC. Of course, such structures were not developed 

one-sidedly – in fact, corresponding mechanisms providing for a positive feedback loop reinforcing 

conflictual TC behavior are present in the TRNC. Analysts have noted that the TC political elite 

who benefited – both economically and in the perpetuation of their own positions of power – from 

nationalistic, no-compromise rhetoric, such as Denktash572 and Eroglu573, were likewise spoilers. 

 Nevertheless, many TCs saw the failure of the negotiations as Talat’s personal failure to 

deliver on his promises. In addition, the unfruitfulness of negotiations appeared to be a testament 

to Denktash and the nationalists’ claim that the GC community never desired cooperation or 

reunification in the first place. All in all, the conditions were ripe for the resumption of the 

nationalist, no war no peace status quo from which a brief break was taken. As such, a nationalist 

figure and the UBP’s leader, Eroglu, was elected into the Office of the President in the 2010 

elections with 50.38% of the vote (+27.65%), as compared to Talat’s 42.85% (-12.75%), in the first 

round. This marked the definite end of a new era in TC politics - although the era had virtually and 

for all practical purposes had ended in 2009. 

 Back to Ethnocracy: 2009-2010 

                                                           
570 Pericleous, The Cyprus Referendum. 
571 Phoebus Athanassiou, “The Status of the TRNC through the Pism of Recent Legal Developments: Towards Furtive 

Recognition?,” The Cyprus Review 22, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 15–38. 
572 Faustmann, “Can the Cyprus Problem Be Solved?” and Pericleous, The Cyprus Referendum.  
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 From the start, the UBP had an anti-reunification, pro-partition, and pro-closer ties with 

Turkey stance - and was willing to pursue these goals regardless of the need to repress the civil 

society or undermine TC democracy. Moreover, it had drawn a lot of support from the Turkish 

immigrants in the TRNC. This Turkic inclination of the UBP was immediately reflected in the 

TRNC. Eroglu pushed for a two-state solution rather than reunification, the TC services sector, 

electricity provision, and water provision services were all set to be privatized to Turkey, the 

government accepted austerity measures in return for Turkish aid, and the TRNC allowed for the 

Turkish Ergenekon investigations to be spread into Cyprus based on allegations  that the Ergenekon 

Group had used money and threats to trump up support for Eroglu and Denktash in the 90s. 

 Additionally, the TRNC’s dependence on Turkey deepened with the privatization efforts 

and the austerity measures, which meant that this unrecognized state suffered directly from the 

repercussions of the economic crisis of 20008 which had hit Turkey. As such, the public sector 

(where most TCs are employed) wages in the TRNC were frozen due to austerity measures as 

imposed by Turkey. Moreover, the unemployment rate reached 13% overall (24% for those aged 

18 to 24) as a result. While the unemployment rate and wage stagnation caused the tensions between 

TCs and Turkey to flare, they also attested to extend of Turkish influence on the TRNC. 

 With the return of nationalism, the repression of civil society - which had become more 

mobilized, critical, and active since 2000 - re-emerged. As underlined above, the Turkish austerity 

measures caused tensions between the TCs and Turkey. Therefore, many protests occurred in the 

TRNC against the said measures. The UBP-led government responded with tanks equipped with 

water cannons as well as the use of pepper gas against these protests. Moreover, police violence 

was both allowed and encouraged, and no charges were brought up against police or even police 

volunteers for violence against protesters. As such, many protesters were arrested and injured 

during the protest which occurred throughout 2009 and 2010. Importantly, in the protests of August 
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2010, 24 trade unionists were physically attacked and arrested for protesting against the austerity 

and privatization measures. The latter measures included selling of water and electricity services 

(as well as most of the services sector, which was the main source of income for the TC economy) 

to Turkey, which would further increase TC dependence on Turkey and undermine TC democracy. 

The International Trade Union Confederation and the European Trade Union Confederation 

condemned these arrests and the unionists were eventually released. Nevertheless, the government 

successfully demonstrated the extent to which it would go against civil disobedience and dissent. 

 The TRNC also continued to remain a destination for trafficking in women and no official 

efforts were made to address this problem. Moreover, the measures enacted by the previous 

government to try to combat corruption were also no longer pursued. Additionally, women’s rights 

and minority rights also continued to be eschewed. Furthermore, while officially protected, 

women’s rights were not respected de facto. Indeed, many women were not given equal pay for 

equal work despite the legal provisions, and 75% of TC women reported that they had been victims 

of (domestic) violence at one point, to which the police were unresponsive. Indeed, the inequalities 

and problems of previous eras were perpetuated during the new era of UBP reign. 

 In fact, corruption and nepotism, kept down due to anti-corruption efforts that had been led 

by a small, more reformist portion of the elites of the previous government, resurfaced strongly 

once again. The patron-client relations that had been put on hold, established from 1983 to 2003, 

resumed, and some unqualified elites were appointed to high positions due to their party affiliation. 

Two of these elites, appointed to be Mayors of Lefkosa (the capital) and Famagusta, would go on 

to bankrupt the largest two of the five TC municipalities574. 

 All in all, then the 2009-2010 period saw a de-democritizing trend, despite the fact that not 
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much democratization had occurred in the 2003-2009 period either. In fact, possibly because the 

shift, crises, and changes were not radical enough, the system appeared to have defaulted back to 

the status quo ante - the prior equilibrium/attractor state. Moreover, the TC dependence on Turkey 

and Turkish interference in the TRNC increased whereas the space for dissent and the opportunities 

for critical CSOs to be engaged in politics decreased. As such, categorical inequalities and trust 

networks were revived and reinforced whereas public politics declined. This demonstrated that 

crises to the system and democratizing trends or measures, on their own, failed to actuate and 

sustain democratization in unrecognized states.  

    Summary: 

While the present study’s historical analysis of the democratization of the TRNC begins 

with 1991, especially given that this dissertation considers political systems as ones which are 

largely path dependent and thus based largely on historical antecedents, the study recognizes that 

the socio-political legacy inherited from before the starting point of the analysis must be 

incorporated into the study and considered a factor for the purposes of the analysis. As such, as the 

first step of the analysis of the democratization of the TRNC between 1991 and 2000, this study 

will examine the socio-political legacy inherited by the TC community from the period of 1960 to 

1990. Moreover, this study will further argue that the aforementioned legacy thoroughly delimited 

and shaped the mechanisms and the direction associated with the democratization--de-

democratization experienced in the TRNC in the 1991-2010 period, which is the focus of this 

dissertation’s analysis portion. 

First and foremost, let us underline two environmental variables that determined the range 

of available motions, mechanics, and processes at this point in Cypriot History. To begin with, the 

Cold War was ongoing - and, arguably, at its height with the Cuban Missile Crisis occurring in 

1962 - during the establishment at the RoC as well as during the civil strife experienced in Cyprus 
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(1963-1974). Meanwhile, the two Cypriot communities, that is the GC and TC communities, were 

supported by their ethnic kin states of Greece and Turkey, respectively, in the disputes over the 

constitutional arrangements and the future of the RoC.  

Indeed, while the TC community advocated to preserve the constitutional arrangements of 

the RoC as established in the RoC’s founding, the GC community aimed to change the 

constitutional arrangements which provided institutionalized rights of representation for the TC 

community in the armed forces and national political institutions, aiming to promote popular voting 

and merit (rather than quota) based hiring. According to the GC community’s elites, the 

constitutional arrangement provided in the RoC for power-sharing undermined the efficient 

functioning of the Cypriot government by providing for the TC community’s over-representation 

in the system as well as over-powering a minority group and thus needed to be changed out of 

necessity. Additionally, the GC community’s elite largely aimed to push for the union of Cyprus 

and Greece - that is, the island belonging to Greece in the future. In reaction to this, the TC 

community envisioned a partitioned Cyprus, where a portion of the island would belong to Greece 

and the other would be divvied up for Turkey. As such, Turkey and Greece both were prominent 

stakeholders in the Cypriot Conflict. Indeed, Greece perceived Cyprus to be a strategically-located 

island which was Greek by history and culture and thus belonged to the Hellenic world, whereas 

Turkey considered Cyprus’s northern shores as posing a security threat to Turkey due to its 

proximity, thus necessitating Turkish control of the north of Cyprus to address Turkish security 

concerns. Given this, it is not surprising that Greece sponsored a coup in Cyprus (which deposed 

President Makarios)in 1974 to hasten the unification of Greece and Cyprus; likewise, it is not 

surprising that Turkey responded with a military operation of its own only a few weeks later, which 

divided the island of Cyprus into two: Northern Cyprus (constituting 38% of the island’s territories) 
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and Southern Cyprus (constituting 60% of the island’s territories575). This de facto partition marked 

the end of the violent phase in the civil strife in Cyprus. 

Clearly, both Greece and Turkey sought to address problems with ethnic ties and security 

concerns through attempting to control the island of Cyprus. Nevertheless, the goals of these two 

actors were mutually contradictory and thus incompatible, ultimately promoting tensions between 

them. However, both Greece and Turkey were vital NATO allies during the Cold War; indeed, 

these two countries were the bulwark against the USSR and served as the Eastern-most wing of 

NATO. As such, a heightened conflict between Turkey and Greece could not be allowed. Given 

this, a solution based on a negotiated compromise rather than a win-lose one needed to be found, 

which did not allow the USA and its NATO allies to support either Greece or Turkey - and, as an 

extension of this policy of neutrality, they supported neither the GC or the TC community. 

Importantly, one of the most prominent GC Political Parties during this era, AKEL, was a 

communist party, which surely factored into the political calculations of the West and thus the West 

never openly supported either party - rather than supporting the majority GC community and thus 

helping end the conflict more expediently (possibly through other concessions to Turkey). In any 

case, the circumstances of the Cold War dictated that: a) there would be no push for democratization 

in either the RoC or the TRNC; what was central to the Western approach to international politics 

at this time was forging alliances regardless of the associated ally’s form of governance; and b) that 

the West would desire either a peace deal acceptable to both Greece and Turkey or, if this proved 

not plausible - which it ultimately did, - to prevent the re-escalation of the conflict by maintaining 

a detente over the issue of Cyprus. All in all, the Cold War era had two effects on the delimitation 

of the mode of governance of the TRNC prior to 1991: 1) there was no particular push towards 

                                                           
575 The rest of the 2% of the island’s territories belonged to the United Kingdom per the 1960 agreements on the 

independence of Cyprus from the crown. 
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democratization (Turkey was satisfied with securing a base in the North of Cyprus regardless of 

the domestic regime, and the NATO allies were satisfied with Turkey’s alliance being assured), 

which allowed for considerable leeway for either authoritarianism or democracy; and 2) as there 

was no forced resolution and as most resolution efforts aimed at the TRNC’s reintegration with the 

RoC - that is, the loss of TC political independence, - the siege mentality in the TC community 

remained at a high level, which - as per Caspersen - undermines democratization. Combined, the 

effects of the Cold War supported de-democratization as the international negligence towards the 

TRNC’s domestic politics and the heightened socio-political perceptions of outside threats 

promoted a lack of plurality and dissidence/critical engagement - both central for democratization. 

The Western-sponsored detente promoted a second environmental variable which shaped 

the socio-political development as well as the democratization/de-democratization processes of the 

TC community: a perpetuated status quo of no war, no peace. Indeed, the ‘warfare’ - that is, the 

violent phase of the conflict - between and within the two Cypriot communities had ended. 

However, rather than leading to peace on the island upon the resolution of the violence in Cyprus, 

the Cypriot Conflict entered a ‘cold phase’, where the levels of distrust and perceived threat from 

the Other community remained perpetually high. As such, there was a state of no peace which 

accompanied the Cypriot communities, promoting militarization, a patriarchal culture, and 

authoritarianism while simultaneously shrinking the space available for dissent in the community, 

in addition to undermining plurality in the political scene. Indeed, ultra-nationalist and nationalist 

parties earned approximately 60-70% of the votes in all TC elections until 1998. Therefore, we can 

conclude that the second environmental variable of no war, no peace, much like with the Cold War, 

produced de-democratizing effects in the TC politics. Indeed, with a war hero - Denktash - as the 

leader, the TRNC appeared ripe for a full-authoritarian government. 

When talking about Denktash, we must begin with the legacies of the Cypriot Civil Strife 
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and the subsequent attempts of Turkish Cypriots at completely  576 self-governance. One of the 

legacies of the civil war was war heroes, the chief of whom was Rauf Raif Denktash - a lawyer and 

a political leader in the TC community who led TMT’s577 efforts of armed resistance and who 

ensured Turkish military support. Another legacy of the civil war was the militarization of the TC 

society and the ultra-nationalism which came with it, which allowed for the feeling of a heightened 

siege mentality when coupled with a great distrust in the GC community, perceived historical 

grievances and injustices against the GC community, and the threat felt to TC independence and 

existence due to international isolations, rejection, and willingness to pursue the reintegration of 

the island as a unitary state. Indeed, the Turkish Cypriots craved a federal solution or de facto 

independence much more than reintegration with the GC community under a unitary state during 

this era, possibly as a result of the aforementioned legacies of the civil war. All in all, then, the 

Turkish Cypriot system of governance was militarized due to high and sustained siege mentality 

and led by a strong, charismatic leader. This was also reflected at the societal level, where 

hierarchical and patriarchal tendencies reigned, and minorities were suppressed. This was the socio-

political legacy that was inherited by the TRNC. 

The system self-organized from 1983 (i.e. the establishment of the TRNC) to 1990s around 

militarization and siege mentality, producing a semi-authoritarian government that revolved around 

Denktash the war hero. This government was largely nationalist, as well: as noted above, the 

nationalist parties won somewhere between 53% (1985) to 67.1% (1991), whereas the leftist parties 

remained unpopular well into the 2000s. The reason for semi-authoritarianism was the extent to 

                                                           
576 To note, the TC community still highly depended on Turkey for economic and military needs. 
577 TMT was an underground, armed organization of the TC community. The organization acted as a de facto guerilla 

army ‘officially’ aiming at protecting the TC community from GC violence. However, the organization was highly 

militaristic, forcing TCs to hand over support or space for personnel to use as a home base, etc. In addition, eye witness 

interviews underline that the organization assassinated some Turkish Cypriots on bogus claims of treachery or collusion 

with GCs when and if the organization’s leaders were interested in the victims’ properties or had personal grudges. 
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which Denktash wielded executive power under the TRNC’s constitution, coupled with the police 

- reporting to the Turkish Military - and the media being tools of oppression and profiteering from 

the state. Indeed, Denktash’s clique (the plunder elite), the police and the military, and many 

government workers hired under nepotism or for clientalist purposes helped sustain Denktash’s 

power while excluding others, and allowed for authoritarianism. Nevertheless, free and fair 

elections578 and a multi-party system - also inherited from the pre-TRNC era of TC politics where 

enclaves self-governed, thus politicizing a considerable number of citizens and elites - allowed for 

a semblance of democracy. Given this, semi-authoritarianism with a strong president, high 

nepotism and clientalism, and thus significant corruption acted as an attractor state for the TC socio-

political system after 1983.     

Here, it is important to open a special paragraph for considering the role of Denktash as a 

central domestic actor in Turkish Cypriot politics. This is necessary mainly due to the fact that 

some official claims have been made in opinion articles, in newspaper interviews, and in casual 

interviews with then-active members of TMT have made claims indicating TMT was used as a 

criminal, gangster organization used for usurping power by flaming intercommunal violence and 

using this conflict to obtain personal benefits for the central clique of Volkan. In addition, these 

claims also indicate that Denktash purposefully utilized the conflict to plunder an illegal fortune 

and create a personal benefit network. Indeed, Ihsan Ali - a journalist who lived through the Cypriot 

Conflict’s violent phase - claimed that Denktash’s aim had all along been profiting from war while 

securing a military base for Turkey in Cyprus through the island’s partition579. Meanwhile, a 

Turkish General who served on the island during the Cypriot Conflict also confirmed, after he 

                                                           
578 As free and fair as can be under the circumstances where the state resources and the media were used to support 

nationalist candidates. 
579 Ihsan Ali, “Memoirs,” ARKEOLOGI, KONST OCH KULTUR, accessed August 28, 2017, 

http://cypernochkreta.dinstudio.se/text1_104.html. 
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retired from his service, that the Turkish Military and TMT manipulated TC-GC tensions and 

created a siege mentality in the former by bombing TC mosques and businesses and framing GCs 

for it580. Ihsan Ali underlines that this tactic of massacring innocents on one’s own side and blaming 

the other side for personal interests was utilized by the armed forces on both sides. The claims of 

the ex-Turkish General were confirmed in my casual conversations581 with two ex-TMT 

commandos who participated in such missions. In fact, these commandos also confirmed that 

Denktash and co. created a trust network of plunderers who stole from dissenting TCs and ‘enemy’ 

GCs. These claims, triangulated, point to the fact that the TC socio-political realm was intentionally 

shaped to profit Turkey and the Denktash clique from the start. Giving Denktash’s role a positive 

spin and assuring his hero status, which paved the way for a transition into an independent TC 

government of nepotism and profiteering, criminality and corruption, was probably a part of this. 

Given Denktash’s role, two points can be raised. Firstly, we can wonder whether the 

structuralist approach to the question of democratization is valid, as a single actor can clearly wield 

decisive power in defining the nature of the socio-political system. Of course, we can also wonder 

whether Denktash could wield such power due to the TRNC being a small country where nepotism 

and clientalism can work seamlessly and allow for the establishment of a dynasty. However, and 

more importantly, I believe that the evidence points to the fact that Denktash received significant 

support from Turkey and, given Turkey’s power over the TC community since the 1960s (with 

Turkish military officials acting as leaders in enclaves and assuring TCs of their security in an era 

of being under siege) and its resources, it is presumably this Turkish support, and thus Turkey, 

which defined the TC socio-political realm instead. In fact, we can add the roles of RoC and the 

                                                           
580 “General Admits Torching Mosque in Cyprus,” Famagusta Gazette, September 26, 2010, http://famagusta-

gazette.com/turkish-general-admits-torching-mosque-in-cyprus-p10843-69.htm. 
581 These were not formal interviews; in fact, the conversations (one on December 31st, 2014 and one on January 7th, 

2015) were with family members and they were on my dissertation. However, after our conversation, I did verbally ask 

to quote their claims in my dissertation, to which they agreed with but asked me to keep their name out of the records. 
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international community (other external actors) here as well. Indeed, the RoC and the international 

community blamed the island’s partition solely on Turkey and the TC community and isolated the 

latter from international markets and diplomacy, which served to increase the siege mentality felt 

by the TC community. This served to butter Denktash’s bread as he could point out at clear external 

threats from which his militarized regime would protect the TC community. 

So the question is, why was TRNC able to avoid a fate of full-on authoritarianism? The 

answer to this question lies in the formation of the RoC. Indeed, the RoC featured a constitutional, 

semi-presidential arrangement of governance that also incorporated the idea of the separation of 

powers. As such, despite the experience of violent intercommunal strife, the Turkish Cypriots 

inherited a constitutional, semi-presidential democracy featuring the separation of powers from the 

RoC. Although this constitution was altered to give Denktash more executive power in 1985, it still 

provided for an environment where a multi-party political system had to be adopted much like the 

preceding, RoC era. Indeed, 7 political parties - some socialist, some left-leaning, some ultra-

nationalist, some conservative - were already contesting the 1985 legislative elections in the TRNC. 

As underlined in the literature, a multi-party system is the most conducive towards democratization. 

This plurality in politics and wide breadth of political participation were brought about by the 

inevitable politicization of the TC community due to the political nature of the roots of the Cypriot 

Conflict and the fact that the small TC enclaves had to be self-governing and self-sustaining during 

the era of civil strife. As such, once again as underlined in the literature, the fact that a society 

largely aware of and participating in politics is an asset for democratization. Indeed, the TC 

community possessed democratic cultural values of participation and political awareness. 

However, as underlined above, this institutional legacy was opposed by the centrality of 

Denktash as a political figure: indeed, Denktash was the war hero with unprecedented executive 

power, which undermined the rule of law and the division of power. This Denktash effect was 
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further exacerbated as Denktash was thoroughly supported by Turkey, as the latter wanted to retain 

Northern Cyprus as a strategic military base which doubled to address Turkish security concerns 

regarding the antagonistic presence of the RoC in the Eastern Mediterranean. As such, while the 

democratic institutional legacy allowed for the immediate establishment of an institutionally and 

legally democratic regime, the situation was different de facto: the TC government turned into a 

semi-democratic one due to the singular centralization of power in the hands of Denktash and his 

clique. Nevertheless, these institutional and legal seeds of democracy were poised to play a role in 

catalyzing democratization once the process began.  

Overall, then, the institutional legacy inherited by the TRNC was one positive towards 

democratization. Indeed, a semi-presidential, multi-party political system is quite conducive to 

democracy - especially when supported by a politically active population. Nevertheless, the effects 

of these dormant institutional and legal arrangements were largely overshadowed by the active 

Denktash factor, which centralized political (and economic) power in the hands of a minority. 

However, this meant that institutional and legal provisions - and thus elite commitment - had been 

made towards democracy, and the question was a matter of when and how the Denktash regime 

would lose power. Indeed, as the literature notes, the autocratic regimes centered on a single figure 

are volatile and short-lived, and multi-party regimes are the most conducive to democratization. As 

such, the institutional legacy of the TRNC was democratizing in the long-term, whereas this effect 

was not felt in the short-term due to the presence of a prestigious war hero.   

Indeed, the attractor of Semi-Democracy in the TC politics was quite reinforced and strong. 

Firstly, the high siege mentality reinforced the choke-hold that Denktash had on power, and in 

return, Denktash reinforced the siege mentality to keep it heightened and thus to retain his position 

of power through the use of media and through the exaggeration of threats. The high siege mentality 

also shrunk the space for dissent and promoted nationalism and unity (rather than plurality) which, 
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coupled with high militarization, undermined critical opposition and civil society. Both of these 

factors allowed authoritarianism in the TRNC. Thirdly, Denktash’s reinforced position of power 

and the fact that the government held control of most of the economic resources (i.e. economic aid 

from Turkey and plunder resources) as well as most of the employment opportunities (the 

government employs more than 60% of TCs) allowed Denktash and the ultra-nationalist wing to 

form patron-client relations, which caused the formation of a plunder elite that had a stake in the 

status quo: they neither wanted to return their plundered booty, nor did they want to lose their share 

of personally-appropriated government resources. Moreover, this economic arrangement 

dependent on aid from Turkey and reliant on the distribution (unequal as it may have been) of 

plundered resources let the TRNC prosper in the short-term, which also prevented discontent and 

thus reduced dissent. Meanwhile, the fact that the government controlled the only TV and radio 

stations broadcasting from the TRNC as well as most of the printed press also allowed for the 

perpetuation of the government’s narrative for a need for a strong, central government and unity in 

the socio-political realm. Nevertheless, some dissent was allowed in the media - only to the extent 

of criticizing domestic policies (i.e. not Denktash or Turkey; not doubting the fact that the RoC 

posed a threat; not doubting the need for TC independence; etc.) - which was a somewhat 

democratizing factor. Moreover, while the TC political ‘elites’ lacked personnel capacity for 

carrying out governmental activities and democratization properly at a national-scale, having only 

governed small enclaves, they had inherited highly capable democratic institutions and a 

constitutional arrangement which allowed for the separation of powers, multi-party politics, and 

democracy. Last but not least, as a result of the Cold War environment and Turkish politics 

regarding Cyprus (based on Turkish security and not interested in the domestic arrangements aside 

from socio-political loyalty to Turkey), there was no external push towards the democratization of 

the TRNC. These factors combined to let the TRNC’s governmental regime be defined by a 
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perpetuated and strong semi-democratic attractor.   

As such, it can be argued that by 1991, the TC socio-political realm was defined largely by 

two factors. Firstly, there was an inherited militaristic, semi-authoritarian legacy. Secondly, there 

was the role of Turkey in supporting the semi-authoritarian government and the role of RoC and 

the rest of the international community in exacerbating or maintaining the TC community’s already 

significantly high siege mentality. All of these factors combined produced a stable and powerful 

attractor state where the system lay in an equilibrium of semi-authoritarian, externally-led, corrupt 

governance for more than a decade. 

The Persistent Attractor State: A Small Economic Crisis in 1990 

According to scholars utilizing Dynamical Systems Theory (DST), attractors are states 

towards which systems tend over time and, should the system pass close enough to such a state and 

if the conditions within or without the system do not change to a significant degree, where a system 

settles, self-organizing to perpetuate the state and never leaving this state. Given this, it is easy to 

conceptualize authoritarianism, semi-democracy, and democracy all as attractor states. Indeed, 

history has proven that authoritarian governments are hard to depose and self-perpetuate without 

outside interventions or large-scale revolutions from within. Moreover, many countries have settled 

into semi-democratic states, never thoroughly becoming democratic but featuring a flawed 

democracy instead. Lastly, democracies have also proven to be persistent, such that the concept of 

consolidated democracies has been produced with the idea that once a system settles into 

democracy, that system will perpetually be democratic. This is the reason why the hypothesis of 

Voller that systemic shocks are necessary for the initiation of democratization processes appears to 

hold true. And indeed, it was a systemic shock - albeit small - that first jolted the firm status quo of 

semi-democratic governance in the TRNC. 

In 1990, an economic crisis was experienced in the TRNC: the plunder resources left from 
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the era of civil strife had run dry and there was no real trade, whereby the economy suffered with 

wages of government workers being delayed. This, coupled with the fact that the supposed threat 

from the RoC appearing remote now that the TC community had existed independently for almost 

two decades without a resurgence of violence (the stability variable argued to be central by Kopecek 

et al.) which opened space for dissent, led to the first instance of public outrage against the 

government. In turn, such outrage and dissent caused the initiation of a state-citizen bargaining 

process. However, this systemic shock was not strong enough to cause a crisis of legitimacy (i.e. 

widespread doubt about the way the current system (status quo) functions, economically or 

politically), which is identified by Voller as a key variable; instead, this crisis was a short-lived one 

that simply outlined some of the shortcomings of the status quo. Indeed, three factors undermined 

the threat-level of the crisis and thus the momentum towards change and helped preserve the status 

quo: international isolation, shadow negotiators, and Turkish aid. 

 To begin with, the international isolation of the TC community and the TRNC translated 

into two variables which undermined the effectiveness of critical engagement with the government 

and thus democratization. Firstly, there was no international scrutiny of the TC government and the 

TC government had no real stake in international approval (which can be expressed through 

embargoes or reprimand), meaning that there was no way for external factors such as the actions 

or the standards of the international community to translate into incentives or disincentives for 

authoritarian tendencies in the TRNC. Indeed, as noted by Voller, the factor of international 

scrutiny allows for the enforcement of democratization in unrecognized states. Moreover, the 

degree of such enforcement is entirely dependent on the degree of dependence on and the linkages 

with the international community; that is international markets and international institutions (such 

as those advocating for human rights). However, the TC government and the international 

community suffered from a divide between each other. Given this, we can conclude that the TC 
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government was entirely invulnerable to international pressures - that is, there were no 

disincentives towards non-democratic actions such as not negotiating with the citizenry.  

Additionally, as there was a lack of incentives for the TC government to act democratically, 

this tendency towards not compromising within the context of state-citizen bargaining was 

maintained. Secondly, the TC society at large and thus the critical movements against the TC 

government were all isolated from the international community and transnational action networks, 

which meant that the TC social movements had lower capacity and no financial aid or expertise 

provided to help them flourish. Moreover, for the same reasons, the boomerang effect where the 

transnational action networks help put external pressure on a government resisting domestic pushes 

for change (usually through repression) was likewise absent in the case of the TRNC. Overall, the 

international isolation of the TRNC was unfavorable towards democratization as it rendered the TC 

government invulnerable to both international and domestic pressures, and as it undermined the 

capacity and efficacy of domestic dissenters. 

Secondly, Turkish aid provided for the TC government to help pay the government 

workers’ salaries and for the government to provide basic services acted as a band-aid which 

assuaged most of the protesters’ immediate concerns. Indeed, most of the protesters were concerned 

solely about the payment of their wages, despite the fact that some of the more critical citizens 

underlined that the economic crisis of 1990 revealed that the TC economic structure was 

unsustainable and there was a need to push for less dependence on Turkey and to push for wider 

recognition and chances for trade for a self-sustaining economy. As such, the ‘social movement’ 

dispersed without addressing long-term concerns, which allowed for the semi-democracy to be 

sustained. Moreover, as the TC government’s short-term survival was clearly dependent not on the 

consent and support of the citizens but on the sustained support of Turkey, the TC government had 

few incentives to compromise regarding demands for economic reforms or for democratization 
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(which would increase the chances for recognition and - as such - opportunities for trade). Indeed, 

the TC government was ruled by a political clique which profited from the maintenance of the 

status quo both economically (control of government resources and aid) as well as politically 

(prolonged hold on power), which further undermined their willingness to engage in state-citizen 

bargaining. Importantly, the government had used its economic resources to form patron-client 

relations, in order to create a cadre of plunder elites as well as buy the loyalty of a large number of 

citizens in order to bind them to the government - both financially and politically - and make them 

have a stake in defending the status quo, which allowed for the preservation of the semi-democratic 

arrangements. This is in line with Caspersen’s idea that the unrecognized states’ governments work 

to bind citizens to the state rather than providing services to the citizens. Moreover, having this 

bulwark of defense in the plunder elite and bound citizenry against domestic dissent further 

strengthened the government’s hand in resisting compromises to the people. As such, Turkish aid 

protected the semi-democratic status quo by lowering overall discontentment and making the 

government more resistant to domestic pressures for change, where the domestic government was 

already disinclined to change its profiteering ways. 

Lastly, the domestic dissenters in the TRNC found out that there was a virtually 

insurmountable problem for their movements: Turkey acted as a shadow negotiator and was in fact 

the most politically powerful actor which helped sustain the TC government and its semi-

democratic form of governance (as underlined in the preceding paragraph). However, Turkey was 

not within the reach of the protesters; indeed, Turkey was an external actor on whom the pressures 

that domestic TC movements could bring were virtually none. As such, the movements could not 

be effective as they could not cause changes in the Turkish policies for or support to the TC system 

of governance, which disregarded the mode of governance so long as the TC polity stayed loyal to 

Turkey; that is, so long as the government advocated for close ties with Turkey and so long as the 
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TC community identified as Turks, which would address the Turkish security concerns regarding 

the Northern end of Cyprus. Indeed, the fact that the main Turkish concerns were always Turkish 

security concerns first and ethnic ties with the Turkish Cypriots second was attested to by the fact 

that the Turkish Invasion of Cyprus was conducted in the North - whereas most TCs lived in the 

South of Cyprus. As such, the TC protesters’ efforts could only produce minimal effects as the TC 

government and its regime was largely dictated by Turkey, which to them was inaccessible. 

Moreover, at this point in time, the TC community identified largely as Turkic and there still was 

high gratitude towards Turkey for providing the TC community with security, which normalized 

Turkish interventionism in Cyprus, whereby Turkey’s actions in supporting the government and 

undermining the protesters (while also addressing the immediate concerns of a majority of the 

protesters) appeared to be normalized and did not produce further discontent or dissent. These 

factors combined also allowed for the status quo to be sustained. 

All in all, then, the systemic shock of 1990 in the TRNC, which came in the form of an 

economic crisis, was not powerful enough to move the system in the TRNC, settled into a semi-

democratic attractor state, towards further democratization. While the jolt provided by this system 

laid some groundwork by demonstrating that the economic arrangements of the TRNC would not 

be sustainable in the long-term, it failed to promote a general push towards the goal of changing 

such an arrangement. Indeed, much as with many other social movements, the protests in the TRNC 

at the time dispersed quite naturally once short-term concerns, that is provision of basic services 

and the payment of government workers’ salaries, were addressed. Moreover, this particular 

instance demonstrates clearly that the semi-democracy in the TRNC was a strong attractor, 

underlining the system needed further and stronger shocks if it were to change. Additionally, the 

failure of enacting change during this point in time demonstrates that the international isolation of 

unrecognized states does not work in a constructive manner; indeed, the international isolations 
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instead lead towards de-democratization and a failure of systemic change, which is important as 

the systems in unrecognized states tend towards ultra-nationalism and an accompanying resistance 

towards a resolution. Additionally, the experiences of the 1990 systemic shock also demonstrate 

that unrecognition and the isolation of unrecognized states work as conflict traps. Indeed, the 

nonrecognition of a state allows for the self-organization of a state into one held by a clique of 

elites who profiteer from the system due to a lack of international scrutiny and an accompanying 

undermining of critical political parties and civil society, who do not get transnational support such 

as the boomerang effect, economic aid, and aid in expertise which are necessary to build the 

capacity to resist repression and push for change. Furthermore, isolation leads to further 

dependence on the sponsor where the sponsor both acts as a shadow negotiator, further undermining 

the state-citizen bargaining process, and dictates domestic policies and approach to an eventual 

resolution, which renders efforts at resolution mostly ineffective unless the sponsor is directly 

involved and shows consent. Two lessons can be learned from the experience of this time in the 

TRNC: a) large systemic shocks are necessary to change a political system once it settles into a 

semi-democratic attractor state, which would be necessary for the democratization of the TRNC; 

and b) the resolution of conflicts involving unrecognized states requires international engagement 

with unrecognized states. In the next section, we will be able to observe what happens when both 

these lessons come into play - and why, even then, such favorable conditions might fail to produce 

democratization or lead to resolution. 

A Bombardment of Economic Crises: Systemic Shocks of 1996, 1998, and 2000 

The semi-democracy in the TRNC appeared to be steady and would probably have been 

perpetuated had the economic situation in both the TRNC and Turkey not declined simultaneously 

- and had the former not felt the effects of the crisis even more due to the former’s near-complete 

dependence on the latter for its economic survival (that is, any crisis felt in the Turkish economy 
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was reflected in a further amplified manner unto the TRNC). Moreover, the systemic shocks came 

in quick succession which undermined the capacity of the TRNC or Turkey to address the inherent 

problems with the TC economy through band-aid measures as was done in 1990. Indeed, the 

economic crises of 1996, 1998, and 2000 undermined the TC economy to such a point that the 

inviability of the TC economy in the long-term became self-apparent.  Moreover, the TC 

government’s legitimacy came into question not only because of the economy but also due to the 

actions of outside actors. As such, both the TRNC’s domestic and external legitimacy was 

undermined, which produced a large systemic shock and generated a considerable momentum 

towards democratizing the semi-democratic regime of the TRNC; that is, for the system to break 

free from its attractor state and move to the next one. 

To begin with, the regime environment had shifted by this time. Indeed, the Cold War had 

ended in 1991 and the West’s approach to international relations and international security had 

shifted to the promotion of democracy around the world due to the democratic peace hypothesis. 

Moreover, there was a general understanding by the unrecognized states that their recognition 

would rest on the level of their states’ democratization, which caused them to at least try to appear 

democratic. This promoted democratization both internally and externally. Additionally, Turkey 

had also slowly started shifting its focus from the potential security threat posed by the proximity 

of Cyprus to the soft belly of Turkey in the South towards the long-term economic prosperity and 

security arrangements offered by the cooperative arrangements of the EU. One of the major 

obstacles to a potential Turkish accession to the EU was the issue of Cyprus, and Turkey was 

considering a withdrawal of support towards the status quo in the island. As such, the long-lasting 

semi-democratic arrangements of the TRNC were being battered from the inside and the outside, 

while the sole shoulder for the TC government to rely on was also being slowly withdrawn. This 

caused an acute crisis of legitimacy for the government which, along with the economic crises, 
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undermined the semi-democratic attractor substantially - as predicted by Voller’s model. 

Secondly, the three economic crises revealed two truths about the status quo in the TRNC. 

Firstly, the economic infrastructure was lacking: there was no production other than in agriculture, 

which was focused mostly on citrus and wheat, there was barely any trade except for with Turkey, 

and most Turkish Cypriots were hired by the government whose budget stayed afloat only so far 

as Turkey was able to provide aid. Secondly, the economic crises affected mostly the government 

workers - that is, the middle class - and thus was able to more clearly demonstrate the difference 

between the plunder elite who took advantage of patronage networks and who bought deerskin 

seats for the parliament and bought the latest model luxury cars as their work cars (for their 

respective political positions) despite the economic crisis. In fact, even the pricey gifts there elites 

sent around to their connections came under focus. Additionally, in hiring and in awarding 

government contracts, clear acts of favoritism were now uncovered as the polity in general focused 

more and more on the economic activities of the elite. Lastly, the media was also able to uncover 

the fact that these plunder elites had created close ties with criminal organizations such as the TC 

night clubs, whose activities in human trafficking and forced prostitution are open secrets in the 

TRNC, and were receiving considerable kickbacks from these organizations. Such misspending of 

the limited budget revealed that the TC economy was bleeding not only due to an inadequacy of 

infrastructure but also due to high levels of corruption, nepotism, and criminality. The revelation 

of not only the unsustainability of the economy but also the mismanagement of the TC elites caused 

widespread discontent, especially among the youth who were not able to find employment due to 

hiring freezes and partisan hiring in the government - the largest employment industry. 

A big shock to the system also came from the commencement of the RoC’s negotiations 

for accession with the EU. This caused a change in three important variables: a) the relationship of 

the unrecognized state with its parent state, b) the degree of external scrutiny, and c) the stakes in 
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and approach of the sponsor towards the unrecognized state. Firstly, the fact that the RoC would 

soon be a full-member of the EU and thus would be able to provide better economic opportunities, 

better opportunities for travel for work or migration or pleasure, and better conditions for security 

of minorities (which the RoC considers the TC community to be). This promoted the RoC to initiate 

a campaign of soft coercion by employing carrots and sticks: if the TC community allowed for the 

island to be reunited under a unitary government (as desired by the GC community), then they 

could reap the benefits of European membership; if not, then they would be excluded. For this 

purpose, the RoC allowed for the TC community to get RoC passports, which undermined TC 

community’s nationalistic connections to the unrecognized state while also promoting their mindset 

so as to have an economic stake in and connection to the RoC. Moreover, the RoC had stopped 

attempting to reintegrate the TRNC by isolating the TRNC in the hopes that it would become 

politically and economically insolvent and started promoting confidence-building measures, thus 

changing the relationship between the two communities from an antagonistic to a more friendly 

one. Eventually, many TCs perceived that reintegrating into the RoC as a protected minority under 

the European framework would provide for better economic chances than the status quo could 

provide, and that the security concerns could be treated as secondary under the circumstances. 

When it comes to the degree of external scrutiny, what changed for the TRNC was the 

interest of the EU in the unrecognized side of the island of Cyprus. Indeed, the RoC, which had de 

jure control over the whole of the island’s territories, had applied to the EU as a representative of 

the whole island. As such, the whole island would de jure come under the European acquis 

communautaire582, which prompted the EU authorities to take an interest in the domestic situation 

(political, economic, and social) of the TRNC to assess this “state’s” compatibility with European 

                                                           
582 Meaning all European standards, agreements, legislations, court verdicts, etc. would be applicable to the TRNC as 

well. 
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values. Given this, the EU started holding the TRNC more accountable to values such as plurality 

and popular participation in political decision-making, and attempted supporting local CSOs and 

promoting the democratization of the TC regime. This empowered the critical and reformist 

factions in the TRNC while putting more direct pressures on the TC regime to democratize, which 

also undermined the repressive capacity of the TC State and increased the space for dissent, which 

further empowered the TC social movements and critical political parties, which helped further 

promote democratization - a vicious cycle of democratization - as predicted by the Kopecek et al..  

Meanwhile, the Turkish approach towards Cyprus, which aimed to unilaterally and 

unconditionally support a Turkic nationalist government in the TRNC and to allow for the use of 

some more repressive or non-democratic means to ensure the Turkic definition of the TC identity, 

started changing in the early 2000s - when the Turkish socio-political landscape focused on 

obtaining membership to the EU. Indeed, as the TC community had the opportunity to reintegrate 

with the RoC and enter the EU, Turkey perceived this to be an opportunity to fulfill three goals. 

Firstly, Turkey would no longer need to economically support the TC community and the TC state, 

which would remove a substantial expense from the national security agenda - a vital point for a 

Turkey that was likewise suffering from an economic crisis. Indeed, as the Turkish economy 

declined, so did the aid they were readily providing to the TRNC and the TC Government, which 

caused a sharp decline in the governmental capacity for co-opting or repressing the opposition. 

Secondly, the perceived main obstacle against the Turkish accession to the EU, the Cyprus Conflict, 

would be resolved, thus paving the way for Turkey to negotiate for full-membership in the EU. 

Lastly, Turkey perceived that, as many Turkish citizens were living in the TRNC, as Turkey was 

the main trade partner for the TRNC, and as Turkish nationals owned many businesses in the 

TRNC, Turkey would gain an indirect foothold in the EU whence the TC community entered the 

EU. As such, Turkey started withdrawing support from the ultra-nationalist wing that supported 
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non-resolution of the Conflict and the continuation of the status quo due to the stakes they had in 

doing so. This further undermined the repressive capacity of the TC government while also further 

undermining the TC government’s legitimacy (which depended largely on Turkish support), which 

in turn empowered the critical opposition that was gunning for a quick resolution to the conflict, 

which would allow for a better life under the prosperous umbrella of the EU. 

We need to open a special paragraph on the changes in the sponsor state-unrecognized 

state’s citizens relationship over time, as well. As Turkey was going through its own economic 

crisis and as the mismanagement of Turkish aid to the TRNC, as well as the corruption, nepotism, 

and criminality of the TC elites became apparent, Turkey - using the high level of dependence of 

the TRNC on its sponsor - decided to steer the TC politics in a direction favorable to its own security 

concerns and desires. Indeed, Turkey pushed for unpopular austerity measures, promoted 

Turkification and Muslimization policies in the TRNC (see Ulas 2013), and interfered in national 

elections. This created a schism between the TC community and Turkey, as the TC community felt 

that their independence and sovereignty were impinged upon. Moreover, initially, Turkey 

supported the ultra-nationalist government and opposed a compromise-based resolution to the 

Cypriot Conflict, which clashed with the TC aims to reintegrate with the RoC and thus obtain better 

economic opportunities. This caused Turkish interventionism in the TRNC, which had previously 

been normalized, to become a source of discontent in the TC community instead - as predicted by 

Lumsden’s game theory-based models in the 1970s. As such, numerous protests against Turkey 

occurred and Turkey realized that keeping the status quo through repression could prove more 

costly - both economically (to build the TC State’s repressive capacity) and politically (as such 

actions would have been condemned by the international community), - Turkey sought a policy 

change towards supporting the resolution of the Cypriot Conflict. This, in turn, undermined the 

status quo and the power-hoarding, small clique of TC elites, allowing for more space for dissent 
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and critical engagement in politics, which contributed to democratization. 

The changes to the regime environment and the three central variables of the nature of 

parent-unrecognized state relations, the level of international scrutiny, and the level of support from 

the sponsor state, coupled with the systemic shocks of need for democratization for recognition 

and economic crises, were powerful enough to generate a momentum to thrust the system towards 

a more democratic attractor. Accordingly, this caused many changes in other less influential yet 

nevertheless important variables. For example, as the legitimacy of the state was heavily 

undermined and as the elites’ corruption and criminality were revealed, tax evasion became more 

widespread. In turn, widespread tax evasion further exacerbated the effects of the economic crises, 

causing the TRNC to become even less solvent. This eventually caused further dissent and 

discontentment, which promoted even less compliance with tax laws, and such a vicious cycle 

continues to undermine the TRNC even today. According to Isachenko, this phenomenon of tax 

evasion also stems from the fact that the citizens of unrecognized states are tied to their ‘states’ not 

by the ties of a shared national cause and identity but by economic ties. This can serve to explain 

why economic crises in the TRNC acted as systemic shocks strong enough to alter empowered 

attractor states. Moreover, this ‘economy-based’ belonging in an unrecognized state also works in 

explaining why the government’s legitimacy and hold over its citizens quickly deteriorated 

whenever the government failed to provide secured jobs in the government sector - especially so 

when the youth, who did not directly experience the civil strife of the 60s and 70s, were on the 

suffering end of such unemployment. These tendencies to evade taxes and quickly targeting the 

government due to unemployment fit Isachenko’s two observations: that the unrecognized states’ 

citizenry are held together by a good economic performance or the expectation of a better future 

economic performance, and that the state mechanisms in unrecognized states act as tools for 

binding citizens to the state through economic ties, where failure to make such ties (due to a lack 
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of jobs or other plundered booty to share, in this case) can undermine the whole state. Ultimately, 

such changes in the economic variables further caused discontent, further undermined 

governmental capacity for repression, and thus empowered critical civil society and the reformist 

wing which had been excluded from the centers of political power thus far. This increased 

participation of the public in politics and the transfer of power from a small clique to a wider 

population of elites were signs of democratization. 

Despite the strong momentum towards change and democratization, the status quo of 

ultranationalists and plunder elites made two last-ditch efforts towards stalling the tide. In order to 

oppose the momentum for reconciliation, the ultra-nationalist wing attempted to revive the push 

for the partition of Cyprus, which had a symbolic association with the era of civil strife, when “Ya 

Taksim, Ya Olum”583 was the motto of the TC community. However, this pro-partition policy 

proved increasingly unpopular, which should not have been surprising given the degree of 

economic and political incentives provided by the EU membership - which would satisfy the needs 

for a sustainable economy and recognition for the TC community - and the degree of TC discontent 

with the Turkish policy of intervention into TC domestic affairs. Indeed, it appeared that only 11% 

of the population supported such an option in 1997, and this support further declined to 5% by 2002 

due possibly to the issue of youth unemployment - where the youth, having not experienced the 

civil strife era, could have perceived a better economic feature in a unified Cyprus that was a 

member of the EU - or the further deterioration of the schism between the TC community and 

Turkey. Given such a decline in the support for the ultra-nationalist cause, the small elite clique 

that had dominated the TC politics for three decades made one last attempt at political survival by 

making a compromise to the reformists and critical civil society that desired reconciliation with the 

                                                           
583 “Either Partition, Or Death” (translated by the author). 
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RoC: the government unilaterally opened one of the gates in-between the two communities, thus 

resuming direct travel between the two sides of Cyprus for the first time since 1973. While this 

move was welcomed by both the RoC and the political opposition, it still was too little too late, and 

would not help address the central problem of the ultra-nationalist wing desiring the perpetuate the 

status quo whereas the opposition desired to reintegrate with the RoC and enter into the EU. 

Indeed, the ultra-nationalist desires to preserve the status quo clashed with the general 

population’s desire to reach a perceived better tomorrow within the framework of EU membership, 

through a reintegration with the RoC. In fact, the national security lobbies in both the TRNC and 

Turkey operated under the narrative framework that the Cyprus issue was a national cause, where 

the protection of the TC brethren and the preservation of Turkish interests in holding the North of 

Cyprus were to be achieved at all costs. Moreover, the plunder elite had vested interests in 

preserving the status quo and thus controlling the ‘natural wealth584’, which perpetuated their hold 

on the political power while simultaneously providing the elites and their clients with wealth. Given 

this, this small elite clique were never able to support a potential resolution to the Cypriot Conflict; 

in fact, they proactively opposed any such resolution. This, in turn, translated into the plunder elite 

(and the national security lobby) being perceived as a roadblock to the resolution to the Cypriot 

Conflict and thus to the better tomorrow that the TC community sought through reconciliation and 

the subsequent EU membership. As such, the division between the local, power-holding elites and 

the TC community was exacerbated, further undermining the legitimacy of the government. 

Ultimately, due to the heavy momentum of the TC community towards a resolution, which 

also activated many citizens as political participants due to the government’s unwillingness (or 

inability, due to the reasons underlined above) to compromise with the desires of a large percentage 

                                                           
584 This terminology is used to refer to resources that can be easily controlled by armed forces or governments; in this 

case, I will be including aid and plundered resources in this category as I have been, per the conceptual framework. 
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of the TC community, led to a considerable percentage of the population to participate in massive 

protests585. Such an atmosphere also provided an opportunity for the opposition parties and the 

reformists to ride this momentum by becoming representatives of this massive political will shown 

by the TC community. The CTP was the most successful party to co-opt many of the CSOs that led 

the protests, including many of the trade and professional unions, and was able to come to power 

in the 2003 legislative elections. As such, the protests in the island were able to achieve the first 

circulation of the ruling elites to those outside of the nationalist wing since the de facto partition of 

the island in 1974. Moreover, these protests also demonstrated that the singular, Turkic identity, as 

well as the singular political agenda towards independence coupled with deep ties to Turkey, upheld 

at the expense of all other identities and political stances (where other identities and political stances 

were treated as treacherous), would no longer necessarily hold in the TRNC. Indeed, the TC socio-

political sphere had broken out of the unitary mold and had achieved plurality, where the idea of 

resolution was no longer treated as treason, where the TC community could identify as Cypriots 

rather than Turks, and where the left-wing parties could also win elections. Additionally, the 

achievement of this plurality was also allowed for by a simultaneous decline in the TC 

government’s repressive capacity and the decline of the siege mentality (that is, threat perception) 

of the TC community against the GC community. The simultaneous decline of these two variables 

was achieved by the continued, peaceful, and stable existence of the TRNC alongside the RoC, 

which undermined the government’s attempts at scaring the TC community into compliance 

through the immediate ‘threat’ of the RoC. While both Caspersen and Kopecek et al. underline the 

importance of a decline in siege mentality to encourage plurality and thus democratization, 

Kopecek et al. succeed in correctly predicting that the long-term stability of the unrecognized state 

                                                           
585 According to differing sources, around 1/4 to 1/2 of the total population participated in the simultaneous protests 

around the island against the ruling elites and the status quo they had come to symbolize. 
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would undermine this particular variable. All in all, as the TC community experienced an increase 

in the breadth of public participation in politics, a decline in categorical inequalities (previously 

excluded ideologies and classes came to power; critical media and education were promoted), and 

trust networks declined (the armed forces and national security lobby lost political power; the small 

clique of elites divided among themselves; patronage networks collapsed due to the economic 

decline), we can say that the TRNC experienced a massive move towards democratization. In fact, 

eventually, even Denktash, the leader of the TC community since 1974, had been coerced into 

voluntarily stepping down from power in the next scheduled presidential election of 2005 and to 

accede to referandi for a resolution. Indeed, the FH scores of PR=2 and CL=2 underline that the 

TRNC had become a democracy. However, as Tilly underlines, a system can exhibit changing 

degrees of ‘democracy’, and the TRNC changed into a flawed democracy rather than a fuller 

democracy, as we will analyze shortly. However, first, we must analyze the Annan Plan as a catalyst 

of change, and understand why it was able to catalyze both democratization and a resolution. 

A Catalyst of Change: The Annan Plan Era in Cyprus, 2000-2004 

The TRNC entered the new millennium in a condition where the attractor state of semi-

democratic governance was under heavy assault, showing signs of changing towards a more 

democratic state. At this point in time, the economic crises had clarified that the TC economy of 

using plunder resources and aid was not sustainable, as underlined above. This, in turn, promoted 

the idea that the TRNC had to look to increase the trading opportunities available to this 

unrecognized state. This set the stage for the Annan Plan to come in as a potential savior of the TC 

community and thus act as a catalyst for the changes that would follow in this community. 

The perceived need for trade by the TC community naturally translated into a TC need to 

be better accepted in the international community and gain a modicum of recognition. Indeed, the 

TRNC had no trading opportunities due to the international embargoes placed on this unrecognized 
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state per the illegal way that it was founded (i.e. through a unilateral declaration of independence), 

which got even further exacerbated due to a European Court of Justice decision that trading directly 

with an unrecognized state would imply its recognition. Therefore, the TRNC could only trade with 

Turkey directly, and exports to the Middle Eastern countries were done through Turkey as there 

are no direct flights from TRNC to anywhere but Turkey. Moreover, as the TRNC’s exports are 

largely agricultural products (circa 30% raw agricultural products and circa 50% processed 

agricultural products), they cannot be exported far, which meant that the TC trade to the Middle 

East and other countries would be dependent on expedient reception and distribution conducted by 

Turkey. As one of the larger problems in the TRNC at this time was also the problem of how to 

reduce the TC dependence on Turkey, obtaining international recognition and thus the opportunity 

for direct trade with a wider range of clients became a necessity for the TC community. The ongoing 

EU accession negotiations for the RoC’s membership into the union became the incentive necessary 

to provide the impetus towards the idea of a potential resolution, reintegration, and joint 

membership in the EU for the TC community. 

Resolution, however, was resisted by the reigning TC political elites; that is, advocating 

for a resolution would be a struggle against the empowered nationalist monopoly in politics and 

the patron-client relations which perpetuated the said monopoly’s position in power. Indeed, many 

acts of repression, both by the government (through the use of courts, jailing of critical journalists, 

police brutality, cutting the wages of government workers participating in anti-regime protests, etc.) 

and by unofficial sources (e.g. bombing of a critical newspaper’s base; beatings of critical elites or 

journalists, etc.). One of the ‘funnier’ stories of repression occurred in the spring of 2004 when 

CTP, the main opposition party that criticized the non-resolutionist stance of the reigning 

government, held a mock referendum to ask if the TC community would support or oppose the 

Annan Plan and its provisions. At the end of the mock referendum, the police attempted to 
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confiscate the ballot box from the event organizers, which prompted Ferdi Sabit Soyer, the vice 

president of the CTP, to pick up the boxes and run away from the authorities, eventually reaching 

a ‘friendly vehicle’ and driving away. This was a moment symbolizing the government’s attempts 

to repress the TC community’s wishes, and the CTP’s leadership in preserving the citizens’ right 

to choose their own future586. Such acts of repression prompted the idea that the TC community, 

living under an illusory democracy, was being oppressed under an authoritarian regime and had to 

establish a democracy where the citizens’ will would be better reflected in governmental policies 

and diplomatic relations. Moreover, by this point in time, the international community had 

established a democratic form of governance as a precondition for recognition as a proper state. As 

such, there was a high perceived need to democratize. The Annan Plan served to increase the 

international scrutiny of the TRNC’s domestic politics, increasing the space for critical political 

engagement, thus allowing for democratizationn. 

Meanwhile, the Annan Plan also provided for a direct path towards addressing the two 

main concerns of the TC community with regards to the resolution of the Cypriot Conflict. Firstly, 

the Plan had provisions for providing the TC community with economic aid in addition to providing 

for recognition and thus enhanced trading opportunities under a United Cyprus Republic. This 

would not only render the TC economy sustainable, but it would also provide for a more prosperous 

future for the community. This was especially important for the youth who were suffering from 

high unemployment rates (upwards of 30%), who thus mobilized at high percentages in protests 

against the resolution-resisting government and pro-Annan Plan. Moreover, businesses that were 

suffering from a lack of trading opportunities and having to rely on the government (which most 

often meant bribery of officials for fast processing of goods), were also in support of the Plan, as 

                                                           
586 See: Ayşegül Garabli, “Dün Elinde Sandık, Bu Gün Dilinden Yandık Sn. Soyer.. - Ayşegül Garabli,” Detay Kıbrıs, 

June 3, 2015, http://www.detaykibris.com/dun-elinde-sandik-bu-gun-dilinden-yandik-sn-soyer-76832yy.htm. 
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evidenced by the fact that the Turkish Cypriot Trade Union was one of the first and one of the most 

prominent CSOs that supported the push for the Annan Plan to be accepted. Secondly, the Annan 

Plan included provisions for the continuous role of Turkey as a guaranteer of TC security through 

a much-reduced stationing of troops in the United Cyprus Republic (which would feature only 

Turkish and Greek troops and would have no national armed forces), which would be formed after 

the resolution of the conflict. Coupled with the protections for minorities under the EU framework, 

the Annan Plan more than adequately addressed the security concerns of the TC community. The 

fact that the Annan Plan addressed the central concerns of the TC community and painted a much 

better tomorrow where the TC community would be both more prosperous and in more control of 

its own destiny (rather than Turkish control of it), the opposition of Denktash and the reigning, 

nationalist elites instead undermined these power-holders’ legitimacy. Indeed, they were dubbed 

the Guardians of the Status Quo and very specifically Denktash came to symbolize a corrupt 

mindset stuck in the past and profiting from the status quo. Eventually, this led to high levels of 

outrage and dissenting behavior, facilitated by the polarization during the Annan Plan negotiations. 

As such, we can say that the Annan Plan’s success in addressing the central concerns of the TC 

community and the government’s bull-headed opposition to the Plan despite popular support, in 

conjunction with the mobilization of the youth and businesses due to the economic incentives 

provided by the UN and the EU, prompted the democratization of the TC community. 

 All in all, then, the Annan Plan was put forth at a miraculously ripe moment in the history 

of the Cypriot Conflict. Indeed, the TC community had realized that the continuation of the status 

quo of no war, no peace or a push for a recognized, independent TRNC were unsustainable and a 

pipe-dream, respectively. Moreover, the UN and the EU provided vital economic and security 

incentives for the TC community to move towards a resolution. Given this, there were high 

disincentives to continue the conflict and simultaneously considerable incentives to resolve it, 
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which ripened the conflict for a resolution from the TC community’s perspective. Furthermore, this 

Plan was aptly put forth at a time when the RoC was about to enter the last stages of accession 

negotiations with the EU, which promoted a change in the Turkish policy towards the resolution of 

the Cypriot Conflict. Indeed, as Turkey was seriously pushing for EU accession and full-

membership to the Union, and as supporting the TRNC’s financial operation had become a burden, 

Turkey perceived the acceptance of the Annan Plan would provide for a solution to its very own 

TRNC problem. Moreover, with the then-Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan being an anti-

militarist, he opposed the national security lobby that supported Denktash and the preservation of 

the status quo, instead focusing on furthering co-operation with the EU in a bid to further strengthen 

his own political position by winning over the youth and reformists who supported EU membership 

while simultaneously undermining the powerful national security lobby that ruled from the 

shadows in order to perpetuate his own political power - a bid that has clearly been successful. 

Lastly, as Lumsden had predicted, there occurred a considerable schism between the sponsor state 

and the unrecognized state in the TRNC. Indeed, Lumsden noted in his research that the TC 

community had identified highly with Turkey and distrusted the GC community, and thus hoped 

for either independence or partition over a reunion with the RoC587. Lumsend then went on to note 

that a potential divide between the sponsor and the TC community, which he believed would occur 

due to Turkish interventionism and an inevitable split between TC and Turkish interests in Cyprus, 

would provide for a ripe moment for attempts at a resolution588. Annan Plan came at such a ripe 

moment. As such, the Annan Plan was well-timed in both capturing the EU incentives for both the 

unrecognized state and Turkey. This allowed for the garnering of Turkish support for the Plan while 

also taking advantage of the identity divergence between the sponsor and the unrecognized state’s 

                                                           
587 Lumsden, “The Cyprus Conflict as a Prisoner’s Dilemma Game.” 
588 Ibid. 
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citizens to push the TRNC to democratize and move towards a resolution-supporting political 

stance. Given this, we can conclude that the stars - both domestic and international - had aligned 

for the Annan Plan to succeed in the context of the TRNC589; therefore, one can wonder whether 

the Plan’s success is replicable, or whether this singular success in promoting TC compliance with 

the international efforts at a resolution based on a reunion with the GC community would prove to 

be a one time only event. 

The Failure of the Annan Plan to Bring Long-term Changes, Explained (2005-2009): 

Indeed, the Annan Plan was successful in bringing a change of policy (shift from 

independence or status quo maintenance to confederal or federal resolution) through an alignment 

of the stars and impeccable timing. The Annan Plan was pursued by the UN at a time where the TC 

polity was going through seismic shifts due to the economic crises in Turkey and in the TRNC, as 

well as due to the Turkish insistence on the pursuit of a full EU membership; that is, the conflict 

had ripened for a resolution as the status quo appeared detrimental and unfruitful for the TC 

community. In the meantime, the Annan Plan had offered recognition, economic opportunities and 

integration with the international markets (which could revitalize the middle class and the private 

sector through trading opportunities), economic aid, and security (guaranteed through the UN and 

EU, as well as through the presence of some Turkish military after a resolution). Moreover, the 

TCs felt that they had been blamed for being spoilers to the peace processes thus far and had 

therefore been isolated, meaning that a more democratic and resolution-supporting community 

would face decreased isolations and have better economic opportunities. As such, the negotiation 

period was a time of hope for a better tomorrow, where such a tomorrow was perceptibly 

guaranteed by the TC reformist elites, the EU, and the UN if the TC community supported a 

                                                           
589 Indeed, the conditions were much less favorable vis-a-vis the GC community. 
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resolution - whether the resolution went through or not. 

Subsequently, two great changes occurred in the TC socio-political realm. Firstly, the 

complicit, reformist TC elites (especially the leftists who had always been locked out of power) 

took advantage of the momentum for change - especially as the movement required allies from the 

elite cadre, in order to co-opt the trade unions, student organizations, and other CSOs into their 

voting block. This caused a political shift towards the reformist and leftist political parties, allowing 

for their election into legislative and executive power. Secondly, while the Annan Plan was 

eventually rejected, the 2000-2004 era ended with a high momentum towards shifting away from 

the semi-democratic status quo (attractor state) into a more pro-reunification, pro-democracy era. 

However, these changes did not last, and the attractor state returned to that of a semi-democratic 

attractor by 2009. The question that will be answered in this section is: why? 

There were three reasons why the Annan Plan failed to promote long-lasting changes: 1) 

the stagnation of the negotiations with the RoC; 2) the RoC’s blocking of the removal of isolations 

against the TC community; and 3) the resurgence of the nationalistic thinking. Despite the ultimate 

rejection of the Annan Plan and the RoC’s unilateral accession to the EU, many TCs believed that 

the GC community and the TC community would work together for a negotiated resolution based 

on (i.e. neither ignoring nor replicating) the Annan Plan, and that the EU would keep their promises 

of lessening embargoes and isolations as promised590 in return for the TC acceptance of the Annan 

Plan. However, the RoC perceived that its position in the negotiations over the Cypriot Conflict 

had strengthened as a member of the EU (especially as it could unilaterally block Turkish accession 

to the Union and claim Turkey was occupying European lands) and became more uncompromising 

                                                           
590 “EU to Ease North Cyprus Trade Ban,” April 28, 2004, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/3668371.stm; Fatma 

Guven-Lisaniler and Leopoldo Rodriguez, “The Social and Economic Impact on North Cyprus of Accession to the 

European Union,” in The EU and Cyprus: Modern Conflict, Postmodern Union, ed. Thomas Diez (Manchester, UK: 

Manchester University Press, 2002). 
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in its position in the pursuit of a unitary government. This stagnated the negotiations between the 

TRNC and the RoC. Subsequently, the GC elites worked less with the TC elites, and the RoC 

blocked EU measures for direct flight and direct trade with the TRNC, in addition to delaying EU 

aid to the TRNC until 2009 - i.e. the GC politics shifted from a soft, ‘carrots’ based approach to 

one utilizing threats and harder power. These measures adopted by the RoC caused a decline of TC 

hope for a resolution while simultaneously creating the perception that the EU had broken its 

promises for lifting the isolations on the TC community and that both the EU and the portion of the 

GC community that supported a resolution had forsaken the TC community. Consequently, great 

distrust against the EU and the RoC was promoted, undermining the newfound shift towards a more 

Cypriotic, reunification-likely identity. Meanwhile, the RoC’s high-handed approach also caused a 

decline in the Turkish optimism regarding and thus interest in a potential full-EU membership. This 

caused the Turkish policies to revert back to the norm of no war, no peace in Cyprus. 

The combination of the heightened distrust towards the international community and the 

parent state, and the Turkish shift towards supporting the old status quo further promoted the 

resurgence of the no war, no peace attractor state in the Cypriot Conflict through domestic 

mechanisms. One of the most significant problems was the decline of the legitimacy of the CSOs 

that had supported the push for a reunification. These CSOs had become politicized during the 

legislative elections of 2003 and the executive election of 2005 as they supported the leftist parties 

and specific political elites, especially CTP and Mehmet Ali Talat (the President of the CTP). 

However, the well-established culture of nepotism and corruption endured during the CTP-era 

(where Ferdi Sabit Soyer, the President of CTP following Talat’s election as President, was proven 

to accept bribes and graft), thus failing to cause any significant improvement in democracy or 

accountability as compared to the ‘plunder elite’ era of which the opposition parties like CTP were 

critical. In addition, the CTP and Talat failed to deliver on promises such as the improvement of 
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the TC economy and the lessening of isolations, as well as more productive negotiations for a 

resolution based on the Annan Plan - as compared to the era of Denktash where resolution efforts 

were systematically opposed to by the TC nationalist elites. Given this, the legitimacy of the CSOs 

that had thrown in their lot together with the TC elite of the opposition wing declined in legitimacy 

as the new government and President’s respective domestic legitimacies also declined. 

In the meantime, the RoC was headed by Tassos Papadopoulos, who was against any 

compromise to the TC community as he felt that only the GC community was truly victimized by 

the conflict and that they could ‘win it all’ by becoming members of the EU. As such, he not only 

led the campaign against the Annan Plan, but he also froze all negotiations that did not accept a 

unitary government for the future Cyprus as a basis. By the time the RoC had elected a more 

reunification-supporting President as per the realization that EU membership did not provide the 

GC community enough power to resolve the Cypriot Conflict where the GC wishes such as the 

return of all Turkish settlers, the complete removal of the Turkish army, and the return of all GC 

properties that had been left in the North, etc. would be unilaterally fulfilled without any 

compromise, it was too late. Indeed, the damage had been done: the TC community at large had 

lost hope in an equitable resolution; many thought that the GC community did not accept the TC 

community as equals; the international community and especially the EU had proven untrustworthy 

according to TC perceptions; and the non-nationalist TC elites proved to be just as corrupt and inept 

at negotiating a ‘good future’ for the TC community as any other actor. Moreover, the GC 

community considered the Annan Plan null and void per their rejection and only supported a 

negotiation within an EU framework, whereas the TC community wanted to negotiate with the 

Annan Plan as the basis as they did not trust the EU but did trust the UN. Meanwhile, the GC 

community did not trust the UN due to their inaction during the Turkish ‘invasion’ of 1974 and 

their perception that the Annan Plan clearly favored the TC community through many compromises 
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on core issues such as allowing some settlers to continue living and some Turkish military forces 

to remain in a reunited Cyprus, and some properties being ‘bought’ by their new owners rather than 

being returned in the case of a reunification. Given this, the new President of the RoC, Demetris 

Christofias, failed to negotiate within the same parameters that would be acceptable to both 

communities despite both himself and Talat being in the pro-resolution camp. In fact, his party 

AKEL and Talat’s party had supported the negotiations over the Annan Plan until the former party 

reversed its stance in the eve of the Cypriot referendi due to their position’s unpopularity. The 

failure of these two former colleagues to negotiate fruitfully further undermined TC trust in the GC 

community and the negotiations, while their hopes for a better tomorrow also declined. Eventually, 

many perceived that making the most of the status quo while relying on Turkish support would be 

their best choice. 

Ultimately, the combination of increased distrust to the international community and the 

parent state, the decline of the Turkish interest in EU membership, and the decline in the legitimacy 

of the political elites, political parties, and the CSOs that supported a shift towards a more 

democratic, resolution-likely TC polity caused a considerable decline in the momentum for change. 

This, however, was fatal for the shift towards a new attractor state per the systems theory: according 

to the systems theory, unless there is enough momentum generated for a shift to a new attractor or 

should the power be lost before the system arrives at a new attractor state, then the system will 

revert back to the original attractor state. As a result, and not surprisingly, there was a shift to the 

status quo ante: a nationalist government that resisted resolution; repression of the CSOs; and an 

authoritarian government that banked on the support of and thus completely dependend on Turkey. 

However, unlike with the dynamical systems studied in physics, the rollback to the status quo ante 

in socio-political systems is not complete. Indeed, some small changes were achieved through the 

seismic shifts that occurred during the Annan Plan. In fact, the TC politics after the Annan Plan 
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featured more active CSOs as they had been empowered through international support in funding 

and expertise; the unitary identity had been challenges and a Turkic and a Cypriotic interpretation 

of the TC identity now competed in the national stage; the TC politics were polarized along 

reunification and status quo lines (where the former was no longer considered as treason); and non-

nationalist political parties became just as competitive as the nationalist ones. As such, although a 

considerable shift towards democratization or conflict resolution did not occur, some changes that 

were positive for democratization, such as increased plurality in public politics and the elimination 

of categorical inequalities (promotion of critical media and critical education; new political parties 

and political elites had access to power). Given this, the considerable momentum provided by the 

Annan Plan was important for the purposes of democratization, although some factors diluted the 

effects and caused a shift back to the status quo ante. 

Back to Ethnocracy: 2009-2010 

Whether it be from the high degree of disappointment with the new, non-nationalist elites 

or with the decline in the hopes for cooperation with the international community and a potential 

resolution to the Cypriot Conflict, the legislative elections of 2008 and the executive election of 

2010 saw the return of the plunder elite to the power. One of the most symbolic of these elite was 

Dervish Eroglu, who had played second fiddle to Denktash since 1983, but who took over as the 

leader of the nationalist wing upon the latter’s retirement. He headed the legislature with his 

nationalist party, the UBP, starting at the end of 2008 and went on to become the President of the 

TRNC in 2010; thus, the nationalist wing had succeeded in displacing the ‘GC-loving, 

compromising’ elites. The nationalist parties took their success, that is their electoral victories, as 

a mandate to negotiate with a view towards independence and for deepening the TRNC’s ties with 

Turkey - as compared to the reunification and Cypriotization policies of the preceding regime. 

Additionally, the nationalists aimed to resume their profiteering, rentier behavior where their 
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dormant networks of profit, corruption, and crime were reactivated. This necessitated a less 

accountable and less transparent state that could rule in an authoritarian fashion. As such, the 

continuation of the isolation of the TRNC - especially when the international community expected 

further democratization in the North and an eventual reunification of the island - had become the 

aim. This also necessitated the perpetuated survival of the TRNC under the status quo of no war, 

no peace and isolation, which meant that further support from Turkey had become inevitable. All 

of these factors would combine to promote a return to the ethnocracy that had been in function prior 

to the possibility of change and an exit from a hopeless situation which had been provided for the 

TC community prior to the Annan Plan. 

Indeed, this regime headed by the Old Guard paid lipservice towards a resolution while 

negotiating with Turkey to secede much of the State’s duties to the latter. Ultimately, the provision 

of basic services such as clean water and power would be privatized to not national but Turkish 

companies and management - along with many of the beachfront hotels where the lucrative casino 

and tourist industries were in bloom. Moreover, the austerity measures provided by Turkey, to 

which a considerable portion of the TC community were opposed, were accepted by the new TC 

government. This government believed, in fact, that its survival depended on Turkish approval and 

support over the support of CSOs and trade unions that had sided with the CTP since the Annan 

Plan era. As such, the government increasingly depended on Turkey while it systematically reduced 

its reliance on its own citizens, which undermined the state-citizen bargaining process that is 

necessary for democratization. Moreover, this also allowed for the government to engage in the 

repression of the civil society, where the government arrested, beat, or otherwise intimidated many 

protesters who were demonstrating against Turkey and the austerity measures imposed by Turkey 

in 2009 and 2010. This increased reliance on an external actor, increased repression of plurality 

and the civil society, and the privatization of basic governmental services undermined democracy. 
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Furthermore, the TC process of de-democratization was further strengthened as the 

nationalist clientalism and nepotism re-emerged. Indeed, while the non-nationalist parties also 

engaged in such corrupt behavior, these parties had some reformist elites whose anti-corruption 

efforts had somewhat subdued the degree of such behavior. However, this corruption came back 

with a vengeance: many non-suitable, ill-trained personnel were appointed to positions of power in 

preference to those appointed by the preceding government. Subsequently, the capacity of both 

local and national governance declined. These new appointees decided to over-hire in order to 

satisfy their own clients and to perpetuate their hold over power. As a consequence, two of the 5 

municipalities - one of them governing the area including the capital - in the TRNC would go on 

to become bankrupt, further undermining the delivery of basic services, such as garbage collection. 

Additionally, the Department of Education and Sports of the TRNC went on to ban history books 

that were approved by the EU as providing a good perspective of the both sides of conflict and 

instead pushed a nationalist interpretation of the history through the education system. These rises 

in categorical inequalities were detrimental to the newly-burgeoning TC democracy. 
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VII. Taiwan: A Beacon of Democracy Shining Against Communist China? 

 

 

 

The Rise and Fall of Chinese Authoritarianism in a Strange Land 

Taiwan, whose official name is the Republic of China (ROC), is an unrecognized state 

located in on a single island off of the coast of China (i.e. in the East Asian region, in the South 

China Sea). The ROC was originally the government established on the Chinese mainland in 1912 

following the Xinhai Revolution591, whose turning point in their success of ending the imperial rule 

came through the Wuchang Uprising of October 10, 1911. The ROC was led by the Kuonmintang 

(KMT), a political party which later moved to the Taiwanese island in 1949 and re-established the 

ROC there following the Communist Party of China (CPC)’s takeover of mainland China. 

At the time of the establishment of the ROC, Taiwan was under Japanese control, as it was 

ceded to Japan in 1895 as a result of the First Sino-Japanese War which resulted in China’s defeat. 

Japan would rule the island until 1945 despite the fact that most of the island’s population identified 

as Han Chinese due to a history of assimilation and migration to the island from the Chinese 

mainland. The Japanese Rule, lasting until 1942, saw discrimination against and harsh treatment of 

the native population, including the 1930’s military repression of the large-scale Wushe Rebellion. 

The island was returned to Chinese in 1945 control upon the conclusion of World War II. However, 

this control was to last only for four years.  

Indeed, the conflict between the ruling-government of KMT and the CPC had been brewing 

since as early as 1927, although the violence was intermittent. Following the Japanese takeover of 

                                                           
591 This is also known as the Chinese Revolution or the Revolution of 1911. 



 

320 

 

Manchuria (1931) and the Japanese invasion attempts, the two parties came together to form a 

united front which lead to a détente. This ‘ceasefire’ would last from 1937 to 1946, at the end of 

which a full-scale civil war resumed following the elimination of Japanese hostilities and threat. 

The major offensives in the war would end in 1950, by which time two de facto states existed in 

Chinese territories: the People’s Republic of China, governed by the CPC and holding most of the 

said territories; and the ROC, governed by the KMT and confined to Taiwan. Both these parties 

hold to a “One-China Policy”, which claims that there is only a single-government representing the 

whole of the Chinese territories. Naturally, both parties claim to be this very government 

themselves. These clashing claims on sovereignty and also on diplomatic recognition causes 

tensions between the PRC and the ROC, he former of which has declared intention to use force to 

retake ‘its own territories’ should the ROC change its name to Republic of Taiwan (reflecting a 

break off from China) or gain recognition as an independent state. Moreover, the two governments 

have never signed a treaty or ceasefire regarding the end of the Civil War or the cessation of 

hostilities, which means that the Civil War is legally still ongoing, albeit on diplomatic and 

economic realms instead of a military one. In the end, PRC currently is the only recognized and as 

such legitimate government on the Chinese territories – which might be why most historians 

consider the Chinese Civil War to have been a win for the CPC and a loss for the KMT. 

The reasons why the KMT lost the Chinese Civil War is pertinent for answering the 

question of what initial conditions and which dynamics spurred the Taiwanese government through 

an evolutionary path to produce the current system of government. As such I will attempt to provide 

an overview of the reasons scholars argue to have underlay the KMT’s loss. First came war 

exhaustion: the KMT and its troops had been through the Second Sino-Japanese War and, while 

triumphant, returned without energy. Moreover, the populace at large yearned for peace due to the 

lengthy war which preceded the Chinese Civil War. Secondly and importantly, the KMT had 
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become an underachieving, overly bureaucratic institution with rampant corruption – a fact which 

was well-propagandized by the Communist Party. In addition, the KMT aimed for a one-party, 

authoritarian rule which seemed to serve only the elite and those in power, in contrast to the 

declared vision of the CPC. Lastly, due to the reinforcing effect of war exhaustion and lack of trust 

in the KMT, popular support was easily won over by the CPC – and this feat was achieved despite 

widespread international economic support for the KMT, and the KMT’s access to existing state 

mechanisms. Nevertheless, CPC was able to conquer Beiping (later changing its name to Beijing) 

without any resistance due to popular support. As such, the KMT had to find refuge in Taiwan, 

bringing with it political and business elites as well as two million refugees (mostly of high 

standing) – as well as an incapable, over-bureaucratized system rife with corruption. This would 

have a significant effect on the democratization of Taiwan. 

The KMT held a precarious position in Taiwan, especially due to the events of February 

28, 1947. While initially welcomed by the island’s population as consanguinities, the Chinese 

quickly proved that they thought otherwise: they found the Taiwanese to have been too colonialized 

and too Japanese, and the discrimination against the native population – much as during the 

Japanese era – continued on. The KMT at this time was also fighting the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) in the Mainland and were afraid that the ‘disease’ of communism would spread to Taiwan. 

As a result, in 1947, the February 28 Incident occurred, resulting in the enactment of the Martial 

Law, deaths of many protesters, and bans on many political activities – such as peaceful protests. 

In 1949, the KMT lost the Chinese Civil War to the CCP and had to withdraw from the 

Chinese Mainland and relocate to the island of Taiwan. The KMT subsequently established the 

Republic of China (ROC) in Taiwan, claiming to represent China as a whole and that the CCP’s 

administration and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), which had de facto control over the 

Chinese Mainland, was illegal. This claim was supported by the international community at the 
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time, especially due to the existing Cold War dynamics, where the PRC was a communist state. 

This status quo, however, lasted only until 1971, when the PRC was recognized as the de jure 

representative of all of China. During this era, the mainlanders dominated political activities and 

power (and continued to do so until 1987, when the Martial Law was lifted). KMT’s leader Chiang 

Kai-shek would rule the island with an iron fist, even going so far as to enact White Terror – 

physical and psychological attacks using police and media to repress political dissidents. Moreover, 

Chiang would also appoint Chinese mainlanders (to be referred hereafter as ‘mainlanders’) to the 

legislative bodies for their lifetimes. In fact, the first by-elections for the legislators would be held 

in 1968 and would only serve to replace the deceased of the mainlander cadre, whereas all others 

remained until 1991-1992, when the lifetime members of the legislature were dismissed. Therefore, 

the single-party KMT, its leader Chiang and his son who replaced him upon his death in 1975, as 

well as the mainlanders whose interests KMT embodied, monopolized political power until the 

early 90s. This dominance in a one-party system was legitimized due mainly to three factors: 

● Stably developing economy due to the open-market, export-oriented policies (i.e. 

trade) and US aid. 

● Defense against the communist threat and the preparation for a war of conquest to 

take back the Chinese Mainland. 

● The international recognition of the ROC as the sole representative of China. 

Much as with other authoritarian states, Taiwan had strong and centralized structures, in 

addition to the far-penetrating reach of the Leninist KMT party. The strong party was socially 

omnipresent, thus allowing the party to rally the people in support of the status quo, especially 

against an under-resourced and under-organized, mostly localized opposition. Moreover, politico-

culturally, Taiwan had adopted Confucianism which, Huntington argues, was anti-democratic and 

pro-strong, centralized state authority (1984). This aided in allow for the KMT’s long-term 
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domination in the Taiwanese politics. 

However, the KMT lost international recognition in 1971 as the UN recognized the PRC 

as the sole representative of China, especially as the KMT leader Chiang Kai-shek refused the offer 

of double representation. KMT was further undermined when President Chiang Kai-shek appointed 

his son Chiang Ching-kuo as the premier of the island, setting him up as his successor and thus 

demonstrating a plan to create a dynasty. This would fuel the political opposition which mostly 

remained underground due to state repression, but which also supported the Tangwai592. KMT’s 

troubles compounded when Kai-shek passed, even though his son Ching-kuo took over promptly. 

As the KMT’s external source of legitimacy was undermined, as the US aid became more 

conditional on democratization and human rights, and as the rising middle class and the Tangwai 

pressured towards this direction, Chiang Ching-kuo had to consider liberalization. This especially 

held true as Tangwai broke into the parliament for the first time in 1977. The civil society, which 

was activated due to Kai-shek’s monarchic and repressive tendencies, mobilized widely in the 80s, 

loosening state control over society. These CSOs ranged from religious organizations to 

professional associations to college student unions. 

The 1980s, a new era without Kai-shek and one where Taiwanization had become a 

necessity, ushered in an era of democratizing developments and rapid socio-economic and political 

changes which allowed for the former through shocks to the system. Indeed, the 1980s saw systemic 

changes leading towards a new political order. During this time, Taiwan experienced rapid 

economic growth post-independence, thus promoting individual wealth, education, and literacy, 

which in turn increased urbanization as well as the speed of communication. As such a middle class 

emerged and, starting in the 80s, they started getting involved in politics, for economic development 

                                                           
592 Literally, ‘Outside the Party’. A term referring to those politicians who fell outside of the bounds of the single political 

party on the island of Taiwan – the KMT. 
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was not enough for the livelihood of this class; democracy was a necessity for the protection of 

their rights and interests. As such, demands for political participation and, for this purpose, the 

pressure on authorities both increased. 

Chiang Ching-kuo realized reforms were necessary for the ROC’s survival and to ensure 

external aid, and he thus began to slowly unfold reforms, lifting bans on assembly and controls on 

media, and not prosecuting the DPP. This culminated in the lifting of the Martial Law in 1987. 

Chiang also chose the native Taiwanese Lee Teng-hui as his vice president in 1984, visibly 

lessening mainlander monopoly over political power, sending a symbolic and reconciliatory 

gesture, and reducing anti-KMT motives. In addition, travel to Mainland China for the purposes of 

family visitation were allowed for the first time. According to Gluck, Chiang understood that the 

ROC’s survival would inevitably depend on its identification with the native Taiwanese people and 

the island itself, as well as on its ability to draw the support of the USA. In turn, it was also clear 

to Chiang that both these tasks would inevitably require democratization, and he chose to follow 

the path of slow reforms in order to keep power while also reconciling with the society and the 

international community. As such, Chiang began the Taiwanization process in politics as early as 

1975. Indeed, “A growing middle class, external pressure, generational change, and international 

isolation made authoritarian policies implemented by the Chinese Nationalists in the late 1940s 

unsustainable”593. The educated middle class meant that the civil society and especially businesses 

had obtained an influential voice in politics. American elites’ hostility towards the authoritarian 

regime of the KMT, coupled with the generational decline of the ROC’s lobbies abroad, especially 

due to the passing of Chiang who sustained this mechanism, meant that KMT had to give in to the 

                                                           
593 Steven Phillips, “Democracy and National Destinies on Taiwan,” Nations and Nationalism 22, no. 4 (October 1, 

2016): 668, doi:10.1111/nana.12250; Yangsun Chou and Andrew Nathan, “Democratizing Transition in Taiwan,” 

Maryland Series in Contemporary Asian Studies 3, no. 1 (January 1, 1987): 280–85, 

http://digitalcommons.law.umaryland.edu/mscas/vol1987/iss3/1. 
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American demands if it wanted protection and aid for the ROC, and therefore political survival for 

both the party and the ROC. 

As the ROC lost its international position, and as the PRC had a rapprochement with the 

international community, democratization became a security paradigm for the ROC. The threat of 

the PRC – despite the USA’s signing of the Taiwan Relations Act in 1979 and pledging to defend 

Taiwan – necessitated the international protection of Taiwan for the ROC to maintain a democracy 

– a sine qua non for especially the USA – as, for the democracy to work, ROC had to allow not 

only for Taiwanization – which was perceived as a threat by Beijing – but also for considerations 

of independence, i.e. secession from China, which the PRC has long declared to be a casus belli594. 

Moreover, as the ROC had to stave off the PRC’s threat to its existence, the ROC suffered 

domestically from a lack of due process to political prisoners, a lack of political pluralism (certain 

thoughts were censured; bills on topics such as independence could not even be considered, etc.), 

and a decline in minority rights (especially of Taiwanese people who are seeking to bid for self-

determination and independence)595. Nevertheless, it appears that Taiwan does not have significant 

qualms on at least the minorities front, per the rankings of Freedom House and Minority Rights 

Organization. This opened space for the opposition to organize and push for further liberalization. 

The space was eventually institutionalized in 1991 when the Legislative Yuan passed a bill 

changing the definition of political sedition – a high crime – to exclude non-violent activities of a 

political nature. Nevertheless, it was KMT which had initiated and controlled the pacing of the 

reforms, whereby it succeeded to limit the political systemic change to electoralism while also 

conforming to democratic standards. Indeed, the KMT retained many privileges and a hold on the 

                                                           
594 Yun-han Chu, “Taiwan’s Unique Challenges,” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 3 (July 1, 1996): 80, 

doi:10.1353/jod.1996.0038. 
595 Ibid. 
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media, thus remaining “an oversized, richly endowed, and autocratically run political machine”596. 

As the middle class rose and a pro-reform KMT took over, and having had the experience 

of the mainlander oppression, the Taiwanese took to protesting starting in late 70s. The first signs 

of unrest came in 1977, when massive protests were enacted to decry perceived electoral fraud as 

committed by the nationalist KMT597. This culminated in the Kaohsiung Incident of 1979, which 

served to further accelerate democratization in its aftermath. During this incident, the police was 

mobilized to repress pro-democracy and human rights protests. Massive arrests of opposition 

leaders, without due process, as well as the high profile murder of the Lin family which followed. 

This attracted international attention and media coverage, leading to US Congressional Hearings 

on the human rights status in Taiwan. Subsequently, the KMT was forced to conduct the trial of 

the detainees in an open end and above-board manner. Despite this, most opposition leaders 

(dubbed Kaoshiung 8 and Kaohsiung 33) were sentenced to long-term imprisonment, many writers, 

intellectuals, and religious workers were also detained, and 15 publications were forced to close 

their shutters in 1980. The outrage from this incident of repression led to clashes between police 

and civilians, which led to injuries. However, this also showed that the previously-normalized 

political repression, coupled with arrests and intimidation, were no longer acceptable to the society 

and would instead be met with criticism. Furthermore, the Kaohsiung Incident demonstrated that 

Taiwanese politics (as compared to nationalist politics of the KMT) could no longer be contained 

at the local level as the state’s ability to repress had fallen (especially due to pressures from the 

USA) whereas the opposition’s organization and clout had strengthened (with help from the 

USA)598 (Phillips, p.672). A pro-democracy movement ensued due to the galvanization effect the 

incident had on the Taiwanese society, coupled with the generation of external support for the 
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Tangwai. Political opposition to KMT was resource-poor and mostly localized, since KMT found 

‘allowing’ localized opposition to exist was a good compromise which gave the illusion of freedom. 

As time went on, the opposition challenged KMT’s legitimacy and pushed for democratization, 

while also raising awareness of socio-political rights. DPP was eventually formed in 1986, whereby 

the opposition had gained a political party and thus some structure. This political competition 

allowed for further democratization. Recognizing the empowerment of the opposition, Chiang did 

not persecute the DPP which had been formed one year before the lifting of the Martial Law which 

legalized the creation of new political parties; i.e. the DPP had been established extra-legally, but 

Chiang chose not to oppose this. Chiang died in 1988, whereby his vice-president Lee took on the 

presidency. Lee furthered the efforts at democratization and socio-political Taiwanization.  

Ultimately, Lee dismissed the lifetime members of the Legislative Yuan and the National 

Assembly – all of whom were mainlanders ‘elected’ in 1947 – in 1991, paving the way for an 

elected legislative body. Lee also lifted bans on Taiwanese languages being used in media and 

schools. However, massive corruption in the government persisted. Moreover, the KMT felt 

betrayed by the extent of reforms enacted by Lee, whereas the opposition felt that Lee’s reforms 

fell far too short. 

To summarize, the KMT quickly consolidated its authoritarian rule after coming to power 

based on the need for defense against an enemy (i.e. the Communist Regime of the Chinese 

mainland), the need to reconquer all of China, and the recognition of its regime as the de jure ruler 

of all of China. However, this legitimacy was challenged both internally and externally within three 

decades. First and foremost, increased authoritarianism despite significant economic development 

– the latter of which naturally promoted demands for further political participation and rights – 

helped promote democracy in the 1980s due to a triggering of the repression-bargaining cycle. 

Moreover, as socio-economic development occurred, the resources in the society increased, 
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resulting the in an increase in the capability of the opposition to challenge the KMT and the status 

quo. Secondly, the political culture in Taiwan, where a majority had preserved a distinct Taiwanese 

national identity despite KMT’s and the political elites’ ethnic Chinese origins, and which held a 

history of resistance, promoted demands for more democracy. Thirdly, as the international 

community and the USA recognized the PRC as the de jure representative of all of China and 

unrecognized Taiwan, Taiwan was pushed towards democratization as the KMT was delegitimized. 

The DPP and the opposition at large took advantage of this delegitimacy and played a critical role 

in causing KMT to make concessions and democratize. All in all, then, what prompted the 

democratization of Taiwan was the breaking down of the KMT’s authoritarian regime in the 1980s. 

 Many scholars have categorized the factors leading to democratization in Taiwan into 

three: socio-economic/cultural, external, and elite-level/internal. On the socio-economic and 

cultural end, factors promoted an environment which advocated for broader political participation 

in Taiwan. USA and the PRC influenced the liberalization of Taiwan as external factors. Lastly, 

the KMT and the opposition’s dynamics, especially as DPP gained prominence, sealed the deal for 

democratization. Meanwhile, continued economic growth, democratic commitments by political 

leaders, and the stability of transition supported democratization, whereas factors such as the PRC’s 

unification campaign, the divide between unification vs. independence advocates, and the lack of 

consensus on constitutional reforms caused some de-democratization at the same time. 

It is important to emphasize the role of the external influences on triggering Taiwan’s 

democratization. PRC and the USA were influential on Taiwan, providing incentives both towards 

democratization and towards de-democratization. Indeed, the KMT was initially supported by the 

USA, which recognized the Taiwanese government (i.e. the ROC) as the representative of all of 

China. This allowed KMT to build up legitimacy and perpetuate its authoritarian rule. This was 

undermined beginning in the 1970s due to the increased recognition of PRC, causing an increased 
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isolation of the ROC and culminating in the expulsion of ROC from the UN and other international 

organizations upon the normalization of the US-PRC relations. As such, the legitimacy of the KMT 

regime – i.e. the shield for its authoritarian behaviors – plummeted, allowing challenges from the 

opposition, increasing the demand for reforms and a government with more native Taiwanese as 

compared to the elite mainlanders. This demand for more political participation of native 

Taiwanese was compounded due to the worries that the Taiwanese would eventually not have a say 

in their own future, and that the mainlanders might ‘sell out’ the island to the PRC in a bid for 

reunification599. This forced KMT to broaden political participation to ensure its political survival, 

which activated the state-citizen bargaining-reform cycle. Importantly, this was only plausible due 

to the main difference between Taiwan and other unrecognized states: in Taiwan, a minority held 

power and excluded a majority.  

The KMT’s dependency on the USA, which had allowed for the KMT’s authoritarianism 

while the USA relied on Taiwan to be a buffer against the spread of Chinese communism, instead 

started working for democratization once the security paradigms and international policies of the 

USA changed towards the ideas of liberal and democratic peace. The USA and Taiwan always 

maintained close relations and the Taiwanese dependency on the USA only deepened with the 

former’s international isolation. Indeed, while they no longer had diplomatic relations due to the 

recognition of the PRC, deep economic and defense collaborations endured. Meanwhile, the US 

policy of engagement changed to emphasize the promotion of democracy and human rights in the 

international arena, prompting the US to have congressional hearings over the human rights 

situation in Taiwan and considering sanctions, which forced the KMT to yield to the pressures from 

this powerful sponsor and promotes human rights and democratization internally. The KMT had 
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no ethno-nationalist ties to manipulate in order to negotiate the terms of US engagement and aid, 

unlike in the case of the TRNC; the nature of this sponsorship was one of partners for security in 

the Taiwan Strait and Taiwan ad to maintain this relationship for its economic and political survival. 

While the USA had a useful ally in Taiwan, especially with the waning of the Cold War, the chips 

on KMT’s side were quickly depleted. Slowly, the legitimacy of the KMT was undermined from 

both the outside and the inside which led to democratization in Taiwan, although it is important to 

note that the external attacks to the legitimacy of the KMT preceded the internal dissent, enabling 

the latter. 

Taiwanization of Taiwan: Democratization, and the Importance of the Civil Society 

Taiwan had had no prior experience with democracy and thus lacked democratic 

institutions prior to 1996600. During this era, money and mafia politics undermined Taiwanese 

democratization. During the KMT’s authoritarian rule, rent-seeking behavior was encouraged at 

the local level as the MKT aimed to co-opt and control local politics and opposition by cultivating 

an economic stake for them in the status quo601. Factions loyal to KMT were tacitly consented to 

buy votes, undermining the opposition602. When money politics became less effective due to the 

political opposition’s strengthening in the 80s, gangsters were hired to force or intimidate votes to 

retain local political strongholds603. This was transferred directly to the national political scene 

upon democratization as the KMT had to utilize these effective channels to obtain votes, and as 

businesses found this corruption to be a good opportunity to buy influence and affect politics604. 

Thus, “Politicians linked to criminal groups infest representative bodies…. The Legislative Yuan 

is an area of horse-trading among state officials, party officials, and lawmakers acting as proxies 

                                                           
600 Chu, “Taiwan’s Unique Challenges,” 69. 
601 Ibid., 76–77. 
602 Ibid., 77. 
603 Ibid. 
604 Ibid. 



 

331 

 

for local factions and big businesses”605. As such, the Taiwanese state’s autonomy was heavily 

undermined, and acts of extortion and corruption by the politicians linked with the mafia 

abounded606. This naturally wounded social trust in the emerging democracy, with as high as circa 

60% of voters believing that the legislators represented big businesses and acted on self-interests607. 

Nevertheless, in the March of 1996, the first popular elections for a president took place. 

As Lee ran a vague platform vis-à-vis Taiwan’s independence and as the DPP candidate advocated 

for independence – these two candidates being the most popular ones, – the PRC tested missiles in 

the Strait in a bid to intimidate the Taiwanese to vote for the more pro-unification independents. 

This not only led the USA to invoke the Taiwan Relations Act and militarily intervene in the region, 

successfully deterring the PRC’s missile tests. Ironically, this event generated voter enthusiasm for 

Lee, and thus Lee became the first popularly-elected President of the ROC with 54% of the vote. 

Lee helped enact term limitations for the president, which he observed and thus stepped down for 

the 2000 elections, but not before causing a crisis with the PRC by claiming that ROC had a state-

to-state relation with the former. Lee also divided the KMT as a supporter of Taiwanization, and 

as he supported an unpopular candidate, causing the popular Soong to leave the KMT and run as 

an independent. This cost the KMT the presidency for the first time, and the presidency was won 

by the DPP’s Chen Shui-bian. 

Indeed, the DPP’s and President Chen’s victory, as well as the peaceful transfer of power 

from the KMT, were widely seen as concrete steps towards democracy in Taiwan. Moreover, the 

Taiwanese CSOs were well-strengthened by 2000. Here, opening a special bracket and exploring 

the development of the Taiwanese CSOs is essential for understanding the democratizing and de-

democritizing trends that would emerge in Taiwan after 1996. 
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Civil Society and Unofficial Politics in Taiwan 

Historically, Taiwan’s reunion with China was positively received at the beginning due to 

the previous Japanese oppression. However, the Chinese mainlanders were more interested in 

plunder and opportunism, and they discriminated against the Taiwanese as well, for the mainlanders 

thought that the Taiwanese were non-Chinese and ‘Japanified’ in both language and appearances. 

This was similar to the case with Northern Cyprus where the Turkish soldiers arriving in after the 

intervention in Cyprus, as well as the Turkish populations who immigrated to Cyprus, perceived a 

cultural gulf between the Turks and the TCs: the TCs had modernized under the British rule and 

wore ‘more modern’ clothing (such as miniskirts), which gave the Turks the impression that they 

were loose and that they had been corrupted; moreover, as the TCs rarely observed religious ‘duties’ 

on a daily basis, they were seen as irreligious and perceived to have been de-Turkified. However, 

the difference between the cases was that TCs had political control over their ‘autonomous’ 

government, at least outwardly, whereas Chinese nationals dominated the political realm in Taiwan. 

As such, the KMT was therefore able to excluded the Taiwanese from important government 

positions, as native elites were perceived to be enemy collaborators to be re-educated; whereas in 

Northern Cyprus, the TC community did not feel alienated from political power. As a result, the 

Taiwanese elite and those who fought against Japanese colonials were disillusioned by the 

discrimination. They perceived this to be a change from one colonial administration to another; in 

fact, to a worse and more authoritarian one. This discrimination was coupled with economic 

exploitation from top-down as the Taiwanese economy was comparatively much more advanced608 

(Kerr, 65). Mainlanders confiscated all resources leftover from the Japanese, much like with the 

case of Northern Cyprus where Turkey appropriated a lot of industrial resources from the island 
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after its military intervention. Nevertheless, the impact of economic discrimination in Taiwan was 

felt much more as their economic lot had declined (whereas in Northern Cyprus, the economy was 

maintained for a while through plundered resources) and as the economic alienation was coupled 

with political discrimination. This combination of discrimination and exploitation led to distrust 

and disillusionment, generating both enmity and tension between the Chinese and the Taiwanese. 

Eventually, a trigger event occurred when a Taiwanese was killed by the police (i.e. 

Chinese forces), which prompted massive revolts around the island. The trauma of the experience 

of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s revolt, coupled with the excuse of the ongoing threat of 

communism, prompted the Chinese military and the police to mobilize for the ‘justified’ repression 

of this ‘rebellion’, which resulted in the killing of between 10-20 thousand Taiwanese609. 

Subsequently the KMT went on to kill or heavily jail nearly all of the island’s Taiwanese elite as 

they had led the revolts and demonstrations, and without the local elites as opposition, the KMT 

succeeded in entrenching its authoritarian rule. In addition, the KMT also created rules to prevent 

the Taiwanese from participating in politics. The trauma of this incident, coupled with KMT’s show 

of the willingness and capacity to use extreme repressive tactics and violence against a considerable 

percentage of the populace, led to the Taiwaneses’ voluntary withdrawal from official politics610. 

Because of this incident, ethnicity and ethnic identity were rendered hyper-salient in both social 

and political scenes, which would play out in the political realm in the 70s due to the loss of KMT’s 

repressive capacity over time. The KMT’s legitimacy was heavily undermined due to the exclusion 

of the Taiwanese from the official political scene. However, the Taiwanese would instead go on to 

participate in local-level politics or underground politics, which created a capacity for and expertise 

in mobilization and dissent in the populace - waiting for an opportunity to fully germinate into a 
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movement. In fact, this incident helped germinate a Taiwan Independence Movement where victim 

families and other opposition organized, eventually pressuring the KMT into making concessions 

and enacting reforms.  

In fact, we can say that the one strong factor in Taiwan’s democratization has been its civil 

society which was armed with a culture of political dissent. Indeed, the Taiwanese had resisted the 

Japanese colonial rule despite high levels of repression, and this culture showed its fruits when the 

civil society immediately protested against the KMT rule in 1947. However, as the KMT had an 

acute siege mentality due to its losing war with the CCP, the KMT repressed the protesters through 

physical violence and indefinite detainment, which pushed the resistance to the underground. The 

resistance stayed openly underground: the Tangwai contested local elections and small-scale 

demonstrations (apolitical and more aimed at improving local conditions) occurred frequently, and 

liberal intellectuals (both mainlanders and Taiwanese) preached and wrote of criticisms against the 

KMT’s authoritarianism611. As the KMT had a tight hold on both national and local politics, and as 

the single-party regime maintained its legitimacy through international recognition and through 

offering ‘defense’ against the threat of China, the opposition had little opportunity to reveal itself. 

The USA’s unconditional support of Taiwan as a Western bastion against Communist China’s 

expansion also worked unfavorably with the dissenters in Taiwan.  

However, this all changed in the 1970s612 with the rapprochement of China and the West, 

the unrecognition of Taiwan, the death of Chiang Kai-shek, and the lessening threat of a Chinese 

invasion (due to China’s improved relations with the USA). As such, it comes as no surprise that a 

“political renaissance” occurred during this time, where a young, highly intellectual population of 
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university students critical of the status quo galvanized the civil society613. In addition, ‘nativist’ 

intellectuals also started coming out of the shadows arguing for a Taiwanese State and Taiwanese 

identity independent of mainland China, which appeared neoimperialistic and discriminatory 

against the Taiwanese614. The local political elite – members of Tangwai who were not co-opted 

by the patronage networks of the KMT – now openly opposed the regime and supported the nativist 

movement and student protests and organized cross-regionally. These sections of the civil society 

were the ones who successfully carried out the Wild Lily Protests of 1990 which pushed for the 

democratization of Taiwan and the democratic election of the legislative and executive branches – 

a goal which was achieved with the compliance of the eventual President Lee. As such, we can 

conclude that the 70s and the diplomatic shocks that came with this decade were particularly 

detrimental for the KMT. 

Changes in the 70s, which eventually led to the fall of the KMT, included the following: 

• The mainlander/Taiwanese divide became more active and salient due to the 

monopolization of power by a minority and a denial of majority participation. 

• Diplomatic setbacks also occurred due to the unrecognition of Taiwan and the increasing 

recognition of the PRC. 

• Rapid economic growth also occurred during this time, allowing for more education and 

therefore demands for rights; 

• Opposition cultivated in local elections allowed for the spread of dissident opinions. 

      SHOCKS for the system in the 70s included: 

• Diplomatic Setbacks: international unrecognition and revocation of membership 
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from international bodies. 

• Rapid Economic Growth: shift from labor-intensive to capital-intensive and tech-

intensive economy 

• Increased social mobility, urbanization, and education 

 The middle-class was vitalized, and the middle-class supported 

stability whereby it initially worked with the KMT and thus 

indirectly supported de-democratization. However, as KMT 

regime’s stability due to the diplomatic setbacks and 

democratization as it would help promote rights and stability. It 

also helped that there was a perception that democracy would 

allow Taiwan to re-earn recognition. As such, this middle-class 

eventually helped promote democratization. 

• Improvements were made in transportation and communication, allowing for 

accurate/improved and uncontrolled flow of information, which undermined 

the government control over information. 

• Shift from public to private sector 

 This increased the tension between public and private sectors, 

reducing government control over economic activities and 

empowering/generating decision-making power centers outside of 

state control. By the 1970s, the Taiwanese held the lion’s share of 

the capital and net profits in the economy, significantly 

outmatching the mainlanders – who continued their monopoly in 

the political realm. This gap between Taiwanese and mainlanders’ 

economic and political powers strengthened the existing 
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Taiwanese opposition groups and new groups also emerged. The 

existing ethnic divisions and tensions translated into a political 

one: the mainlanders supported the KMT whereas the upper-

middle class supported the new opposition party, DPP. 

The Kaohsiung Incident of 1979 was particularly formative, as it initiated the real 

repression-bargaining cycle between the minority-held, single-party government and the majority 

of the populace. As the state’s capacity to repress fell – especially because of USA’s making aid 

conditional to democratization and respect for human rights, – repressive acts became instead 

forces to increase the momentum of the Tangwai. Indeed, the non-KMT political elite came out 

more empowered and more organized from the repression of Kaohsiung615. Now, the Tangwai had 

also obtained the support of intellectuals who were critical of KMT’s authoritarianism, as well as 

the political prisoners’ defense lawyers and family members616. Starting with the 1980s, Tangwai 

was even capable of releasing dissident magazines despite government attempts at censorship617. 

However, it is important to note that while the galvanized civil society supported the Tangwai and 

the Tangwai was located within the CSO spectrum, the movement never became a simply political 

one and it was never subservient to nor controlled by the Tangwai. In fact, the zili jiuji, spontaneous, 

local protests which occurred between 1985 and 1989 for the improvement of the Taiwaneses’ daily 

lives, were a force to be reckoned with and left a lasting legacy of political activism and 

participation across the board in Taiwan618. Indeed, the zili jiuji’s legacy helped resist the 

bureaucratization and professionalization of the social movement culture, saving the civil society 
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from becoming a mouthpiece of the political parties619. 

Following the revitalization and galvanization of the Tangwai and civil society, as well as 

the zili jiujis’ omnipresence and considerable success, the 1990s saw a culture of protest flourish 

through urban social movements620. Contrary to the many scholars consider the Presidential 

elections of 1996 to have been the point of democratic consolidation of Taiwan, the Taiwanese had 

underlined their unwillingness to settle for an electoralist democracy and protested for “true 

citizenship”621. Civil society had become so powerful that a coalition of social movements called 

the May United Front was able to organize three massive, anti-government protests leading to the 

sacking of three ministers from office in the May of 1997622. Of course, the fact that KMT was a 

minority government being pressured by both the USA and China, and the fact that this was the 

first democratically-elected government, all made it opportune for social movements to succeed. 

Nevertheless, the KMT’s responsiveness to the social will at this time must be underlined. 

Activism became so normalized that it had become a vocation for some: social movement 

activism went through professionalization, allowing for coordination around a wider variety of 

social actions623. This widening of public participation allowed, “….perhaps for the first time in 

Taiwanese history, independent professional agents, working for various organizations, were 

relevant in sociopolitical actions”624. Many ex-student activists who were galvanized against the 

KMT in the 1980s diversified into micro-resistance and finally arrived at organized acitivism – and 

this cadre of activists had a shared ‘culture’ devoted to addressing social issues625. Such ex-student 
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protesters were now professionals with a wide network who became key members of a wide web 

of social movements in Taiwan626.  The Taiwanese civil society was also central in ensuring the 

change of power in Taiwan. Indeed, China’s One China Principle proved to be an obstacle to 

Mainlander-Taiwanese relations and negotiations, especially as China attempted to coerce the 

Taiwanese polity to vote for the KMT’s candidate by conducting missile simulations and tactical 

exercises upon the polls revealing Chen’s popularity - given Chen’s insistence on partitioning from 

China and the Taiwanization of Taiwan. 

All in all, the efforts of the civil society and the Taiwanese political culture which was 

conducive for high mobilization and unofficial politics catalyzed the changes in Taiwan, together 

with the opportunities created by the reformist elites’ efforts, the decline of the state’s repressive 

capacity, and the several systemic shocks which occurred one after another, undermining the 

legitimacy of the status quo. Importantly, one of the factors which allowed for the high 

effectiveness of critical politics conducted at the social level was the fact that the government power 

was held by a minority identity group, which wantonly oppressed the majority - as such, this 

mechanism might be unique to Taiwan. Nevertheless, the 1991-2000 era in Taiwan saw 

democratization conducted simultaneously from above and below, which could be said to have led 

to a consolidated democracy. But was this really the epitome of, as well as the last stop for, 

Taiwan’s journey in democratization? 

Taiwan Miracle: A Consolidated627 Democracy? 

Many scholars argued that Taiwan had consolidated its democracy, having transitioned 
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beginning with the reforms of 1991, and ending with the peaceful transfer of power from the KMT 

to the DPP at the Presidential level. Nevertheless, Chen’s first term as the President of ROC (2000-

2004) was problematic due to the fact that he was presiding over a bureaucratic machine of KMT 

creation, which was loyal to the KMT. He faced KMT opposition despite resigning DPP 

chairmanship to signal an olive branch toward the KMT. As such, Chen was paralyzed regarding 

bills as the KMT-controlled legislature blocked most of his attempts. The Chen administration also 

suffered from economic setbacks and rising unemployment. A crisis occurred in 2000 as a 

multibillion-dollar nuclear plant project, which had already began during Lee’s presidency and was 

favored by the KMT, was problematized by the environmentalist DPP due to its risks to the 

environment. Chen tried to force a halt to the project, losing KMT allies and also prompting judicial 

intervention from the Council of Grand Justices, which ruled that the legislative branch and not the 

executive had the right to decide. As such, Chen had failed to break the KMT-controlled legislature. 

Starting in 2002, Chen stopped attempting to reconcile with the KMT and resumed leadership of 

DPP, removing images of the two President Chiangs from public buildings and printing Taiwan on 

ROC passports, and promoting Taiwanization. During this era, Taiwanese identification with the 

Mainland and their identification as Chinese sharply declined per the efforts of Chen and the DPP. 

This was an identity division which both Chen and the party instrumentalized to gain votes628. 

Chen’s top-down and forceful attempt to Taiwanize the socio-political sphere of Taiwan, 

which caused the alienation of the Mainlander population, could be considered a factor for de-

democratization during this era. Indeed, Chen’s era saw a re-polarization of Taiwanese politics 

along ethnic lines, as well as a worsening of the relationship between China and Taiwan. This also 

led to legislative deadlocks as the KMT refused to cooperate with Chen under his - what they 
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perceived to be - discriminatory policies. Nevertheless, as Chen’s measures helped incorporate a 

larger portion of the populace (i.e. the Taiwanese) more thoroughly into the Taiwanese socio-

political landscape, these measures can be said to have had a democratizing effect as well. Overall, 

it appears that the Taiwanization policies of the Chen era had mixed results vis-à-vis 

democratization. 

Chen did attempt to tackle the Black Money Nexus - a symbiotic relationship among 

politicians, state resources, and organized crime - built under the rule of the KMT. The Black Gold 

Investigation Center, established in 2000, prosecuted 534 elected officials including legislators and 

local elites for corruption such as bribery and involvement with organized crime or gangs. Further 

crackdowns also occurred at the local level in 2001, where 3700 were arrested for vote-buying and 

political corruption. However, corruption at large endured as a problem in Taiwan. In fact, the DPP 

would also be pulled in to the system of corruption established by the KMT which would act as an 

attractor.  Indeed, many members of DPP were eventually embroiled in corruption scandals. 

Initially during Chen’s reign, the judiciary was not completely independent and the police 

conducted confession extractions which were accepted at court even when contradicted by 

evidence. Moreover, politics and politicians appeared to have significant sway over the courts, 

further undermining the judiciary branch of the government. However, Chen promoted crackdowns 

on corruption in 2003, and the judiciary’s independence was attained according to the Freedom 

House Report on Taiwan (2004). In addition, in 2004, an official investigation taskforce was 

established to crackdown on corruption in the judiciary, and some inquiries were made into this 

issue, which further reduced corruption in this branch of the government. Nevertheless, the US DoS 

Report of the same year underlined that the police still acted extra-legally with regards to gathering 

evidence and corruption in the police appeared to undermine the efficiency of the judicial process. 

These warning signs came true as, in 2006, it was revealed that the DPP and President Chen were 
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involved with organized crime as well as high-scale corruption, and that both organized crime 

organizations and politicians had significantly influenced the outcome of many cases. 

During the first era of Chen’s reign, although the media operated mostly freely during this 

period, laws of control enacted during authoritarian times which criminalized libel, defamation, 

and insult which meant that journalists would face jail time unless they toed the line. Furthermore, 

Taiwan’s five largest broadcast stations were associated with or controlled by the government, the 

KMT, the DPP, and the army. However, Chen did help pass legislation in 2003 which banned the 

government, political parties, and political party officials from owning media organizations and 

established the National Communications Commission (NCC) to regulate the media. Nevertheless, 

freely-available internet provided for some counterweight to this politicization of information. 

Chen was able to help the government pass laws against discrimination based on gender or 

ethnicity in 2001, allowing for an improvement in women’s and minority rights - central steps for 

democratization. The new government laws posited quotas for hiring women and aborigines for 

any company looking to compete for government contracts. This significantly improved the 

political participation of these important segments of the population of Taiwan. 

All in all, Chen made some efforts to further democratize Taiwanese politics but the system 

and the KMT appeared quite resistant to his efforts, which turned exclusionary halfway through his 

reign. As such, his reign from 2000-2004 was marked with mixed records - although mostly 

positive - regarding democratization: while the Taiwanese were empowered, the Mainlanders were 

alienated; corruption was tackled yet persisted; the judiciary’s independence had improved; the 

flow of information was mostly free; and the rights of women and minorities were asserted. Despite 

these mixed signals, the overall positive trend accomplished by Chen was exemplary as Taiwan 

served as the first case of a Confucian democracy - and as a symbol against Chinese communism. 

Therefore, not surprisingly, Chen earned an award for his lifelong dedication to international human 
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rights and especially for his critical role in Taiwan’s democratization.  

In the March of 2004, riding the crest of waves from his Human Rights award from the 

International League of Human Rights, Chen was re-elected on the 20th. However, he and his 

running mate were shot the day before, which galvanized a sympathy vote for the candidate but 

which also prompted the opposing KMT to denounce the shooting to be a staged maneuver. The 

situation worsened when Chen used the assassination attempt on his life to declare a state of 

emergency, which prevented the police and the military – which were mostly loyal to the nationalist 

Pan-Blue Coalition headed by the KMT – from voting. The KMT sued for voter fraud but the High 

Court approved of the election results. Moreover, while the Criminal Investigation Bureau of 

Taiwan closed the case, many questionable points remained regarding the shooting. As a result, 

while Chen retained his presidency, the KMT-Chen relationship was further strained. Chen’s 

subsequent conciliatory gestures were met with skepticism. His aim to improve Taiwan’s position 

in the regional power balance by a massive purchase of American arms was repeatedly blocked by 

the legislature, and the DPP failed to gain a majority in the ROC Legislative Elections of 2004. 

As Chen increased contact with outside governments and continued Taiwanization (e.g. by 

forcing State companies bearing the name of “China” to change it to Taiwan or trying to impose 

pictures supposedly depicting ‘high-level talks and recognition’ on other nations’ diplomats), he 

lost the support of the USA, which promoted peaceful reunification per its relationship with the 

PRC. Despite this, he continued to try and force a recognition or gesture thereof from the 

international community - once again, by imposing pictures on diplomats - which further 

undermined his regime’s international legitimacy.  

Regarding Chen’s domestic legitimacy, the picture was not much better. To begin with, 

China provided an assist to Chen by adopting an anti-secession law in 2005 emphasizing that 

Taiwanese independence would provide for a casus belli, which prompted massive street protests 
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involving tens of thousands of people in Taiwan; these protests asserted that the Taiwanese 

preferred de facto or de jure independence instead of reunification - a cause which Chen unofficially 

supported and which gained some popularity for him. Despite this, Chen’s domestic legitimacy 

soon took a nosedive: In May 2006, Chen’s son-in-law was taken into police custody due to 

political corruption and illegal economic activities, and his wife was likewise accused, leading 

Chen to transfer most authority to Premier Su Tseng-chang a month later, retaining only his duties 

in defense, foreign affairs, and relations with the PRC administration. Chen’s wife and three high-

ranking officials of the Office of the President were found guilty of corruption and embezzlement 

of public funds worth $450,000. Chen was alleged to be an accomplice. Chen was not prosecuted 

to laws protecting any sitting President from prosecution. These events came in the wake of 

infighting and fragmentation in the DPP, as well as other corruption scandals - especially regarding 

vote-buying - which encompassed the whole party. As a result, by 2006, the Black Money Nexus 

had regained power. Moreover, in 2006, Chen was also accused of political corruption and 

misappropriation of $310,000 through the use of fake invoices, which would eventually land him 

a life sentence by the Taiwan High Court Prosecutor’s Office. In mid-2007, this led to the 

movement of “Million Voices Against Corruption, President Chen Must Go”, part of the Pan-Blue 

Coalition’s efforts to recall Chen. The movement and the Coalition eventually succeeded in pushing 

for a recall vote, but the motion failed without any votes against the motion due to the abstainers. 

The Million Voices movement was led by activist Shih Ming-te starting from September 2006 and 

was an anti-corruption campaign. One of the more memorable events of this movement was the 

“Besiege the Presidential Office Demonstration” of October 10, 2006, where circa 100,000 people 

wearing red protested outside the presidential compound. This increase of patron-client relations, 

criminality, and corruption clearly indicated a de-democratizing trend in Taiwan. 

Further de-democratization also occurred on a critical Taiwanese mechanism for 
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democratization: the civil society. According to the 2007 US DoS Report on Taiwan, the leaders 

of unions and other CSOs were arbitrarily dismissed with the threat of these organizations’ closure 

as they had disturbed “public order” - a term defined singularly by the government. Moreover, 

restrictions on collective bargaining and strikes were also put in place. Indeed, although there 

largely is freedom of assembly as evidenced by a series of peaceful protests in 2007, there is still a 

need to obtain governmental permissions for any such protest. As a result, several leaders of anti-

government protests were arrested for disturbing “public order” although the leaders claimed that 

the permit requests were intentionally detained and permit refusals were given in such a belated 

time that protests could not simply be canceled. Such acts might have been conducted as many 

businesses and economically-conscientious CSOs favored closer ties and cooperation with China, 

which defied the vision and mission adopted by Chen in the post-2002 period. Overall, the Chen 

era began with much hope for the improvement of Taiwanese democracy but ended with small 

gains in the media front and the formalization of electoral codes, yet with losses in the fight against 

corruption and through the societal polarization. 

The Second KMT Era: Rapprochement with China and its Domestic Repercussions 

 Having lost the preceding legislative elections and thus suffered from a governmental 

deadlock in addition to the corruption scandals which plagued the government it led, the DPP’s 

popularity declined sharply. As such, at the end of Chen’s term in 2008, the second KMT era in 

Taiwanese politics commenced. This era, led by KMT’s very own President Ma, was much like 

Chen’s reign from 2004 to 2008 and was marked with democratic stagnation: the Taiwanese 

democracy stopped evolving and instead remained an inherently flawed one. In fact, it can be 

argued that the Taiwanese democracy suffered considerable setbacks under the Ma administration. 

Nevertheless, the main difference between the two eras was that the KMT had a more fruitful 

relationship with China and the international community at large as the latter did not desire for 
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Taiwan to exhibit escalatory gestures towards China any longer. 

 One of the first acts of the new KMT administration was to prosecute the outgoing 

Taiwanese president, Chen. Indeed, Chen’s immunity expired in December 2008 upon his leaving 

office and he was indicted immediately on charges of misappropriation, money laundering, and 

bribery; however, his trial was problematic due to his prolonged and unlawful detention, 

prosecutorial leaks to the media, intimidation of defense, and unambigous political bias. These facts 

demonstrated a re-politicization of the judiciary, where the government was willingly and openly 

involved in such corruption. Unsurprisingly, such eschewing of defendants’ and prosecutors’ rights 

were repeated in multiple cases (although Chen’s was the most high-profile). 2010 also saw several 

judicial corruption scandals such that the president and vice president of the judiciary yuan were 

forced to resign. Especially problematic were prosecutorial leaks condemning defendants in public 

court prior to the conclusions of their respective trials. 

 Importantly, an almost immediate rapprochement with China occurred under the Ma 

administration, increasing economic cooperation between the two entities and allowing for 

increased acceptance of Taiwan in international institutions such as the World Health Organization, 

albeit as an observer rather than a member. However, the cost of this rapprochement was elements 

of Taiwanese sovereignty. Indeed, Beijing – now an important sponsor of and stakeholder in 

Taiwanese economy and diplomacy – pressured the ROC government to adopt domestic policies 

desirable to the PRC; for example, ROC was pressured not to grant visas to PRC’s political 

opponents who sought asylum there. Another concern was that both the cooperation with China 

and the changes to domestic policies as brought about by the said cooperation were achieved by 

the Ma administration while providing only the minimal possible transparency – if any at all. 

Especially important was the administration pressuring CSOs and elites from pursuing activities 

potentially displeasing to Beijing in areas that visiting Chinese officials or tourists might frequent.  
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Under the Ma administration, and mainly due to the increased Taiwanese rapprochement 

with China, academic freedom declined and scholars from public education facilities were banned 

from many political activities. This was achieved through the legislation Act Governing the 

Administrative Impartiality of Public Officials, which was passed in 2009. Two professors who 

were activists and leaders of human rights movements who protested against China and the ROC 

government were prosecuted through this law. 2010 involved a further reduction of academic 

freedoms as critics of the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement with China were forced 

to resign and the Education Ministry forced a cessation of all political dialog on the National 

Taiwan University’s online chat boards. 

Media freedom also declined throughout the Ma administration’s reign. Indeed, a former 

staffer for President Ma (not a current staffer, thus circumventing the law banning political 

intervention into the media) was appointed the head of the Central News Agency. This appointment 

was followed by a significant decrease in criticisms of the government and the PRC through this 

channel, with staff admitting to receiving directives and pressure from the top. Additional steps 

were also taken for the Ma administration to control the media. In fact, while the government failed 

to pass a legislation for requiring governmental approval of Public Television Service programming 

in the face of anti-PRC and anti-government protests, it succeeded in changing the governing board 

managing the service. As a result, businessmen who sought closer ties with China bought the news 

services and censured journalists and activists who argued for independence, threatening them with 

lawsuits. 

On a somewhat more positive note, the KMT-led government did try to tackle 

governmental corruption. However, the target of any such prosecution appeared to be 

overwhelmingly the officials of the TPP. As such, much as with the judiciary at large, the operations 

against corruption also became politicized under the KMT’s rule. 
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Although largely free to demonstrate, the local authorities and the police pressured the 

Falun Gong spiritual movement, persecuted in China, to decrease activities in areas frequented by 

Chinese tourists. In 2008, the police clashed with demonstrators against China, although the 

Control Yuan disciplined the police for excessive actions which discouraged the events from 

recurring with the similar demonstrations held in 2009. As such, at least on the realm of grassroots 

political activities, the KMT was decidedly more tolerant than the preceding two presidents’ eras 

(1996-2008). This might have been due to the fact that the KMT, as the party that mainly 

represented the Mainlander population, required the support or non-opposition of the Taiwanese 

population in order to make the government function and to stay in power. However, this eventually 

clashed with the KMT’s aim to further the rapprochement and economic cooperation with China, 

as most of the Taiwanese population - and especially the youth - supported independence as a 

political goal. Ultimately, this gap between the KMT’s two policies - of stronger ties with China 

and the incorporation of Taiwanese support for the party - would prove to be the KMT’s downfall. 

 All in all, the second KMT era produced a considerable de-democratizing trend in Taiwan. 

The main reason for this was clearly the KMT policy of strengthening political and economic ties 

with China, where the Chinese policy was to dangle a carrot of economic incentives to which the 

Taiwanese businesses could hardly refuse. However, this proved unpopular with the media, the 

academics and intellectuals, and the civil activists (especially the youth) who supported the aim of 

Taiwanese independence - an aim shared by a considerable percentage of the Taiwanese 

population. This gap between the aims of the KMT and the Taiwanese population caused a need to 

repress the latter, which the KMT - whose repressive capacity was undermined due to the sponsor 

state’s (i.e. the USA’s) expectancy of a good human rights record and long-term political 

considerations (as KMT’s political survival would require Taiwanese support in a democratic era) 

- tried to achieve by indirect and legal means rather than with direct, physical confrontations. 
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Nevertheless, the overall effect of this policy on Taiwanese democracy was a decline in academic 

freedom and media rights, although grassroots activism was not directly interfered into. 

 Summary 

 Of the three cases considered in this work of research and, in fact, out of all the cases of 

unrecognized states, Taiwan alone had the smoothest road from authoritarianism to democracy in 

the post-Cold War era (post 1991). In fact, Taiwan was ruled from 1943 to the end of the 70s by 

the iron fist of the KMT: human rights were not respected, opposition parties and critical academics 

were oppressed, and the Taiwanese were excluded from the government by design. However, by 

the end of the Cold War, Taiwan had gone through several citizen-state bargaining processes that 

necessitated democratic reforms for the survival of the state, thus facilitating the political 

transformation processes. As such, the case of the Taiwanese democratization is the least complex 

and most direct one of the three cases studied.  

To begin with, by 1991, Taiwan had experienced two systemic shocks which undermined 

the authoritarian regime of the KMT. Firstly, the international community shifted its official 

diplomatic recognition for the whole of China from the ROC of Taiwan to the PRC of the Chinese 

Mainland. In fact, 71 countries officially recognized the ROC by 1969 as compared to the PRC 

receiving the official recognition of 48 countries. This changed by 1990 to 28 countries recognizing 

the former and 139 recognizing the PRC; and by 2012, only 23 countries and a considerable number 

of 172 countries recognized the two entities respectively. Such a seismic decline in the rate of the 

ROC’s recognition undermined the legitimacy of the government and coupled with the heightening 

of the PRC’s recognition also undermined the KMT’s claim that the authoritarian and militaristic 

rule of the KMT was necessary for the KMT to effectively protect the security and independence 

of Taiwan. The second systemic shock, a global one whose effects were amplified in Taiwan, came 

since the international security paradigm had shifted from making alliances against communism 
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regardless of the ally’s type of government to democratization of the allies due to the decline of the 

imminent threat felt from the USSR and its communist allies. As a result, the KMT’s authoritarian 

regime had to democratize in order to sustain the relationship it had with the main sponsor of the 

ROC – which was the USA – as well as the non-official relationships with the West that allowed 

Taiwan to sustain aid and lucrative trade deals, allowing for the economic survival of the state. All 

in all, then, the two big shocks received by the ROC first undermined the justifications for and thus 

the legitimacy of the authoritarian regime, and then exerted pressure on the said regime to 

democratize. As a result, the democratization of Taiwan became inevitable.  

Of course, this inevitable democratization process was aided by many endemic factors that 

rendered Taiwan a prime candidate for the successful transition from an authoritarian to a 

democratic regime. To begin with, Taiwan had contained high institutional capacity and high 

personnel capacity for governance – albeit for especially authoritarian governance, a legacy of 

Chinese rule in the Mainland and the Japanese Colonial rule in Taiwan. This also afforded the 

KMT’s Taiwanese government with a high repressive capacity, which it made effective use of 

when forcing reformist, Taiwanese natives underground through force until its legitimacy was 

undermined and it was pressured to democratize. Indeed, this high repressive capacity that was 

previously quite effective was countered by a decreased willingness of the KMT to employ 

repressive measures due to increased international scrutiny of Taiwan (as democratization and 

respect for human rights became the standards for any ally of the West – especially those receiving 

monetary aid like Taiwan), and the opposition wing which was supported by the West and had been 

organized while avoiding the KMT’s repressive mechanisms due to the culture of underground 

dissent and using the weapons of the weak – legacies of the authoritarian Japanese Colonial Rule 

– which caused the KMT to suffer losses at the citizen-state bargaining processes. Of course, the 

Taiwanese critical opposition was empowered by the fact that the KMT had been an exclusively 
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Mainlanders’ party, whereas the opposition aimed to represent the native Taiwanese population 

that constituted the majority of the island’s population, thus affording this critical, dissenting 

political wing with a critical majority for enacting socio-political changes. In fact, we can argue 

that one of the main reasons why the democratization process sailed so smoothly in Taiwan was 

the fact that the excluded group mainly included the majority, i.e. the native Taiwanese population, 

whereby their inclusion and ascendancy in Taiwanese politics immediately translated to not only 

the elimination of categorical inequalities but also the considerable broadening of the breadth of 

public politics. 

Importantly, unlike the case with other unrecognized states, the Taiwanese economy was 

strong. First and foremost, the Taiwanese economy was empowered due to the strong economic 

foundations of infrastructure on industrial manufacture, communications, and agriculture that were 

built during the Japanese Colonial era in Taiwan. Subsequently, the USA also provided aid for and 

encouraged the further development of these economic sectors in Taiwan which, coupled with 

effective and widespread educational institutions, helped the Taiwanese economy experience a 

boom. Furthermore, the recognized Taiwan was able to establish mutually beneficial trade 

relationships with rich, Western nations such as the USA and the members of the current European 

Union. Despite the fact that the gradual loss of official recognition hampered the ROC’s economic 

activities, many of its democratic trade partners maintained strong unofficial ties and thus economic 

partnerships with Taiwan. As a result, Taiwan had a strong economy and strong educational 

institutions, both of which helped the democratization process in Taiwan immensely. 

The democratization process in Taiwan, then, was expedited as the requirements for high 

institutional and personnel capacities, a lively wing of critical opposition at the political and societal 

levels that was not repressed coming from a well-educated citizenry, a strong economy, and a 

government willing to make reforms and compromises were all achieved. Furthermore, the most 
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prominent trade partners of the ROC were all democratic which, in turn, tends to encourage 

democratization. As a result, a strong, high-capacity central state which accepted the proposition 

that the state’s survival which depended on both external and internal support – especially for trade 

and military aid from the former – depended on ensuring the perpetuation of such support through 

democratic reforms, which were easy to achieve due to the endemic factors outlined above. 

Consequently, democratic reforms were inevitable. For the purposes of democratization, the state 

lifted the Martial Law that allowed for the repression of the opposition and the authoritarian control 

over the society, allowed for new political parties, provided more freedom of assembly for the 

society, institutionalized rights of representation for women and minorities at the national level 

(where both were required to be given quotas in any company aiming for national grants), and 

promoted the popular voting for legislative (who had previously been appointed by the KMT for 

lifelong terms) and the executive positions. Moreover, even before the popular elections were 

enacted, the KMT dissolved the lifelong appointments of the legislature while also appointing Lee 

Teng-hui, a reformist member of the KMT who was a native Taiwanese, as the head executive, 

symbolizing a commitment to democratization in Taiwan. By the end of the old millennium, that 

is in 2000, Taiwan witnessed the second popular election of a Taiwanese President and the first 

time there was a peaceful transfer of power from the KMT – the ruling party – to the opposition – 

the DPP, – many considered the democracy in Taiwan to have been consolidated. And indeed, since 

2000, Taiwan has been decidedly democratic; however, there have been fluctuations as to how 

democratic Taiwan has been. 

In the case of Taiwan, the native Taiwanese population that was the majority on the island 

was excluded from political power through violent means by the mainlander Chinese who had 

arrived at the island. As such, many of the Taiwanese viewed the Chinese as another colonial force 

and not their ethnic kin – the latter of which they had hoped for when delivered from the Japanese 
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Colonial Administration. As a result of such systemic discrimination, the native population 

developed a distinct, Taiwanese identity that defied their prior self-conception of ethnic Chinese 

living in Taiwan. Consequently, when democratization took place in Taiwan, it was accompanied 

by the Taiwanization of the socio-political landscape, whereby there was a call for the 

independence of the ROC as a separate entity that laid no claim to the Chinese Mainland, which 

would be a deviation from the claims of the founding members of the KMT. This vision was 

especially adopted by the more extreme members of the DPP – the opposition party – as well as a 

minority of the KMT members. As many members of the KMT and the business community desired 

a rapprochement and economic collaboration with China with an eventual, potentially federal 

solution to the conflict, the society was fragmented along the fault line of how to interact with 

China. 

The vision of an independent Taiwan clashed directly with the PRC’s aspiration for a 

single, united China; a goal pursued through the One China Policy. As the Chinese mainland felt a 

direct threat from Taiwanization, they declared any deviation from the One China Policy as a casus 

belli and ran threatening missile tests, etc. in order to route the vote in Taiwan towards the more 

Chinese-nationalistic Mainlanders in Taiwanese politics. However, this declaration of the casus 

belli and the subsequent threats employed instead caused an increase in the Taiwanese siege 

mentality due to a triggering of the threat perception from the Mainland in the unrecognized state. 

Asa result, instead of deterring Taiwanization, the Chinese policy instead supported the promotion 

of a separate Taiwanese identity as the unitary identity in Taiwan. Although the Chinese 

subsequently employed a softer approach through economic incentives, which certainly increased 

the ties between Taiwan and China such that some Taiwanese believe further cooperation would 

injure the independence of Taiwan. Nevertheless, the damage was done: most of the population 

had come under the influence of Taiwanization, pushing for the independence of the island and 
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loose cooperative ties (especially in business) with China. This especially held true for the youth 

and led to the Sunflower Student Movement. Such fault lines and polarization undermined 

democratic deliberation as camps were formed and compromise appeared unlikely. 

 Despite these fault lines, the Taiwanese politics maintained a generally democratic form 

with some fluctuations due to certain factors. Firstly, there was widespread gangsterism. Moreover, 

political corruption – which both the DPP and the KMT attempted to tackle wile utilizing the 

discourse of fighting corruption to attack their own political adversaries – that undermined the trust 

in the government. This political corruption also spread into the judiciary branch, where the ROC’s 

elites utilized the judiciary to attack and suppress opposition politicians. One of the most infamous 

cases of both political and judicial corruption was that of President Chen (the 2nd popularly elected 

President of the ROC), whose whole family – himself, his wife, and his son-in-law – were 

implicated in preferential awarding of contracts, misuse of government funds, perjury, etc. 

Ultimately, such corruption scandals led to Chen being arrested upon his leaving office in 2008, 

which was used by the KMT to persecute him: he was maltreated in prison and his trial was marred 

with prosecutorial leaks, giving the trial a flavor of political oppression. 

 Secondly, many political and business elites desired a rapprochement and further 

cooperation with China despite a considerable number of the population and elites desiring to push 

for Taiwanese independence. As such, when the KMT came into power a second time, they 

attempted to sign treaties of cooperation with China, which was ill-received by the latter part of the 

population opposing any ‘dependence’ on China that would undermine Taiwanese independence. 

However, the elites pushing for further cooperation with China and saw the future of Taiwan in 

maintaining a healthy relationship with the latter developed a high willingness for repression which, 

when coupled with the high governmental capacity, translated into an increased ability to do just 

that: the opposition was repressed in the official government media, and groups persecuted in China 
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could no longer protest in Taiwan (although they could still find refuge there). Furthermore, when 

the disgruntled youth population and academics who supported Taiwanese independence occupied 

the legislature as a part of a protest movement, the police used extreme force on the protesters and 

the government prosecuted and jailed more than 100 of them – thus showing that the KMT 

government was willing to use both legal and militant repression for the first time since 1979, when 

the government was still of an authoritarian nature. However, through the support of the opposition 

elites as well as through international scrutiny, the authoritarian tendencies were kept in check. 

 Nevertheless, although some authoritarian tendencies such as extreme political corruption 

for personal gains and a high willingness to repress were expressed variously in Taiwan, Taiwan 

was able to maintain a democracy throughout the period of this study. Aside from the endemic 

factors which lent themselves to democratization in the first place, another factor that also helped 

Taiwan to maintain its democracy was the fact that the governmental system was of a dynamic 

nature where the system is path dependent. Indeed, the system had been geared towards maintaining 

a democracy due to the passing of democratic reforms, which removed authoritarianism-

maintaining mechanisms such as the Martial Law, and the democratic commitments made by the 

previous political elites which, in the absence of a considerable systemic shock, could not be 

justifiably rolled back. As such, while Taiwan did experience the wavering of the level of 

Taiwanese democracy, it was still able to maintain a democracy – coming dangerously close, at 

points, to a less democratic nature – throughout the period of 1991-2010. 

 

  



 

356 

 

 

 

VIII. Analysis and Conclusions: 

 
 
 

Comparative Historical Analysis - A Tale of Three Unrecognized States 

 Unrecognized states are territorially small entities that are isolated diplomatically, 

economically, socially, and systematically (i.e. from the systemic laws and international 

organizations) – or, at least, that is the official story. In fact, the official story predicted that the 

unrecognized states that were not integrated into and instead actively rejected from the international 

markets and community would not be able to sustain themselves economically or territorially, and 

thus they would cease to exist. However, the reality does not match such expectations; instead, 

unrecognized states have worked within the international system in order to carve out what is quite 

often an illegal space to interact with the rest of the globe. As a result, the expected implosion of 

the unrecognized states and the subsequently expedient reunification of their territories and peoples 

with the parent states did not come to pass.  

Instead, unrecognized states have been able to survive for a long time, almost symbolizing 

and thus perpetuating tensions and the risk of war inherent in unresolved conflicts of ethno-

nationalist and territorial natures. The Ossetian War in 2008 (among Georgia vs. Ossetia and 

Russia) as well as the militarized violence between the Nagorno-Karabakh (and Armenian) and 

Azeri forces in 2013 are but two examples of how fast and unexpectedly the latent potential for a 

conflict where unrecognized states are involved can manifest. This is especially disconcerting as 

Russia has subsumed Crimea and parts of Eastern Ukraine as de facto states, which remains an 

unresolved dispute in the European borders, along with the Moldova-Transdniestria conflict and 
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the Georgia vs. Ossetia and Abkhazia conflicts. Furthermore, the tensions between China and 

Taiwan with regards to the division and management of South China Sea and the Taiwan Strait 

keep growing629, which would legally necessitate an intervention from the USA due to the 1979 

Taiwan Relations Act and which could thus escalate into a war of global nature – potentially a 

second Cold War630. In the Horn of Africa, Somaliland and Puntland prevent the unification of 

Somalia into a unitary state; instead, Puntland feeds terrorism and piracy while Somaliland distracts 

the international community from addressing the phenomenon of warlordism and clan divisions in 

Somalia to the south. Meanwhile, the Cypriot Conflict appears to have stabilized into a détente but 

even when the conflict itself is not violent, it causes tensions to rise between the EU and Turkey, 

causing a shift in Turkey away from European norms and values which risks the dissolution of 

NATO at a time when Russia’s global aspirations appear to be on the rise once again. Ultimately, 

the perpetuated lives of unrecognized states – small as they might be – clearly causes international 

security concerns.  

Nevertheless, the concerns with unrecognized states do not stop within the dimensions of 

international warfare. In fact, much of the security concerns that are connected with unrecognized 

states are derived from them being black boxes within the grey zones of international community 

that are isolated from international law and international law enforcement agencies, such as the 

INTERPOL. Therefore, unrecognized states act as ideal hubs for money laundering and sex 

trafficking631 and thus empower transnational organized crime (TOC). Furthermore, the criminal 

                                                           
629 “Armed Clash in the South China Sea,” Council on Foreign Relations, accessed August 29, 2015, 

http://www.cfr.org/world/armed-clash-south-china-sea/p27883; “China May Fear Reputation Damage More than 

Military Threats over South China Sea,” The Guardian, August 28, 2015, sec. Comment is free, 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/aug/29/china-may-fear-reputation-damage-more-than-military-

threats-over-south-china-sea. 
630 David Blundell, Taiwan Since Martial Law, ed. N. T. U. Press (Shung Ye Museum, 2012). 
631 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “2010 Human Rights Report: Cyprus” (U.S. Department of State, 

April 8, 2011); “Refworld | 2013 Trafficking in Persons Report - Cyprus,” Refworld, accessed August 23, 2015, 

http://www.refworld.org/docid/51c2f3c64d.html. 
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organizations thus embedded in unrecognized states act as shadow negotiators with a stake in 

preserving the status quo and the non-recognized status of unrecognized states, thereby further 

complicating negotiation attempts and decreasing the possibilities for a resolution in the conflicts 

involving unrecognized states – especially as these organizations are hard to identify and negotiate 

with. Additionally, such organizations tend to work in concert with the political elite and the police, 

thus causing corruption and creating a caste of plunder elite, as I such termed, that also acts as an 

obstacle to the resolution of the conflicts involving unrecognized states632. The resultant rise in 

criminality and corruption necessarily undermines the human rights situation in unrecognized 

states. Ultimately, this internal security dynamic, which involves organized crime and elite-level 

corruption, also undermines efforts at democratization by eroding the state’s accountability to the 

people, as well as the elite’s dependence on the people for economic survival, giving the elite less 

reasons to share power with the people. This lack of democracy then further undermines resolution 

efforts, as Track I efforts involve corrupt elites with a stake in maintaining a status quo that is 

profitable to them, and as organized crime organizations with a similar stake in the status quo can 

use intimidation or money to manipulate public opinion. Democratization would instead help 

eliminate (if not completely, to a significant degree) the political actors with a stake in preserving 

the status quo and enable more diverse and representative voices to get involved in the negotiation 

processes – even if indirectly. This once again demonstrates that not only are non-recognition-

based status quos and democracy are intricately interlinked, but also that democratization is 

essential when attempting to resolve conflicts whose perpetuation may be profitable to the few but 

which affect a large number of people. 

                                                           
632 Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime”; “Sex Trafficking Open 

Secret In Northern Cyprus - Al-Monitor: The Pulse of the Middle East,” Al-Monitor, accessed August 25, 2015, 

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/10/sex-trafficking-north-cyprus-open-secret.html. 
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Last but not least, there is general belief that unrecognized states survive – both 

economically and militarily – by relying on an ethnic-kin sponsor633. Although not truly puppet 

states634, these unrecognized states are still highly dependent on their sponsor state and thus the 

sponsor state can and does exert influence on their domestic politics and the conflict resolution 

efforts where the unrecognized states are involved quite often635. Therefore, many scholars and 

policymakers agree that unrecognized states cannot truly be democratic; instead, they will be at 

best ethnocratic: a type of semi-democracy where unrecognized states are dominated by and mainly 

cater political power to a single ethnic group636. As such, unrecognized states are treated as spaces 

where ethnic nationalism reigns supreme at the expense of a mature and liberal democracy; in fact, 

unrecognized states are seen as forever consigned to being semi-democratic at best. Given the 

intricate link between democratization and conflict resolution in these spaces, the implication of 

such findings would be that a resolution in the conflicts involving unrecognized states would prove 

elusive at best and impossible at worst. 

Given all of the abovementioned characteristics, it should come as no surprise that 

unrecognized states are treated as criminal, ethno-nationalist microspaces that need to be isolated 

and eventually eliminated from the world map. Indeed, it should also come quite naturally that 

unrecognized states are not seen as possible candidates for democratization. However, are 

unrecognized states simply authoritarian, criminal organizations, and triggers of international 

conflict that have declared statehood and nothing more? While their ethno-nationalist experiences 

                                                           
633 Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Anderson, “Reintegrating Unrecognized States: Internationalizing Frozen 

Conflicts”; Bakke et al., “External Patrons, Violence, and Internal Legitimacy in de Facto States”; Bahcheli, Bartmann, 

and Srebrnik, De Facto States the Quest for Soverignty. 
634 Kamilova and Berg, “How Can a de Facto State Be Distinguished from a Puppet State? Analysis of Transnistrian-

Russian Relations and Dependences.” 
635 Anderson, “Reintegrating Unrecognized States: Internationalizing Frozen Conflicts”; Caspersen, Unrecognized 

States; Caspersen, “States Without Sovereignty: Imitating Democratic Statehood”; Kanol and Kanol, “Roadblocks to 

Peacebuilding in Cyprus.” 
636 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Kanol, “Titulary 
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and their high domestic rates of criminality637 and corruption cannot be discounted, the stories from 

unrecognized states would belie such a perception of these ‘black boxes of the international 

community’. Indeed, both Somaliland – as a democracy in the Horn of Africa – and Taiwan (located 

within the Confucian Culture) are seen as exemplary and exceptional democracies, and North 

Cyprus has long been dubbed as a democracy, not belying its European location. Therefore, the 

question becomes: are these exceptional unrecognized states, or do unrecognized states undergo 

common and replicable processes of democratization through the triggering of shared mechanisms 

and dynamics. While this question will be answered shortly in favor of the latter option – and the 

shared factors and replicable processes elaborated on, – let us first assert the democratic nature of 

the cases in questions. 

In Hargeisa, the capital of the self-declared Somaliland, a national flag adorns the sky and 

the airport accepts new arrivals to the country – albeit in somewhat ancient airplanes638. Somaliland 

has its own – albeit very weak – economy, a semi-free media, and somewhat underdeveloped civil 

society. Despite this bleak picture, elections that are generally deemed free and fair are held at 

irregular intervals and the Somalilanders get to choose their executive and part of the legislature. 

Moreover, many Somalilanders, both resident citizens and those from the diaspora, work tirelessly 

towards not letting Somaliland dissolve and lead to the times of extreme violence based on clannism 

and warlordism. Indeed, despite all of Somaliland’s shortcomings and the unfavorable structural 

and political conditions (such as the total decimation of the Somalilander infrastructure by Barre’s 

forces during the Somali Civil War or the rampant clannism), the actors working towards 

                                                           
637 For example, TRNC’s current President Mustafa Akinci has underlined, on his publicly televised address to the 

judiciary on 09/18/2017, that the crime rates in North Cyprus have been soaring beyond capacity. Moreover, the Director 

of the Barristers’ Association and the Barristers’ Council, Unver Bedevi, posited that while drug mules with criminal 

amounts of drugs are being caught quite frequently (indicating the high crime rates), the judiciary and the police have 

failed to capture – or even identify – the heads of criminal organizations or the drug smuggling routes (televised interview 

with Sami Ozuslu on KanalSim (Turkish Cypriot TV) with Sami Ozuslu, on 09/21/2017). 
638 Greg Mills, Why States Recover: Changing Walking Societies into Winning Nations, from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe, 

2014, chap. 26. 
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democratization in an effort to avoid a tyrannical regime like Barre’s have succeeded in producing 

a semi-democracy. This democracy features free and fair elections for the executive and the 

legislature except for the Elders’ Council, and Xeer – the traditional Somali approach to justice and 

conflict resolution – is generally practiced. This is a type of compromised democracy where the 

shortcomings are a product of attempting to balance the clannist forces and incorporate endemic 

power dynamics into the government in order to avert violence that could spring from radical shifts. 

Certainly, Somaliland is quite a beacon of democracy in the Horn of Africa where, even when 

including the neighboring Middle East, Somaliland is one of the most advanced democracies in the 

region. As such, those who have worked hard for democracy and statehood hope their efforts to be 

recognized. Without recognizing such actors and the endemic dynamics that subvert the criminal 

and authoritarian image of unrecognized states, effective conflict resolution cannot be conducted 

in the Somali Conflict. 

TRNC has its own flag despite lacking its own military or economy, which are dependent 

on the sponsor state, Turkey. Moreover, it has a divided capital whereby it shares the southern part 

of its capital, Nicosia, with the RoC – the de jure state of all of Cyprus. Moreover, the TRNC has 

rampant corruption – although this has been getting better, – high levels of nepotism and high levels 

of crime including money laundering, sex trafficking, drug smuggling, and the smuggling of 

historical artifacts, as well as no civilian control over the armed forces including the police. 

Nevertheless, the TC community has been able to build on top of the democratic institutional and 

political legacies it inherited and, despite an initial bout of heightened ethno-nationalism based on 

the war that preceded the TRNC’s unilateral declaration of independence, a somewhat effective 

democracy has emerged. The media and the courts are generally free, although nepotism can 

prevent one from appearing in a court in the first place and the media organizations tend to be 

attached to a single political party with a few notable exceptions. More importantly, the TRNC 
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features a vibrant and colorful scene of social activism, with feminist and women’s rights 

organizations, inter-communal peacebuilding organizations, youth movements, and minority rights 

organizations, among others. Although these CSOs, too, are politicized, and thus lose some of their 

effectiveness, they are nevertheless a considerable feature in the TC political scene. Last but not 

least, the TRNC does conduct free and fair elections639 at regular intervals. Indeed, the TRNC has 

been able to build a considerably democratic system of governance despite the Turkish influence 

in its domestic politics and in spite of the efforts of the ultra-nationalist wing that aimed to dominate 

the society through increasing their fear perception and promising security. As such, belying the 

ethnocratic tendencies outlined above, the TRNC has twice elected a President (Talat, 2005; 

Akinci, 2014) and a legislature that were likely to be in support of reunification with the RoC. 

Many (especially young) people in this state aim to earn recognition through democratization and 

peacemaking, and thus step outside of the long shadows cast by rampant nationalism and Turkish 

interventionism. Clearly, there is much more to the TRNC than the undeniable criminality and the 

apparent tendency towards ethnocratization. 

Taiwan boasted one of the fastest-growing economies in the world starting in the 70s and 

through the burst of the tech bubble in early 2000s thanks to the economic aid from the USA and 

the governmental investments into the economic and educational infrastructure. Even to date, 

Taiwan features one of the strongest economies in the world: its economy is classified as an 

Advances Economy by the IMF and as a high-income economy by the World Bank, and boasts to 

be the 5th largest economy in Asia and 15th most prominent in the world. This self-sustaining 

unrecognized state has its own flag, has a mostly free media, and a vibrant civil society. Despite 

struggling against corruption and some problems with the judiciary, as well as high political 

                                                           
639 Especially since the late 90s; the elections before then are suspected to have had the involvement of the Turkish Armed 
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polarization, Taiwan has succeeded in maintaining a democratic system of governance since the 

first free and fair election of the executive branch in 1996 – although, naturally, there are some 

flaws in this system. Moreover, Taiwan has accomplished this feat despite the presence of a 

powerful and non-democratic (in fact, communist/liberal-Leninist) parent state, PRC, being close-

by and exerting pressure to reunite the Taiwanese islands with mainland China. In fact, Taiwan 

single-handedly demonstrates that, despite Huntington’s claims to the contrary, Confucian political 

cultures can also lead to the democratization of the political regime640. Given all of these factors, it 

is hard to argue that Taiwan is anything but a functioning, liberal democracy despite some 

corruption and high levels of human trafficking. 

Given the stories outlined above and presented through the Case Studies section of this 

dissertation, one conclusion appears inevitable: unrecognized states not only are capable of 

democratizing; but also, some have already experienced democratization. This is an important 

finding, as democratization and the capability to experience this process and arrive at a mature, 

liberal democracy are important for the purposes of assessing the prospects of a peaceful resolution 

to both domestic and external conflicts involving unrecognized states – as previously established. 

Indeed, in a democratic society, crime and human rights abuses should rightfully reduce over time, 

and such societies can be prompted to resolve conflicts through convincing their constituencies. 

Moreover, democratic societies tend to find cooperative behavior and interdependence to be more 

profitable overall – especially as security spending and fears would be greatly reduced, and new 

trade routes more easily opened. The two central questions that remain to the present research are: 

how deep can the democratization that unrecognized states experience go?  And how and why do 

unrecognized states experience democratization in the first place, despite the expectations of both 
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the practitioners and the scholars of international relations – including experts on unrecognized 

states such as Caspersen and Kopecek – to the contrary? The following sections will answer these 

two questions and then ponder their implications on conflict resolution processes in conflicts where 

unrecognized states are involved as a conclusion to this dissertation, before indicating some future 

venues of research. 

The Quality of Democracy in Unrecognized States 

The question of measuring democracy is one that still confounds the scholars concerned 

with the janus-faced phenomena of democratization and de-democratization, as well as with 

understanding the political system of democracy at large641. This should come as natural, given the 

lack of consensus over what a democracy is in the first place642; therefore, attempting to measure 

democracy before defining its ontology appears to be putting the cart before the horse. 

Nevertheless, there are common practices among the scholars who attempt to measure and discuss 

the quality of recognized or unrecognized democracies: they use ready-made databases in order to 

be able to speak a common language in the absence of a common definition of democracy. By 

utilizing standardized measures and scores of democracy instead of defining it, the studies become 

replicable and generalizable, and the risk of talking over rather than with each other is eliminated. 

The present research necessarily has to start from this dubious step, however, as asserting the 

quality of democracy in unrecognized states will allow for the present research to identify which 

mechanisms and processes constrain or reinforce democratization, and which aspects of a 

democracy are easier or harder to achieve and under what conditions. Indeed, if Somaliland’s 

                                                           
641 Célestin Monga, “Measuring Democracy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Africa and Economics, ed. Célestin Monga 

and Justin Yifu Lin (London, UK: Oxford University Press, 2014), 

http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199687114.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199687114-e-37; 

Diamond and Plattner, Democracy. 
642 Diamond and Plattner, Democracy; Tilly, Democracy. 
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democracy is less mature than that of North Cyprus, we can compare and contrast the cases to see 

what processes were experienced only in the latter case and not the former, and etc. Therefore, 

assessing the quality of democracy in unrecognized states becomes a preliminary quest for 

answering the question of how and why unrecognized states democratize. 

The scholars who study democracy and democratization tend to utilize the Freedom House 

Scores and the Polity IV Database for the purposes of finding a common ground. However, those 

interested in the democratization of unrecognized state tend to, without fail, utilize the Freedom 

House scores as the Polity IV database fails to include the unrecognized states in its scores. Indeed, 

most of the prominent studies that are concerned with the democratization of unrecognized states 

have utilized the scores from Freedom House643, along with many other prominent studies of the 

phenomenon of democratization at large644. Moreover, the fact that Tilly frequently utilizes the 

Freedom House scores for his own analysis645, coupled with the fact that most prominent studies 

on the democratization of unrecognized states do likewise, makes the utilization of the same scores 

as a basis for the current dissertation’s analysis efforts uniquely suitable, given that the conceptual 

framework of this dissertation is based on Tilly’s proposed framework646 . As such, we will first 

begin our analysis with a closer look at the Freedom House scores assigned to the chosen cases of 

Somaliland, North Cyprus, and Taiwan starting from 2001, when at least two of the cases (North 

Cyprus and Taiwan) were simultaneously being assigned a grade647. 

                                                           
643 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Kopeček, Hoch, 

and Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy”; Kolstø and Blakkisrud, “De Facto States and Democracy”; Protsyk, 

“Representation and Democracy in Eurasia’s Unrecognized States”; Caspersen and Stansfield, Unrecognized States in 

the International System. 
644 Tilly, Democracy; Monga, “Measuring Democracy”; Walter C. Clemens, Dynamics of International Relations: 

Conflict and Mutual Gain in an Era of Global Interdependence, 2nd ed.. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2004); Pridham, The Dynamics of Democratization. 
645 Tilly, Democracy; Tilly, “Processes and Mechanisms of Democratization”; Tilly, “Inequality, Democratization, and 

De–democratization.” 
646 Tilly, “Processes and Mechanisms of Democratization”; Tilly, Democracy. 
647 Given that this dissertation is, in its essence, a comparative study, having at least two cases in the pool for comparison 

is a must when speaking of the democratization of unrecognized states. 



 

366 

 

Freedom House Scores, and a Modified Questionnaire 

The Freedom House (FH) Scores rates the political systems of countries around the world 

based on the domestic state civil liberties and political rights, approximating an appropriate 

measure for the state of democracy in these countries648. Subsequently, Freedom House assigns a 

rating of Free (indicating the presence of a functional, liberal democracy), Partly Free (indicating 

a deeply flawed semi-democracy with inherent authoritarian trends), and Not Free (indicating a 

non-functioning democracy or an authoritarian regime being adopted in the country)649. While one 

of the two standard-bearers in measuring democracy in an empirical manner, the FH scores are 

quite contentious. In fact, even though the scores are utilized without much scrutiny in many studies 

(i.e. the scores are taken at face value without further investigations into or elaborations on the 

underlying dynamics that led to the score)650, the scores do seem to deviate from many researchers’ 

experiences on the ground. For example, some studies of Taiwan and North Cyprus indicate that 

the democracies in both countries are essentially flawed despite them being rated as Free; in fact, 

these researchers present the two cases as systems where democratic and authoritarian elements 

have combined to form a hybrid, semi-democracy or an illiberal democracy651. Moreover, some 

works concerning Somaliland indicate the presence of a fully-functioning, liberal democracy being 

employed in the country, and subsequently dispute the Partly Free rating that is assigned to this 

unrecognized state652. 

                                                           
648 Tilly, Democracy. 
649 “Methodology | Freedom House,” accessed December 16, 2016, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-

2016/methodology. 
650 Tilly, Democracy; Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Kopeček, Hoch, and Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy.” 
651 Zuo, Evolving Identity Politics and Cross-Strait Relations; Blundell, Taiwan Since Martial Law; Chuang, Democracy 

on Trial; Larry Jay Diamond, “How Democratic Is Taiwan? Five Key Challenges for Democratic Development and 

Consolidation” (The Transition from One-Party Rule: Taiwan’s New Government and Cross-Strait Relations, New York, 

NY: Columbia University, 2001); Kanol, “Titulary Democracy in Unrecognized States”; Mamali, Iskence Adasi: Kuzey 

Kibris (The Island of Torture: North Cyprus); Kanol and Köprülü, “Quality of Democracy in Unrecognized States.” 
652 Nikola Pijovic, “To Be or Not to Be: Rethinking the Possible Repercussions of Somaliland’s International Statehood 

Recognition,” African Studies Quarterly 14, no. 4 (September 2014): 17–36; Mills, Why States Recover. 
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Although I will briefly expand on the accuracy of FH scores in the Appendices Section, 

that will not be the main purpose here. For the current purposes of my analysis, I will provide an 

overview of how deep the democracy in each of the three unrecognized states of this study’s focus 

appears to be according to the FH scores they have been assigned, and then go deeper into detail 

by conducting a more thorough analysis based on an adapted version of the FH scoring 

methodology. For this purpose, I will first look at the FH Scores for Northern Cyprus and Taiwan 

from 2001 to 2011 (as the reports themselves are written with regards to the preceding year, thus 

2011 would be regarding 2010 – the last year of emphasis in this study). With regards to 

Somaliland, which was scored separately from Somalia staring in 2009, only the scores from 2009 

to 2011 will be included. 

Subsequently, I will conduct my own scoring process based on a framework adapted from 

the FH questionnaire. The questionnaire used here will be mostly based on the adapted 

methodology proposed by Clemens that was largely based on the FH methodology653. I will further 

adapt Clemens’s proposed amendments to the questionnaire to better capture the state of civil 

liberties and political rights in unrecognized states and the conditions endemic there based on the 

literature review on the democratization of unrecognized states. However, unlike FH scoring 

methodology, I will simply assign 1, 0.5, or 0 points (criterion well-satisfied, somewhat satisfied, 

not satisfied) and then convert the total sum to a score out of 10 where 10 is the best score possible. 

Below is a table that lists the questions that will be answered in order to assert the quality of political 

rights and civil liberties in unrecognized states. 
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Table 1: Adapted Scoring Questionnaire for PR and CL 

Political Rights Civil Liberties 

I. Is the head of the state elected?  I. Is the media free and independent? 

II. Is the legislature elected?  II. Are there open public discussions in the 

media or in public assemblies? 

III. Are the elections free and fair?  III. Is there freedom of assembly? 

IV. Are state resources used by the 

incumbent party for election 

propaganda? 

 IV. Is there freedom of non-party political 

organization, such as in NGOs, trade unions, 

and CSOs? 

V. Do elected officials have real power?  V. Are citizens equal under law? 

VI. Is there no external interference from 

shadow actors (e.g. criminal 

organizations) or external actors (such 

as the sponsor state)? 

 VI. Are there institutionalized protections 

from political terror? 

VII. Does competition exist between 

political parties? 

 VII. Are the trade unions free from 

governmental control and are they able to 

conduct collective bargaining? 

VIII. Can political parties be freely 

established and can all parties contest 

elections? 

 VIII. Is it free to form non-political 

organizations? 

IX. Are there peaceful transitions of 

power? 

 IX. Is educational access widely available, 

including citizenship education? 

X. Is the society free from military, 

foreign, or domestic/tyrannical 

domination? 

 X. Is education free from politicization? 

XI. Is the self-determination or political 

participation of minorities 

institutionalized and apparent? 

 XI.  Are social freedoms, such as gender 

equality, property rights, the rights to travel, 

etc. guaranteed? 

XII. Are the politically and socially 

disempowered parties’ political voices 

protected by institutional or 

constitutional arrangements? 

 XII. Is there freedom from economic 

exploitation?  

XIII. Are minorities free from assimilation 

pressures? 

 XIII. Is there freedom from government 

indifference and/or corruption?  
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XIV. Is the judiciary independent and de-

politicized? 

XIV. Are basic services provided for the 

society at large through the public funds? 

Are public funds not misused? 

Semi-Original Questionnaire modified from Clemens’s Adapted Methodology654 and the Freedom 

House’s Freedom Survey Scoring Methodology655 

 
 

 

 

By utilizing the questionnaire outlined in Table 1, I will be able to evaluate the internal validity of 

FH Scores’ claims, the findings of which will be presented in the Appendices, while also providing 

a broader and deeper understanding of the complex dynamics that contribute to democratization or 

de-democratization in unrecognized states. 

Northern Cyprus: A Democracy or an Ethnocracy? 

To begin with, Northern Cyprus appears to have the most stable political system out of all 

of the three cases chosen in this study according to its FH scores. Although the first recorded rating 

assigned to the TRNC was a Freedom Rating (FR, the average of the Civil Liberties [CL] and 

Political Rights [PR] scores) of 3, indicating a Partly Free system656, by 2002, the FR score, the 

CL score, and the PR score were all assigned a 2, earning the TRNC a Free rating657. The score of 

2 clearly indicated flaws in the system of democracy, but the flaws were not such that the 

functioning of the democracy would be significantly hindered. Moreover, the TRNC’s scores 

remained unchanged throughout the period of consideration: Northern Cyprus was assigned all 2s 

                                                           
654 Ibid., 353. 
655 “Methodology | Freedom House.” 
656 “Northern Cyprus * | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 1998,” accessed August 15, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/1998/northern-cyprus. 
657 “Northern Cyprus * | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2002,” accessed August 15, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2002/northern-cyprus. 
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from 2002 until 2011658; in fact, a closer look will reveal that the scores for Northern Cyprus have 

remained unchanged to date. Indeed, there has never been a fluctuation in the ratings assigned to 

this unrecognized states for a decade and a half. The implications of this finding, if the FH scores 

are to be trusted, then the TC democracy and the TC democratization process are so stable that, 

despite the inherent flaws in the system, replicating the democratization process here would be the 

most desirable as the citizens and external actors would know what to expect from and how to 

interact with the state at all times. Moreover, such a stable democracy should also help cultivate 

and consistently maintain a vibrant civil society, a rich middle-class, a state with low corruption 

and high accountability, free media, and a society respectful of human rights, among others. 

However, this was not the case de facto, despite the decorous scores received by Northern Cyprus. 

One of the most important features of a well-functioning, liberal democracy is the presence 

of a vibrant, widespread, and active civil society that participates in the political processes of 

decision-making. TRNC, indeed, does possess a vibrant and active civil society according to most 

sources659. However, liveliness or being widespread does not equal effectiveness in this case. There 

are several factors that prevent the TC civil society from realizing its democratizing potential, 

despite the freedom of assembly and freedom of expression both being guarded by the TC 

constitution. Firstly, there is no overarching organization for CSOs to cooperate or obtain funding 

from and the government aid is intermittent at best; certainly, the government’s aid under each 

                                                           
658 Ibid.; “Northern Cyprus * | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2006,” accessed August 15, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2006/northern-cyprus; “Northern Cyprus * | Country Report | Freedom 

in the World | 2011,” accessed August 15, 2017, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/northern-cyprus. 
659 The Mangement Centre of the Mediterranean, “An Assesment of Civil Society in Cyprus: A Map for the Future,” 

Civil Society Index Report for Cyprus (CIVICUS, 2005); “Civil Society Profile: Cyprus,” n.d.; The Mangement Centre 

of the Mediterranean and The NGO Support Center, “An Assesment of Civil Society in Cyprus: A Map for the Future,” 

Civil Society Index Report for Cyprus (CIVICUS, 2011); Demetriou and Gürel, “Human Rights, Civil Society and 

Conflict in Cyprus: Exploring the Relationships”; Nicolas Jarraud, Christopher Louise, and Giorgos Filippou, “The 

Cypriot Civil Society Movement: A Legitimate Player in the Peace Process?,” Journal of Peacebuilding & Development 

8, no. 1 (April 2013): 45–59, doi:10.1080/15423166.2013.791536; “Northern Cyprus * | Country Report | Freedom in 
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regime is dependent on where the CSOs and NGOs stand across the dividing line of hyperpolarized 

politics regarding the resolution of the Cypriot Conflict660. This is a problem as people have come 

to decry yet cynically expect the politicization of CSOs as a matter of course and show significant 

distrust towards them661 – although they trust CSOs still more than political parties or the 

legislature662. This lack of domestic funding, coupled with the erratic nature of external funding, 

and in addition to the lack of societal trust due to politicization and external dependence – which 

creates the impression of CSOs serving external interests over societal ones – truly undermines the 

CSOs’ work663. Moreover, due to the non-recognized nature of the TRNC, both outside funding 

and aid in expertise are hard to locate, which undermines the structural development of the CSOs664. 

Indeed, CIVICUS reports that the structural dimension, cooperation among CSOs, and their lack 

of deep recruitment are all vital weaknesses for the TRNC’s CSOs, which subsequently undermines 

their impact665. Overall, the civil society is vibrant and active yet shallow, disorganized, and 

unimpactful due to politicization and lack of funding as brought about by non-recognition. 

Interestingly, Freedom House’s own report on the Freedom of the Press in Cyprus would 

belie this assertion; in fact, according to FH, the TC State is oppressive towards the media and the 

judiciary branch constantly harasses journalists666. This also implies that the judiciary branch is not 

                                                           
660 Demetriou and Gürel, “Human Rights, Civil Society and Conflict in Cyprus: Exploring the Relationships,” 10–11; 
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quite independent, as it can be used as a political to repress critical journalism. The high levels 

repression of journalists and independent journalism by the state, which used the judicial 

institutions, the police, and extra-legal methods such as employing thugs for this purpose, 

throughout the period of 1990 to 2000 is also attested to by one of the most renown TC journalists 

in his memoir/essay collection, as well667. Nevertheless, the FH Surveys (both on Freedom in the 

World and on Freedom of the Media) still rate the CL scores and the media freedom in the TRNC 

quite highly. In fact, according to Ersoy, peace journalism and critical journalism is indeed widely 

practiced in visual and internet-based media, especially by younger journalists, highly-educated 

journalists, and female journalists668. However, Ersoy also notes that both the print media and many 

TV stations are subservient to the wills of the editorial boards, who pick and choose news and 

narratives that fit their political agendas and who tend to be heavily affiliated with a political party, 

which politicizes and undermines the independence of the TC media669. This politicization is 

confirmed by U.S. DoS Reports on Cyprus, which underlines that while there were 12 media 

organizations independent from government intervention in Cyprus, virtually all functioned as a 

subsidiary to a political party670. Reporters without borders also underlines that media freedom is 

restricted by the heavy presence of the 30,000-strong Turkish military in an island of circa 300,000 

people671. All of these fact attest to the corruption of the judiciary to a certain extent, military 
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tyranny in the political arena, and governmental repression – in addition to a simple lack of 

independent media (despite institutional arrangements indicating otherwise). 

Widespread corruption, which has been normalized due to nepotism and clientalism being 

socially expected672, is another significant, de-democratizing problem in the TRNC. The 

normalization of the corruption is evident from low perceptions of corruption as captured by the 

World Happiness Index Report673 despite the plentiful evidence pointing towards it674. 

Nevertheless, Eurobarometer studies found a different reality, as EU membership – and thus 

increased international linkages, increased transparency, increased democratization, etc. – were 

believed by the general populace to be of least benefit to the political elite675. Furthermore, the 

problems with the police and the judiciary become more apparent when it comes to the crime of 

torture, in which both institutions take part. There are well-documented cases of torture being 

utilized by the police against prisoners who have been imprisoned either short- or long-term676. 

Moreover, arbitrary arrests and detainment, as well as the lack of execution with regards to 

defendants’ rights such as the right to remain silent and the right to a lawyer are also well-

documented677. Corruption can be further traced within the widespread practice of sex trafficking, 
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where transnational organized crime organizations and the government (including the police) are 

openly complicit678. This also indicated that the overall human rights situation in Northern Cyprus, 

especially for minorities and refugees, is abysmal. Last but not least the widespread utilization of 

the tactic of partisan over-employment in the government offices, both at the national and local 

levels, for the purposes of forging cliental ties. The most unambiguous example of such clientalist 

corruption in the recent years came from the then-Mayor of Nicosia, Celal Bulutoglulari, who 

ended up over-hiring party-members and personal supporters, which eventually led to the 

bankruptcy of the capital’s municipality679. Clearly, almost all of the branches of the government 

as well as the police were corrupt and sometimes repressive, while public funds were misused for 

political purposes. More worryingly, such nepotism and clientalism – powerful, de-democratizing 

factors inherent in the TRNC’s political system – was normalized in the TRNC. 

It is important here to note that the unrecognition of Northern Cyprus and the no war, no 

peace status quo perpetuated within the context of the Cypriot Conflict both contribute to the hyper-

polarization of the TC society. Indeed, the TC society, its CSOs, media channels, and even parties 

are divided into two camps along the lines of how they wish to deal with the Cypriot Conflict: 

whether their main aim is a resolution through reintegration or the preservation of the status quo 

with an eye towards an eventual resolution. This hyper-polarization allows for the politicization of 

the media and the judiciary, the deadlocking of the legislature, and the partisan, clientalist hiring 

policies at both national and local levels that were explained above, as well as the politicization of 

education – especially history education – which will be elaborated on the next paragraph. These 
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unrecognition-imposed dynamics experienced through hyper-polarization all contribute to de-

democratizing trends in the TRNC and are unique to the state of non-recognition. 

Some other, outstanding de-democratizing factors are also present in the TRNC that were 

not covered by the big three categories of civil society, media freedom, and corruption. First and 

foremost, conscientious objection to military duty, which is protected under human rights and under 

the right to freedom of expression, is eschewed in the TRNC and is regarded as a crime680. 

Importantly, both in the cases of conscientious objection in particular and in the cases regarding 

human rights at large, the decisions, rulings, laws and norms of the international community and 

international organizations – in this specific case, the rulings of the European Court of Human 

Rights, are eschewed by the unrecognized government of the TRNC which is not bound by any 

international linkages or treaties681, making the work of human rights organizations ever harder682. 

In fact, the non-recognition of the TC State also deprives the human rights organizations and CSOs 

working in the TRNC from much-needed funding, expertise, and infrastructure683, undermining 

their work and thus eliminating a democratizing factor. Moreover, history education is a 

contentious and politicized issue with each reigning regime reconfiguring the contents studied and 

the depiction of the Cypriot Conflict according to their own political agenda684. The interventions 

                                                           
680 European Bureau for Conscientious Objection, “Annual Report: Conscientious Objection to Military Service in 

Europe 2014” (Belgium: European Bureau for Conscientious Objection, 2014), 19, 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54c00acde4b022a64cd0266b/t/5506eedfe4b0b39d3c23b846/1426517727250/201

4-EBCO-REPORT-EUROPE.pdf. 
681 Ibid. 
682 OSCE, “Compilation of Written Recommendations (Covering Working Sessions 1-3),” Recommendations, Working 

Sessions Reports (Austria: Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, October 2, 2008), 

http://www.osce.org/odihr/33868?download=true. 
683 Ibid. 
684 Yücel Vural and Evrim Özuyanık, “Redefining Identity in the Turkish-Cypriot School History Textbooks: A Step 

Towards a United Federal Cyprus,” South European Society and Politics 13, no. 2 (June 2008): 133–54, 

doi:10.1080/13608740802156521; Navaro-Yashin, “De-Ethnicizing the Ethnography of Cyprus”; Navaro-Yashin, The 

Make-Believe Space: Affective Geography in a Postwar Polity; Yiannis Papadakis, “History Education in Divided 

Cyprus: A Comparison of Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot Schoolbooks on the ‘History of Cyprus’” (Norway: 

International Peace and Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO), February 2008), http://file.prio.no/files/projects/Report-

History%20Education%20low.pdf. 
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by the military in TC affairs, by the sheer threat of which media freedom is undermined, is also 

another de-democratizing factor. Freedom of Assembly is also tenuous, with repression through 

the use of police or the military as well as the judiciary being employed from time to time, usually 

by nationalistic regimes685. Importantly, the military reports to Turkey, and the police force reports 

to the military headquarters; there is no civilian control over the police due to extended emergency 

measures, once again allowed for by the perpetuated state of no war, no peace. Reportedly, 

religious and ethnic minorities are not incorporated into the political system and have to go to the 

RoC to exercise their right to vote, and Yashin also reports that minorities do not have rights to 

property and have their rights to travel restricted686. 

Overall, then, the scoring for the TRNC would be along the following lines: 

 

 

 

Table 1.1: PR and CL for North Cyprus 

Political Rights Civil Liberties 

I. Is the head of the state elected? = 1  I. Is the media free and independent? = 0.5 

(there is some freedom in the media but the 

media is heavily politicized) 

II. Is the legislature elected? = 1  II. Are there open public discussions in the 

media or in public assemblies? = 1 (despite 

labeling ‘the other’ as traitors, the 

discussions occur frequently and openly) 

III. Are the elections free and fair? = 1  III. Is there freedom of assembly? = 0.5 (the 

government arbitrarily utilizes repressive 

tactics, despite guaranteeing freedom of 

assembly; permissions have to be gotten to 

assemble) 

                                                           
685 Gercek, “Kıbrıs’ta polis şiddetini protesto eylemi,” Gerçek Gazetesi, April 14, 2012, http://gercekgazetesi.net/genel-

haberler/kibrista-polis-siddetini-protesto-eylemi; “Hopa’dan Sonra Kuzey Kıbrıs’ta Da Görülmemiş Polis Şiddeti!,” 

KAOS GL (LGBTQ Rights), July 20, 2011, http://www.kaosgl.org/sayfa.php?id=9316. 
686 “Cyprus”; Navaro-Yashin, The Make-Believe Space: Affective Geography in a Postwar Polity. 
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IV. Are state resources used by the 

incumbent party for election 

propaganda? = 1 

 IV. Is there freedom of non-party political 

organization, such as in NGOs, trade unions, 

and CSOs? = 0 (non-party political 

organizations are politicized and tend to need 

to take sides) 

V. Do elected officials have real power? 

= 0.5 (external and military 

interventions) 

 V. Are citizens equal under law? = 0.5 

(LGBTQ are actively persecuted within the 

law and are socially marginalized; minority 

rights are not well-protected; women’s rights 

are not well-protected687) 

VI. Is there no external interference from 

shadow actors (e.g. criminal 

organizations) or external actors (such 

as the sponsor state)? = 0 (criminal 

organizations, sponsor state, and 

military all intervene in public affairs) 

 VI. Are there institutionalized protections 

from political terror? = 0 (the police and the 

military can be utilized by the state and are 

not under any civilian control) 

VII. Does competition exist between 

political parties? = 1 

 VII. Are the trade unions free from 

governmental control and are they able to 

conduct collective bargaining? = 1  

VIII. Can political parties be freely 

established and can all parties contest 

elections? = 1 

 VIII. Is it free to form non-political 

organizations? = 1 

IX. Are there peaceful transitions of 

power? = 1 

 IX. Is educational access widely available, 

including citizenship education? = 0.5 (there 

is a lack of citizenship education) 

X. Is the society free from military, 

foreign, or domestic/tyrannical 

domination? = 0 (military 

interventionism is high and 

government repression is frequent, if 

not consistent; see also: VI) 

 X. Is education free from politicization? = 0 

(education is highly politicized) 

XI. Is the self-determination or political 

participation of minorities 

institutionalized and apparent? = 0 

 XI.  Are social freedoms, such as gender 

equality, property rights, the rights to travel, 

etc. guaranteed? = 0.5 (although guaranteed 

to many, these rights are not always upheld 

or institutionalized) 

                                                           
687 International Human Rights Program, “Cyprus: Country Report for Use in Refugee Claims Based on Persecution 

Relation to Sexual Orientation and Gender,” Research Report, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Research 

(Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto, April 2014), 
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XII. Are the politically and socially 

disempowered parties’ political voices 

protected by institutional or 

constitutional arrangements? = 0 (see 

also XI) 

 XII. Is there freedom from economic 

exploitation? = 1 

XIII. Are minorities free from assimilation 

pressures? = 1 (minorities are not 

expected to assimilate; they are 

ignored and excluded instead) 

 XIII. Is there freedom from government 

indifference and/or corruption? = 0 

(government corruption normalized and 

expected) 

XIV. Is the judiciary independent and de-

politicized? = 0.5 (the judiciary is 

politicized, despite being independent 

constitutionally) 

XIV. Are basic services provided for the 

society at large through the public funds? 

Are public funds not misused? = 0 

(clientalism and nepotism causes partisan 

hiring practices, bloating the governmental 

employee cadre and undermining 

governmental efficiency) 

PR Score: 5.7/10 (Brute total: 8/14) CL Score: 4.6 (Brute total: 6.5/14) 

 

 

 

 

Ultimately, what are the implications of these findings, combined with the FH scores, on 

the quality of democracy in the TRNC? First and foremost, clearly, the quality of the democracy in 

the TRNC is deeply flawed; in fact, the TRNC has many authoritarian tendencies and can be treated 

as a semi-democracy with a well-formalized set of democratic institutions. Moreover, this semi-

democracy appears quite stable and unlikely to change. Indeed, despite small reduction or increases 

in the frequency of corrupt or repressive behavior at the elite level, the general outlook remained 

the same: a ‘free’ yet politicized and heavily repressed media, a vibrant civil society rendered 

ineffective and likewise politicized, rampant corruption and criminality, a political realm with 

powerful shadow and external actors, and armed forces acting outside of civilian control and 

regulation. Such a democracy indeed cannot be completely liberal and in fact can be considered 

quite illiberal, whereby the scores of PR=5.7 and CL=4.6 are not surprising. So what would explain 

the divergence between the official FH scores and the ones obtained from the present, modified 
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questionnaire? The answer to this question might have to do with the fact that the present, modified 

questionnaire acknowledged and incorporated the dynamics particular to non-recognition. To 

conclude, then, the case of TRNC will illuminate how an unrecognized state can experience stable 

yet incomplete democratization to successfully move from an oligarchy to a titular ethnocracy 

where the powerful, CIS members of the TC community dominate at the expense of minority 

groups. 

What are the implications of these findings on the hypotheses suggested in the 

Methodology section of this study? First and foremost, the fact that non-recognition so prominently 

affects variables central to democratization by delimiting them belies the null hypothesis that 

unrecognized states should behave very similarly to any other state with regards to their 

democratization processes. The findings from the TRNC appear to support Caspersen’s hypothesis 

that unrecognition leads to hyperpolarization, although rather than the polarization line being along 

unitary nationalism vs. plurality, the lines were instead drawn around if the population perceived 

benefits – financial or political – from a resolution or the perpetuation of the status quo. Such 

polarization indeed can delimit or enhance some democratic factors, and the polarization which 

affects CSOs, media, education, political parties, etc. is clearly a central factor in the TRNC. 

Nevertheless, hyperpolarization alone does not explain the titular ethnocracy in the TRNC. Thirdly 

comes Kopecek et al.’s hypothesis that stability over time helps generate a vibrant civil society 

appears to hold true, but whether this civil society is as directly related to democratization as the 

authors suppose is doubtable; in fact, CSOs need to obtain funding and expertise, and avoid 

politicization in a hyperpolarized and hyperpolitical setting in order to be effective democratizers. 

Therefore, Kopecek et al.’s hypothesis is only partially supported by the TRNC’s case. Voller’s 

hypothesis, however, appears to be fully-supported: as economic systemic shocks shook the status 

quo in the TRNC and an alternative to the status quo (EU membership in this case) undermined the 
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chokehold that the nationalists held over political power, led to the most significant political 

changes in the TRNC – that is, the improvement of the TRNC from a partially free to a free system 

due to the peaceful exchange of political power at the executive level. However, Voller’s 

hypothesis fails to explain why preceding systemic shocks, including economic crises such as in 

1996, failed to lead to political changes. These negative cases also need to be explained for a more 

complex picturing of the dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states. Last but not least is 

the potential centrality of economic activities hypothesis. This hypothesis appears to be only 

partially supported, as well. The fact that criminal organizations – which work with unrecognized 

states due to a lack of transparency, accountability, and compliance with international laws – can 

cause corruption, which undermines democratization, needs to be emphasized.  Moreover, due to a 

lack of trade and thus a strong domestic economy, the TC CSOs become dependent on external 

sources which render them unstable (as funding is unstable) and less domestically legitimate (as 

they are seen as subordinated to external funders), which also undermines democratization. Most 

importantly, however, corruption and the presence of criminal organizations leads to the gained 

prominence of shadow actors in domestic affairs, which is a considerable de-democratizing factor. 

Nevertheless, a criminalized, corrupt, and nepotistic economy does not appear to have quite the 

central role in this particular case as is supposed in the hypothesis. Ultimately, if the TRNC’s case 

is to be taken as an example, unrecognized states’ democratization is triggered by systemic shocks 

towards economy or legitimacy and constrained through hyperpolarization and partially by a lack 

of legitimate economic activities, which also undermines CSOs’ impact on domestic politics and 

allows for criminalization. In such a case, democratization is naturally delimited and a semi-

democracy is a natural high-point. 

Somaliland: An Inevitably Clannist Semi-Democracy? 
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The FH Scores for Somaliland are quite interesting due to the fact that these scores appear 

quite inconsistent over the limited time where FH actually assigned Somaliland an individual score 

(rather than a sub-section in Somalia’s analysis without a specialized score). In 2009, FH scored 

Somaliland at FR=4.5, with CL=4 and PR=5, where the PR rating was quite so negative due to the 

unconstitutional extensions of the president’s term and the postponement of regular elections. By 

2010, the Somalilander score for CL had decline to a 5 as there were increased restrictions to press 

freedom and demonstrations, which caused the FR score to also decline to a 5. Moreover, by 2011, 

the FR score improved to 4.5 as PR scores improved from a 5 to 4 due to the eventual conduct of 

the delayed elections and the peaceful transfer of power that followed. As such, despite small 

improvements or declines in the ratings that happened in every single year of observation, 

Somaliland was consistently rated as partly free. Meanwhile, the Freedom of the Press Report for 

Somaliland likewise indicated a partly free media due to governmental overregulation and 

repression, including arrests and detention of journalists and the arbitrary closing of several media 

outlets almost every year due purportedly to ‘inappropriately critical reporting’. Overall, then, 

Somaliland was a somewhat unstable semi-democracy marred by electoral problems and a lack of 

media freedom. 

Unlike the case with the TRNC, the Freedom of the Press Report and the FH Freedom in 

the World Report are in agreement, creating internal validity, while most of the NGO Reports 

regarding Somaliland agree with the assertions of the FH Scores. Much like with the analysis of 

the TRNC, I will focus in the following sections on the state of civil society, free media, hyper-

polarization and corruption at the government level, and some other factors in order to deepen the 

analysis of the state of Somaliland’s democratization. Subsequently, I will rate the democracy of 

Somaliland and elaborate on the case’s implications on the suggested hypotheses. 
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First and foremost, while the government provides some basic services but even when it 

does, these services (such as healthcare institutions) are concentrated in the urban centers and the 

rural or sub-urban regions are ignored688. Indeed, reports find that access to water, healthcare, 

judicial courts, education, etc. are heavily limited and unevenly distributed in Somaliland689. 

Especially disconcerting is that public schools are only available until the end of primary education, 

and even then public schools lack quality; instead, affluent peoples and clans form their own, 

private schools, increasing societal disparity690. Although there was some increase in the 

educational opportunities for girls, the educational institutions do not accommodate for the rights 

and special circumstances of minorities, refugees, IDPs, and nomad clans691. There is no citizenship 

education in Somaliland. Due to droughts and abject poverty, coupled with a lack of state-based 

capacity and institutions for providing basic services, there is a problem of access to water and food 

– even in the capital of Hargeisa692. 

The Somalilander civil society is quite ineffective and disorganized. For example, even 

Ali, whose work praises the work of the Somalilander civil society (specifically traditional elders, 

women, and media) for being effective pillars in the socioeconomic development and political 

stability of Somaliland, acknowledges that unlike the overpowered traditional elders, the women 

find it hard to carve a niche for political involvement when faced against traditional values and 

prejudices693, and that the media is either politicized or controlled when independent, and 

                                                           
688 SONSAF, “Universal Periodic Review of Somaliland Civil Society Organizations,” Annual Report (Hargeisa, 

Somaliland: SONSAF, July 1, 2015), 4. 
689 Ibid., 3–10. 
690 Ibid., 4. 
691 Ibid. 
692 Ibid., 4–5. 
693 SONSAF, “Universal Periodic Review of Somaliland Civil Society Organizations.” 
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frequently harassed when critical694. The government is hostile and distrustful towards the NGOs 

and keeps them in a legal limbo by refusing to clarify the role of and rules for NGOs’ work in 

Somaliland through constitutional amendments and law-making, which also undermines the role 

non-governmental actors can play in this unrecognized state695. The NGOs also lack capacity and 

professionalism, being denied access to any guidance in expertise from the international 

community, and do not exhibit any overarching commitment towards democratization, their work 

and values being decided piecemeal696. Furthermore, the society at large perceives clans to be the 

main source of participation, whereas there are no institutionalized alternatives for voicing political 

opinions and demonstrations are restricted697. Additionally, the government heavily restricts civil 

society activism whereas international aid agencies and donors exert too much control over the 

process, rendering it somewhat illegitimate and ineffective overall698. The government does take 

repressive measures against the freedom of assembly, and has mobilized the police force against 

demonstrators, causing injuries699. 

The media is Somaliland is both restricted and highly harassed. While the constitution of 

Somaliland provides for the freedom of expression, there is only a single, state-run radio station 

and independent radio stations are not allowed to exist in Somaliland700. Moreover, media 

                                                           
694 Nasir Mohamed Ali, “Making the State Work: The Role of the Civil Society Actors in Somaliland,” Asian Journal of 
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696 Ibid., 5. 
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699 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “Somaliland Report on Human Rights Practices 2008,” Annual 
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organizations critical to the reigning regime are frequently harassed through the judiciary701 based 

on norms and laws that predate the Somalilander independence and constitution – i.e. laws left over 

from the authoritarian Somali regime of Barre702. Indeed, many journalists are arbitrarily arrested 

and detained and media stations are closed likewise arbitrarily703. The judiciary and specifically the 

judges (and their abuse of power) appear to facilitate these attacks on the freedom of expression 

that undermine democratization, indicating a lack of impartiality at and the politicization of the 

judiciary704. Indeed, the judiciary’s independence is undermined in Somaliland and both local and 

national government officials intervene in the judicial processes705. 

The uneven access of groups to political power is an important deficiency in the democratic 

quality of Somaliland. Gender inequality is especially poignant in the case of Somaliland706. Indeed, 

Somaliland’s institutionalization of traditional, clan-based power structures for the expediency of 

state-building, when coupled with the societal, negative attitudes towards women’s participation in 

the political sphere, women’s participation in politics and access to political power are both 

extremely limited707. Instead, traditional elders are quite overpowered which both reinforces clan-

based divisions and clannism, and allows for the unelected Upper House (House of Elders) and 

                                                           
701 See: “Somaliland: Media Harassed for Investigative Reporting - CIVICUS - Tracking Conditions for Citizen Action,” 
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traditional elders to disproportionately affect Somalilander politics708. As such, while Somaliland 

has switched to a 3-party system where only 3, purportedly non-clan-based political parties to 

contest elections (in order to avoid each clan having a political party), this has instead allowed for 

three larger clans to dominate the political realm with smaller clans having to throw their lot in with 

one of the big 3709. Aside from clannism, the use of governmental resources for election propaganda 

is also an accepted practice, leading to the normalization of governmental corruption710. Minorities 

are also not represented in the governmental agencies and they are not awarded quotas either, 

effectively eliminating their voice from the political realm711. It appears that the Isaaq clan, the 

largest in Somaliland, monopolizes political power as the executive is also overpowered at the 

expense of the legislature, which also delimits access to political power712. Clearly, the political 

system in Somaliland tends towards a clan-based oligarchy more than a titular ethnocracy. 

As most of the basic services are either not provided for or are provided through clan-based 

financing and clan-based diaspora aid, the government has not invested into building the capacity 

of or infrastructure for the state713. Instead, there is governmental corruption: starting with President 

Egal, it has been expected that government resources will be misappropriated for personal usage 

and for one’s clan714, and the use of government resources for election propaganda has especially 
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been normalized715. The government is repressive towards the civil society and the executive is 

overpowered, such that the legislature is ineffective. Furthermore, the government is directly 

responsible for many human rights violations and fails to prosecute them, leaving the burden unto 

the clans where especially women victims are without clout716. Indeed, the corruption perception 

in Somaliland appears to be one of the highest, and there appears to be an unusually high feeling 

of a dystopia, despite the fact that Somaliland is ranked at a middling 91st out of 158 countries with 

regards to how happy the citizens are717. As such, the government is corrupt economically, 

politically, and morally all at the same time. 

One of the larger problems with both Somaliland’s statehood and its democracy is that the 

government fails to control all of the territories it has claimed (and thus provide services or 

represent the people there) and it has failed to subdue regional armed forces. Indeed, the clan 

militias are very much alive and can take up arms against the government, threatening the state and 

the state of democracy in Somaliland718. Moreover, the Sool and Sanaag regions feel 

disenfranchised from the central Somalilander government and frequently take up arms against the 

government and the military, threatening to join Puntland719. As such, there is only limited civilian 

control over the security forces in Somaliland720. Importantly, 60% of Somaliland’s limited budget 

is spent on maintaining its armed forces instead of basic services721. Furthermore, Somalilander 
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security forces and clan militias conducted human rights violations such as torture and rape722. As 

such, it appears that a lack of state capacity, territorial control, and civilian control measures vis-à-

vis armed forces all contribute to de-democratization in Somaliland. 

The overall state of democracy in Somaliland, then, can be rated as below: 

 

 

 

Table 1.2: PR and CL for Somaliland 

Political Rights Civil Liberties 

I. Is the head of the state elected? = 1  I. Is the media free and independent? = 0.5 

(there is some freedom in the media but the 

media is heavily politicized and repressed) 

II. Is the legislature elected? = 0.5 (the 

House of Elders is not elected) 

 II. Are there open public discussions in the 

media or in public assemblies? = 0 (critical 

journalists are harassed and detained; 

assemblies are repressed) 

III. Are the elections free and fair? = 0.5 

(the government resources are used by 

incumbents and some voter 

suppression occurs) 

 III. Is there freedom of assembly? = 0.5 (the 

government arbitrarily utilizes repressive 

tactics, despite guaranteeing freedom of 

assembly; permissions have to be gotten to 

assemble) 

IV. Are state resources used by the 

incumbent party for election 

propaganda? = 0 

 IV. Is there freedom of non-party political 

organization, such as in NGOs, trade unions, 

and CSOs? = 1 

V. Do elected officials have real power? 

= 0.5 (the executive is overpowered at 

the expense of the elected legislature; 

the clan leaders and the House of 

Elders, are both more powerful than 

elected officials ) 

 V. Are citizens equal under law? = 0.5 

(LGBTQ are actively persecuted within the 

law and are socially marginalized; minority 

rights are not well-protected; women’s rights 

are not well-protected) 

VI. Is there no external interference from 

shadow actors (e.g. criminal 

organizations) or external actors (such 

 VI. Are there institutionalized protections 

from political terror? = 0 (the police and the 

military can be utilized by the state and are 
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as the sponsor state)? = 0.5 (diaspora 

and external funders intervene in 

public affairs) 

not under any civilian control; clan militia 

are completely independent and are frequent 

violators of human rights) 

VII. Does competition exist between 

political parties? = 1 

 VII. Are the trade unions free from 

governmental control and are they able to 

conduct collective bargaining? = 1  

VIII. Can political parties be freely 

established and can all parties contest 

elections? = 0.5 (only three parties 

can contest elections and party 

establishment is restricted) 

 VIII. Is it free to form non-political 

organizations? = 0.5 (non-political 

organizations are in a state of legal limbo as 

there are no clear laws regarding their 

establishment) 

IX. Are there peaceful transitions of 

power? = 1 

 IX. Is educational access widely available, 

including citizenship education? = 0 (there is 

a lack of citizenship education and public 

education is abysmal) 

X. Is the society free from military, 

foreign, or domestic/tyrannical 

domination? = 0 (militia and armed 

forces frequently conduct human 

rights violations and acts of 

repression) 

 X. Is education free from politicization? = 

0.5 (education is not politicized; however, 

education is more readily available to the 

more affluent and well-off, thus gaining a 

classist flavor) 

XI. Is the self-determination or political 

participation of minorities 

institutionalized and apparent? = 0 

 XI.  Are social freedoms, such as gender 

equality, property rights, the rights to travel, 

etc. guaranteed? = 0.5 (although guaranteed 

to many, these rights are not always upheld 

or institutionalized; gender equality is not 

guaranteed) 

XII. Are the politically and socially 

disempowered parties’ political voices 

protected by institutional or 

constitutional arrangements? = 0 (in 

fact, they are actively violated in the 

cases of women and LGBTQ 

members instead; see also XI) 

 XII. Is there freedom from economic 

exploitation? = 1 (the government works 

with the clans to utilize natural resources due 

to the initial SNM government and the 

subsequent governments’ failure to repress 

clans’ power) 

XIII. Are minorities free from assimilation 

pressures? = 1 (minorities are not 

expected to assimilate; they are 

ignored and excluded instead) 

 XIII. Is there freedom from government 

indifference and/or corruption? = 0 

(government corruption normalized and 

expected; government indifferent to rural 

areas) 

XIV. Is the judiciary independent and de-

politicized? = 0 (the judiciary is 

XIV. Are basic services provided for the 

society at large through the public funds? 
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politicized and intervened into by 

political officials) 

Are public funds not misused? = 0 (personal 

and clan-based misappropriation is common 

and normalized; basic services are lacking) 

PR Score: 4.6/10 (Brute total: 6.5/14) CL Score: 4.3 (Brute total: 6/14) 

 

 

 

The Somalilander democracy is a clearly flawed one tending towards a semi-authoritarian 

arrangement close to a clannist oligarchy, based on the combination of the FH Scores and the scores 

obtained through the present study’s questionnaire. With its combined FH Score tittering between 

4.5 and 5 (at the far, authoritarian end for partly free, semi-democracies) and with its PR=4.6 and 

CL=4.3 scores being below a 5/10, the system clearly exhibits authoritarian tendencies. More 

worryingly, the FH scores indicate and instability in the system, as the scores for Somaliland 

changed every single year. Indeed, democracy is not well-institutionalized in Somaliland, whereas 

pre-existing clan divisions and Isaaq dominance have become institutionalized and legitimized. 

What can explain the convergence of the FH Scores and the scores from the modified 

questionnaires in the case of Somaliland, unlike with the case of the TRNC? Here, there can be two 

assumptions: a) the flaws in the Somalilander democracy, especially as some of them are 

institutional and more systematic (rather than de facto), are more apparent, rendering them easier 

to capture in a multinational survey; and/or b) criminality and covert political corruption are harder 

to capture than institutionalized clannism and over corruption. In any case, what is clear is that the 

Somalilander political regime is a semi-authoritarian, clannist-oligarchic one, and thus the study of 

Somaliland can shed light on the limitations on democratization in an unrecognized, non-

homogenous state heavily divided by sub-national groups and affiliations. Interestingly, unlike the 

case with the TRNC, it appears that the flaws in the Somalilander democracy have less to do with 

the non-recognition of Somaliland and more to do with the endemic conditions of Somaliland such 

as clannism and normalized corruption, although governmental corruption (due to the state’s tax 
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revenues and aid regulated by the state, rather than trade, being central to the Somalilander 

economy) and the lack of impact from Somalilander CSOs (due to a lack of economic aid and aid 

in expertise) can be attributed to non-recognition to a certain degree. 

With regards to the testing of the hypotheses, it appears that the case of Somaliland might 

give some mixed signals. Indeed, Somaliland appears to somewhat support the null hypothesis that 

non-recognition should not have any special effect on the democratization process of an 

unrecognized state. This might indicate one of three possibilities: a) unrecognized states’ 

democratization process and political behavior are not affected by the conditions imposed by non-

recognition; b) non-recognition’s impact is superseded by the effects of clannism and deep societal 

divisions, where Somaliland is an exceptional, non-homogenous case of unrecognized statehood; 

and c) the impacts of non-recognition might include factors such as a lack of accountability to 

international norms and organizations, which are hidden effects and which can affect the state of 

human rights, media freedom, etc. in an unrecognized state, thus confounding this analysis. 

Nevertheless, the null hypothesis certainly appears to hold more sway than the hypothesis proposed 

by Caspersen in a deeply divided society as such a society is not turn between the needs for plurality 

and unitarism; instead, Somaliland has been more challenged with state- and nation-building with 

a society rife with clan-based divisions. Likewise, the Kopecek et al. hypothesis that prolonged 

stability aids critical civil society and political parties appears to be off the mark, especially when 

the civil society is repressed and clans are the main players political discourse and contestation. In 

fact, the civil society has lost influence over time, rather than gaining it723, and instead of critical 

political parties, the system in Somaliland has produced parties for different clans. Voller’s 

hypothesis seems to be better supported by the case of Somaliland, as the changes in the 

                                                           
723 International Crisis Group, “Somaliland: The Strains of Success.” 
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Somalilander political system came about due to the SNM’s failed attempts at repression, and then 

the Egal governments successes at the same endeavor (although more political than military 

repression), as well as due to economic crises (where Egal was forced to concede to constitutional 

reforms). Nevertheless, more than challenges to legitimacy as imposed by non-recognition, these 

were self-inflicted changes caused by the failures of the authoritarian government, which belie the 

essence of Voller’s hypothesis that non-recognition-related systemic shocks cause democratization. 

The hypothesis that economic activities can be central to shaping democratization processes 

appears to hold little sway here, as it does not affect prominent democratizing factors such as the 

media and the civil society, aside from encouraging governmental corruption. Overall, then, in an 

internally-divided unrecognized state, democratization can occur thanks to systemic shocks 

whereas the attempts to accommodate for the societal divisions creates an unstable political 

environment where the CSOs become ineffective and corruption becomes widespread, prompting 

de-democratizing loops and delimiting the democratization to an oligarchic nature where sub-

national groups aim to monopolize political power. 

Taiwan: A Strong, Liberal Democracy? 

Taiwan features one of the deepest and most liberal democracies in the world, despite it 

having started its democratization process only in 1991 (or 1987, when the Martial Law was 

abolished). In fact, Taiwan overtook the well-established liberal democracy of USA in the FH 

Freedom in the World Rankings (Taiwan scored an aggregate 91 whereas USA scored an 89) in 

2017724. Of course, this democracy did not come without growing pains and despite a strong start 

to the democratization process with a deep, liberal democracy established by 2001, Taiwan ended 

up experiencing turbulent fluctuations in both civil liberties and political rights throughout the 

                                                           
724 Freedom House, “Freedom In the World,” Annual Report, Freedom and Liberties Across the World (Washington, 

DC: Freedom House, 2017). 
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period of this study. Nevertheless, Taiwan was able to keep its democratic essence without fail, 

according to the FH Scores. 

By 2001, only a decade after the beginning of its democratization process including the 

increasing of media freedoms, the abolishment of life-long appointed positions for the legislature, 

and the establishment of free and fair elections for the purposes of selecting executives and 

legislators. The FH Scores for Taiwan in 2001 were FR=1.5, with CL=2 and PR=1725, which is not 

quite so surprising as the PR scores deal more with formal/institutionalized arrangements that can 

be altered top-down, whereas CL scores deal both with the formal as well as politico-cultural 

aspects of democratization, which can be slower in improving. Importantly, until 2004, it was KMT 

with a history of authoritarianism and single-party rule that was in power, which might have 

perpetuated some authoritarian-leaning political practices at the elite and societal levels. In fact, the 

Taiwanese CL Score only improved from =2 to =1 in 2005 thanks to an increase in the rule of law 

and judicial independence per the reforms enacted by the DPP and President Chen (who was 

formerly of DPP)726. DPP and President Chen also helped pass constitutional and electoral reforms 

in order to strengthen the free and fair nature of Taiwanese elections, cementing a PR=1 score727. 

As such, by 2006, Taiwan had secured an FR=1 score. Unfortunately, the uncovering of intense 

corruption at the high-levels of the government where the President, the President’s son, and the 

First Lady were all involved meant that the PR rating for Taiwan declined from =1 to =2 by 2007728. 

This corruption also involved collusion among government elites, businesses, and criminal 

                                                           
725 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2001,” accessed August 15, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2001/taiwan. 
726 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2005,” accessed August 17, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2005/taiwan. 
727 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2006,” accessed August 15, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2006/taiwan. 
728 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2007,” accessed August 17, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2007/taiwan. 
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organizations729. Although the PR scores for Taiwan did improve once again to =1 when the anti-

corruption efforts started in the DPP-era were continued and intensified by the resurgent KMT that 

was in reign, the CL scores declined from an =1 to an =2 as both academic freedoms and judicial 

independence declined730. In fact, the improvement in the PR scores and the simultaneous decline 

in the CL scores were interrelated, as the KMT utilized the judiciary as a political tool to (publicly) 

persecute ex-President Chen for corruption charges and thus decrease the DPP’s popularity while 

simultaneously advertising the KMT as anti-corruption champions. This status quo held sway also 

in 2011, where the FR score for Taiwan remained at a =1.5731. These scores clearly indicated a 

well-defined and institutionalized, liberal democracy existing in Taiwan, undermined by a lack of 

democratic socio-political values where corruption at the governmental-level was normalized and 

where the authoritarian-leaning behavior of the KMT could take the reigns. 

In fact, the conclusion that the Taiwanese democracy was well-institutionalized but lacking 

in a commensurately democratic socio-political culture was reflected in the Freedom of the Media 

reports on Taiwan, as well. Taiwan’s press was rated as Free throughout the post-2000 period of 

this study, scoring 20 (where 0=best and 100=worst) points in 2006732 and 25 points in 2011733. 

Interestingly but not surprisingly, the media freedom started declining with the KMT’s assumption 

of power, where this political actor’s leftover authoritarian tendencies became manifest. In fact, the 

DPP had replaced the Government Information Office, which controlled and repressed the media 

in Taiwan, with an independent National Communications Commission, thus institutionalizing 

                                                           
729 Ibid. 
730 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2010,” accessed August 17, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2010/taiwan. 
731 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2011,” accessed August 15, 2017, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/taiwan. 
732 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom of the Press | 2006,” accessed August 17, 2017, 
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733 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom of the Press | 2011,” accessed August 17, 2017, 
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394 

 

media freedom and reinforcing the formal components of Taiwan’s democracy. Nevertheless, 

during the KMT era, licensing rights and the freedom of using certain imagery (deemed ‘violent’ 

or ‘disturbing’), coupled with increased commercialization and political polarization in the media, 

caused the decline of independent, informative political reporting, as acknowledged by the FH 

Freedom of the Press Report734. This once again emphasized the formal and well-institutionalized 

nature of the Taiwanese democracy and the need to improve the contentious repertoire of the KMT 

and the socio-cultural acceptance of democratic values to match the formal components of 

democracy in Taiwan. 

To begin with, Taiwan has a free and mostly independent press since 2005, when the 

government charged an independent commission to be overseeing the media activities (rather than 

a government-based one) and disallowed active political officers or potential office-runners to have 

stakes in media organizations. The media in Taiwan has thus contributed to public discussions and 

has acted as a force for democratization735. However, some problems with the media are that it has 

become extremely commercialized and sensationalized, whereby being likened to a circus and such 

that only 1% of the populace take the media’s evidence-less reporting seriously736. In fact, a 

Brookings Institute Report underlines that the free media does not necessarily perform well as a 

democratizer, and some regulations need to be in place to render them a factor for democracy 

instead737. Interestingly, it is with the case of Taiwan where the media has the most freedom that 

the complexity of the relationship between media freedom and democratization comes into 

question. Nevertheless, all sources agree that while free media might not perform as well in an 

                                                           
734 Ibid. 
735 Gary Rawnsley and Ming-Yeh T. Rawnsley, “The Media in Democratic Taiwan” (Paper, University of Leeds, n.d.). 
736 Huang Ching-Lung, “The Changing Roles of Media in Taiwan’s Democratization Process,” Paper Series, Northeast 

Asian Policy Studies (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, July 2009), https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-

changing-roles-of-media-in-taiwans-democratization-process/. 
737 Ibid. 
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established democracy, a critical and free media is a definite contributor to democratization, even 

in Taiwan738. 

Taiwan’s democratization process since 1991 was smooth and exemplary, the moderate 

reformers of the single-party, KMT, having taken the lead in slowly introducing democratic reforms 

and un-doing many authoritarian institutions and laws, replacing them with their democratic 

counterparts. Of course, the KMT was not suddenly benevolent, but the elite of the KMT had 

realized that the regime’s legitimacy was being undermined by the removal of recognition from the 

ROC and thus their control over the suppressed majority (i.e. the native Taiwanese) was broken. 

Indeed, the KMT had been attempting to co-opt and subvert critical opposition in addition to 

allowing discontent with the KMT to be released at local-level political contests, for which its 

capacity had sharply declined739. Furthermore, unlike the February 28th incident of 1947 where the 

government was able to fully suppress critical opposition by violent force (including massacres), 

the government’s attempts at replicating such an achievement with the Kaohsiung Incident in 1979 

failed as: a) the government no longer had international support and instead there was pressure to 

respect human rights on the government, revealing governmental weaknesses, which then; b) 

allowed for the civil society and the repressed Taiwanese to demand reforms and changes to the 

political distribution of power740. As such, the Taiwanese democratization process began with elite 

collaboration and a strong and active, critical civil society, allowing for a strong foundation to build 

the formalization and deepening processes on. Therefore, many hailed the Taiwanese 

                                                           
738 Rawnsley and Rawnsley, “The Media in Democratic Taiwan”; Ching-Lung, “The Changing Roles of Media in 

Taiwan’s Democratization Process.” 
739 Blundell, Taiwan Since Martial Law; Wang Kao-cheng, “Democratization in Taiwan: The Interaction of Structure, 

Political Institutions, and Political Elites” (PhD, University of Pennsylvania, 1992); Yu, “From Authoritarianism to 

Democracy: A Study of Taiwan’s Democratization.” 
740 Peter Harmsen, “Taiwan’s Ex-Dissidents Remember Breakthrough for Democracy,” December 9, 2009, sec. Expat, 
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democratization process to be smooth, strong, and complete741; however, this was not a universally-

shared attitude. 

Larry Diamond, one of the foremost experts on the complementary topics of democracy 

and democratization, doubted the depth of Taiwan’s democracy even after a peaceful transition of 

power from the long-time authoritarian party KMT occurred in 2000742. According to Diamond, 

five factors undermined the depth of Taiwanese democracy: a) widespread government corruption; 

b) weaknesses of the rule of law and the judiciary; c) hyper-polarization in the political arena; d) 

need for constitutional reforms to separate, check, and balance the executive and the judiciary; and 

e) a need to further deepen and spread democratic political values across the society743. The 

improvements to the rule of law and the judiciary that occurred since 2004 (i.e. 3 years after 

Diamond’s piece), as well as the passing of reforms that strengthened the checks and balances in 

the political system, were all captured by the FH Freedom in the World Reports as well as by the 

US DoS Report on Human Rights in Taiwan744. As such, for understanding the quality of 

democracy in Taiwan post-2001, we can look at the issues of corruption, hyper-polarization, and 

democratic values. 

The governmental corruption in Taiwan is well-covered and known745, and as such it is 

undeniable – but is this political corruption at an exceptional level, or at the level of any average 

                                                           
741 Kao-cheng, “Democratization in Taiwan: The Interaction of Structure, Political Institutions, and Political Elites”; Yu, 
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743 Ibid. 
744 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom of the Press | 2006”; Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “2009 

Human Rights Report: Taiwan,” Annual Report (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of State, March 11, 2010). 
745 “Taiwan | Country Report | Freedom in the World | 2007”; Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “2009 
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state (given no political system is fully free of corruption)? According to Transparency 

International’s Corruption Index report, the corruption in Taiwan’s system was at a light level even 

among the more liberal democracies in the world, ranking Taiwan as #31, which meant that there 

was little corruption perceived by the public at the governmental level746. Of course, this does not 

mean that corruption does not exist in Taiwan and, in fact, government collaboration with criminal 

organizations and favoring certain businesses does occur747. Nevertheless, this corruption does not 

appear to affect basic services and only slightly – if at all – appears to affect national or local 

policies, although small-time corruption in the police force, which can cause some violations to 

detainees’ rights and human rights748, is disconcerting. Furthermore, grafting among and between 

politicians has become commonplace as favors and money need to be gathered to effectively 

compete in a democratic system, which affects democracy to a certain extent as elected officials 

would ‘owe’ individuals and other elite749. Importantly, it was the polarized competition in what is 

effectively a two-party system prompted both parties to tackle corruption, especially when the 

source was ‘the Other’, which allowed for Taiwan to slowly reduce the extent of governmental 

corruption over time, although the culturally-accepted process of bribing and nepotism appear to 

hinder this progress750. 
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The larger problem regarding human rights and de-democratization in Taiwan between 

1991 and 2010 came from sex trafficking, which is widespread in this particular country751. The 

police and many government officials appear to be in collusion with this transnational criminal 

industry, which has prompted Taiwan to not adopt legislative or systematic measures towards 

addressing the extensive rate of sexual trafficking conducted through the Taiwanese islands752. This 

state of affairs reflected that women’s and immigrants’ rights were not well-protected in Taiwan, 

and that possibly corruption had to be more lucrative in order for the Taiwanese elite to partake to 

the extent that democratic procedures, such as legislating for the protection of human rights, would 

be affected. 

Hyper-polarization in Taiwan occurs on two fronts according to Diamond: ethnic and 

resolution753. Ethnically, the KMT appears to represent more of the Mainlander Taiwanese whereas 

the KMT appears to represent more of the native Taiwanese; however, this has proven to be less of 

an issue as both parties have reached out to populations regardless of ethnicity754. In fact, the 

polarization of Taiwanese politics appears to occur along the same fault-line as with Somaliland 

and the TRNC: resolution efforts755. Indeed, many in Taiwan feel more Taiwanese than Chinese or 

a mixture of Taiwanese and Chinese, and they prefer either the status quo or independence, whereas 

many Mainlander Taiwanese and those identifying with China prefer a reunification or the status 
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quo756. There is no meeting of the eyes or even the ability for productive discussions under such 

conditions, as there are identity-based and territory-based divisions, which undermines 

democratization as political decisions are subsumed by concerns over an eventual – and potentially, 

never-occurring – resolution. In fact, while independence-seekers want to avoid fluttering China’s 

feathers and the reunification-seekers want to avoid losing native Taiwanese votes, the politics 

appears to be stuck in a weird status quo where none of the peoples’ wishes can be realized and 

that all parties have settled into the status quo as the best alternative757. As such, Taiwanese politics 

appear stuck between hyper-polarization and deadlock758, which is not productive and could lead 

to an emulation of the Chinese-style of governance, causing a backslide into authoritarianism759. 

The most important deficiency in Taiwan appears to stem from a lack of widespread 

acceptance and practice of democratic values in the society and among the political elite. The 

adoption and normalization of nepotism, grafting, and bribery as political practices has been 

underlined above. Moreover, the CIVICUS report underlines that democratic values are not strong 

in the Taiwanese society, which causes the civil society to have limited and narrow (rather than 

deep and widespread) participation, undermining the impact of the civil society on political 

decision-making760. Moreover, although the participants in civil society activism are varied and 

value-committed, rendering the civil society a vibrantly democratic realm, the CSOs lack 
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organizational structure and professionalism, and non-committed members are unlikely to 

volunteer, which undermines the overall effect that CSOs exert761.  

Nevertheless, the CSOs appear to be effective informers of democratic values for the 

populace at large and act to promote government transparency, thus being important, democratizing 

players762. It is important to note that the civil society in Taiwan is the most impactful and effective 

out of the three cases covered, and reports underline the positive socio-economic atmosphere – 

which is defined by trade and a strong middle-class, rather than the isolation and aid-dependence 

evident in the other two cases – is central to the CSOs’ effectiveness763. Furthermore, as the CSOs 

do not need to be in competition over the scant aid available to unrecognized states and instead can 

be funded from a variety of sources in Taiwan, they have been able to form effective umbrella 

organizations and thus cooperate among one-another, which increased their effectiveness764. Thus, 

it can be seen that economic isolations, rather than achieve the intended effect of pushing 

unrecognized states into a reunification, harm the possibilities of building a strong and critical civil 

society that could affect the authoritarian and nationalist bend on which such states are built. 

Based on the deeper research into the components of democracy provided above, the scores 

for Taiwan can be along the following lines: 

 

 

 

Table 1.3: PR and CL for Taiwan 
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Political Rights Civil Liberties 

I. Is the head of the state elected? = 1  I. Is the media free and independent? = 1 

II. Is the legislature elected? = 1  II. Are there open public discussions in the 

media or in public assemblies? = 1 

III. Are the elections free and fair? = 1 

(some alleged foulplay occurred in 

2004, as opposition claimed President 

Chen had himself shot for re-election; 

however, there has never been any 

evidence on this) 

 III. Is there freedom of assembly? = 0.5 (the 

government occasionally uses repressive 

tactics, such as with the 2008 Wild 

Strawberry movement) 

IV. Are state resources used by the 

incumbent party for election 

propaganda? = 1 

 IV. Is there freedom of non-party political 

organization, such as in NGOs, trade unions, 

and CSOs? = 1 

V. Do elected officials have real power? 

= 1 

 V. Are citizens equal under law? = 1 

VI. Is there no external interference from 

shadow actors (e.g. criminal 

organizations) or external actors (such 

as the sponsor state)? = 0.5 (grafting, 

bribing, and collusion with criminals, 

as well as Chinese interference, exist) 

 VI. Are there institutionalized protections 

from political terror? = 1 

VII. Does competition exist between 

political parties? = 1 

 VII. Are the trade unions free from 

governmental control and are they able to 

conduct collective bargaining? = 1  

VIII. Can political parties be freely 

established and can all parties contest 

elections? = 0.5 (although political 

parties can be freely established, 

Taiwan is essentially a 2-party 

system) 

 VIII. Is it free to form non-political 

organizations? = 1 

IX. Are there peaceful transitions of 

power? = 1 

 IX. Is educational access widely available, 

including citizenship education? = 1 

X. Is the society free from military, 

foreign, or domestic/tyrannical 

domination? = 0.5 (police sometimes 

violate human rights) 

 X. Is education free from politicization? = 

0.5 (language for education and contents of 

history sometimes change according to the 

reigning political party’s desired narrative 

regarding the Taiwanese identity) 

XI. Is the self-determination or political 

participation of minorities 

institutionalized and apparent? = 1 

 XI.  Are social freedoms, such as gender 

equality, property rights, the rights to travel, 

etc. guaranteed? = 0.5 (some problems with 
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women’s rights, allowing for violence 

against women and sex trafficking to 

proliferate) 

XII. Are the politically and socially 

disempowered parties’ political voices 

protected by institutional or 

constitutional arrangements? = 1 

 XII. Is there freedom from economic 

exploitation? = 1  

XIII. Are minorities free from assimilation 

pressures? = 1 (in fact, there might be 

too little pressure on this point, 

allowing the Mainlander minority 

disproportional political power) 

 XIII. Is there freedom from government 

indifference and/or corruption? = 0.5 (some  

types of corruption normalized) 

XIV. Is the judiciary independent and de-

politicized? = 0.5 (judiciary 

sometimes intervened into and 

politicized, such as in the trial of ex-

President Chen) 

XIV. Are basic services provided for the 

society at large through the public funds? 

Are public funds not misused? = 1 (despite 

some corruption, public funds provide for 

quality basic services) 

PR Score: 8.8/10 (Brute total: 12/14) CL Score: 8.8/10 (Brute total: 12/14) 

 

 

 

Taiwan clearly has a well-balanced democracy where both the formal elements and the 

societal components are at a high level: rated almost perfect in both FH Scores (91/100) and in the 

present study’s checklist (17.6/20). In fact, while both the civil society and the media can improve 

upon their democratic prowess, they are systematically protected, encouraged, and liberated to 

function. Moreover, while the Taiwanese society might lack in democratic participation and values 

overall, those who participate are well-educated and committed. The only real ‘ugly’ factor de-

democratizing Taiwan is persistent corruption and criminal activities that are perpetuated despite 

efforts to contain and eliminate them. The convergence of the present study’s findings with the FH 

scores might indicate that the latter is more effective at capturing democratizing factors rather than 

de-democratizing ones, or that Taiwan’s semi-recognized state (as it has diplomatic relations with 

27 countries and trades extensively with the outside world) allows for more thorough and accurate 

measurements. With regards to the Taiwanese system of politics, it is clearly a strong, 
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representative, liberal democracy with a few weaknesses that do not harm the essence of the system 

being democratic. 

An analysis at how the hypotheses of this study have fared with regards to Taiwan should 

be conducted before concluding this sub-section. First and foremost, the null hypothesis appears to 

have the most significant hold in this case, which is not surprising: Taiwan is barely isolated vis-à-

vis its economy (has extensive trading opportunities) and it is relatively much less diplomatically 

and socially isolated than either Somaliland (recognized by none) or the TRNC (recognized by the 

sponsor state). Nevertheless, Caspersen’s hypothesis that the need for plurality vs. the need for 

unitarity respectively drive and delimit democratization also holds sway; however, once again, 

rather than ethnicity, the variable that drives or constricts democratization appears to be the 

polarization regarding a potential resolution (although this is somewhat related to self-assigned 

ethnicities of native vs. Mainlander Taiwanese). Furthermore, Kopecek et al.’s hypothesis that 

increased civil society activism and increased domination of democratic elites in the political arena 

held sway when explaining the contributions of CSOs and reformist elites to democratization. 

Indeed, the CSOs and the elite were both able to push for democratization due to the unique 

conditions of non-recognition: Taiwan’s stability was brought about by USA’s guarantees for an 

intervention should the former be threatened; furthermore, USA also ensured Taiwan’s military 

and economic survival, where the latter type was also aided by Taiwan’s ability to engage in trade 

partnerships. Voller’s hypothesis emphasizing systemic shocks was also important: the initial 

changes in the KMT’s authoritarian regime came about due to the ROC’s loss of recognition at a 

massive scale and its failure to accommodate the internal challenges to the regime’s legitimacy 

through repression, which when combined triggered Taiwan’s democratization process. It also 

appears that the availability of trade and other legitimate sources of revenue allowed Taiwanese 

elites and the state to not be as corrupt and criminal in their pursuit of monetary gains, and that the 
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socio-economic bounty provided for a good environment for civil society – acting as both a 

watchdog and a promoter of democracy – could thrive, allowing for increased democratization. All 

in all, then, the Taiwanese case indicates that the level and type of non-recognition of a state, 

coupled with its polarization, stability, ability or inability to accommodate for systemic shocks, and 

the legitimate or illegitimate economic activities it can pursue all matter in the rate of 

democratization and, when all factors are positive towards democratization, can lead to a stable and 

liberal democratic arrangement in unrecognized states. 

Implications on the Democratization of Unrecognized States  

As stated categorically at the beginning of this section, the democratization of 

unrecognized states is not only a possibility but also a reality; indeed, all three cases under 

consideration in this study, namely the TRNC, Somaliland, and Taiwan all went through 

democratization. Therefore, the question of whether recognized statehood need be central to the 

possibility of democratization is answered negatively through this study, in agreement with the 

minority opinion765. Furthermore, this research asserts that such democracies can be mature, and 

that they share certain characteristics, which indicates that common themes can be found in order 

to achieve replicability. 

The answer to the question as to what types of democratization can occur has been: a 

variety. Indeed, while Somaliland exhibited a clannist oligarchy, the TRNC exhibited a titular 

ethnocracy where the exclusive hold of the majority on political power appeared somewhat closer 

to an actual, liberal-democratic arrangement – imitating democratic statehood766. Both of these 

cases fit the bill of the cases depicted in Caspersen and Kopecek et al.’s works, where the 

                                                           
765 Oisín Tansey, “Does Democracy Need Sovereignty?,” Review of International Studies 37, no. 4 (October 2011): 

1515–36. 
766 Caspersen, “States Without Sovereignty: Imitating Democratic Statehood.” 
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assumption a priori is that restricted democratization (with a best case being an ethnocracy), rather 

than the establishment of a fully-fledged, deep liberal democracy, is the limit of unrecognized 

states767. However, both cases need some modifications regarding their fit within the Kopecek et 

al. framework. Firstly, Caspersen appears to have been wrong that ethnic identity plays a close role 

in determining the fault lines in an unrecognized state. Instead, fault lines appear to occur with 

regards to how to approach a potential resolution to the conflicts involving unrecognized states – 

concerning whether independence, the status quo, or a reunification with the parent is more 

preferable (especially regarding costs and benefits). This means that conflicts involving 

unrecognized states are less about ethno-nationalism and more about profits (be they political or 

economic), as asserted by King768. Furthermore, as argued by Isachenko, the connection between 

an unrecognized state and its citizens appears tenuous and more about benefits769; hence, they are 

vulnerable to systemic shocks as the faith that betting on the unrecognized state will pay off can 

easily be lost. Nevertheless, such polarization does not necessitate de-democratization, as 

exemplified by Taiwan. In fact, evidence leans towards the monopoly over state resources being 

contested along salient identity lines (clan-based or ideology-based) to be more restrictive of 

democratization than simple polarization. Secondly, stability does not appear to promote a cadre of 

critical political elite or an active civil society on its own, unlike the Kopecek et al. supposition. It 

appears that an economic environment that can accommodate and finance critical activism, external 

outreach and capacity-building, as well as elites with vested interest in democratization rather than 

election-winning appear necessary. Henceforth, both Caspersen and Kopecek et al.’s hypotheses 

                                                           
767 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Caspersen, Unrecognized States; Kopeček, Hoch, 

and Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy.” 
768 “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States.” 
769 Isachenko, The Making of Informal States. 
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appear to need modification, which will be provided in the Mechanisms and Processes sub-section 

of this chapter. 

• Extra Lesson Learned: While unrecognized states might have come into 

existence through ethno-nationalist conflicts, the importance of ethnic identity in 

their domestic politics appears to be overstated. Potentially, relegating ethnicity to 

a less prominent place in conflict analysis might help the resolution of conflicts 

involving unrecognized states. 

Taiwan, meanwhile, defies such stereotypes by having established a stable, liberal 

democracy. On that note, Taiwan might indeed be an exceptional case where non-recognition is 

exercised only limitedly in the diplomatic realm and not at all in the economic realm, allowing for 

Taiwan to avoid the ethnocratic trap. However, Taiwan supports Voller’s hypothesis that systemic 

shocks through non-recognition drive democratization and that non-recognition provides for a 

stable environment free from excessive external interferences where democratization can occur770. 

Furthermore, Voller’s hypothesis is supported by other scholars’ interpretations of the 

Somalilander case, where the lack of external interventions is believed to have allowed 

Somalilanders to pursue a clan-based democratic arrangement that was tailored for and would be 

the only arrangement to work in Somaliland771. The TRNC also had to go through systemic shocks 

in order to alter the authoritarian status quo and establish its ethnocracy. Clearly, Voller’s 

hypothesis is generally applicable when modified to include internal shocks as well as economic 

shocks to the system into the mix, which Voller originally neglects. 

                                                           
770 Voller, “Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity.” 
771 Bradbury, Becoming Somaliland; Ali, “Making the State Work”; Pijovic, “To Be or Not to Be: Rethinking the Possible 

Repercussions of Somaliland’s International Statehood Recognition.” 
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Interestingly, economic activities appear to play a subtle but important role overall. First 

and foremost, where state resources and external aid (governed and disbursed by the state) are the 

main sources of income, they act as natural resource curses, prompting political competition for 

profiteering, clientalism, and government corruption. However, where trade and inclusion in the 

international market are options, a democratic government appears to need less corruption and 

instead tends to support education and the environment for civil society activism, empowering 

positive democratizing loops. Furthermore, the middle-class is also wider and stronger in such 

cases, which further the democratizing potential. Nevertheless, the fact that governmental 

institutions in unrecognized states tend to be human rights violators (especially the police) and that 

collusion with criminal organizations is commonplace in unrecognized states appears to be 

disconcerting vis-à-vis democratization. Further studies might need to be conducted as to why 

governmental collusion with criminal industries proves hard to tackle in unrecognized states. 

Overall, then, the democratization of unrecognized states is catalyzed by systemic shocks 

then governed by the availability of resources and economic activities as affected by polarization 

and as affects civil society’s impact. Critical elites also appear central in all three cases, although 

more as facilitators. In fact, such elites might emerge only after considerable momentum has been 

generated at the civil society level in order to co-opt and ride the momentum to political power – 

such as the case of the CTP in the TRNC. In the next section, I will sketch out specific mechanisms 

through which these factors translated into democratization or de-democratization in Somaliland, 

the TRNC, and Taiwan. 

The Mechanisms and Processes of Democratization in Unrecognized States: 

As underlined at the beginning of this study, there is a lack of consensus on what 

democracy is or what factors either lead to or facilitate democratization. As such, for the purposes 
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of this dissertation, I built up a more complex conceptual framework in order to accommodate and 

analyze the impact of as many of the proposed and prominent democratizing factors as possible in 

order to evaluate their impact on the democratization of unrecognized states. Below are the findings 

as depicted in truth tables, complemented by commentaries and interpretations. 

 

 

 

Table 2.1: External Systemic Shocks 

Cases/External 

Shocks 
Change in Recognition 

Chane in International 

Memberships 
Result 

Taiwan Significant decline Decline in membership into 

international organizations, 

including the UN 

Increased 

democratization 

Somaliland Threatened as the 

recognition of parent 

state increased over 

time and as Puntland 

established 

N/A Increased 

authoritarianism 

TRNC Potential for increased 

recognition, as provided 

by potential EU 

membership 

Increased potential for EU 

membership 

Increased 

democratization 

 

 

 

Interpretation of Findings: External systemic shocks appear to have a constructive effect if 

they either undermine the basis on which an authoritarian regime rests (such as providing 

recognition and security in Taiwan) or if they shake the authoritarian state’s narrative for 

monopolizing power (no better option or future). Thus, external systemic shocks can act as carrots 

and sticks for democratization – or, at least, for challenging an authoritarian government. However, 

existential threats through the increased recognition of other states with rival claims on sovereignty 

can have instead an adverse effect, triggering authoritarianism. Therefore, shocks must be regulated 
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such that they can threaten a regime’s legitimacy but not provide for an existential threat to the 

unrecognized state. 

 

 

 

Table 2.2: Internal Systemic Shocks 

Cases/Internal 

Shocks 
Local Challenges Economic Crises Civil War Results 

Taiwan Significant 

challenges through 

the Tangwai 

None None Increased 

democratization 

Somaliland N/A None Yes (x2) Mixed results 

TRNC Significant, from 

civil society and 

critical opposition 

Yes, repeated 

(1996; 1998-

2001) 

None Increased 

democratization 

 

 

 

Interpretation of Findings: Economic crises, in the case of the TRNC, certainly undermined 

the legitimacy of not only the authoritarian TC government, which failed to ensure economic 

survival and prosperity for the TC community, but also the perception that the no war, no peace 

status quo, featuring an economy dependent on Turkey, could be maintained long-term. In fact, the 

understanding that the status quo could not be maintained long-term unless self-determination and 

TC democracy could be sacrificed and development was foregone was what allowed the external 

systemic shocks of increased recognition (i.e. increased venues for trade) and EU membership 

(increased prosperity) were quite so effective in undermining the reigning regime’s legitimacy. 

Nevertheless, it must be noted that not all economic crises lead to changes in regime 

legitimacy. Indeed, the economic crisis of 1996 did not affect any changes in the TRNC. This was 

because the TC regime, together with aid and help from Turkey, was able to absorb the shock and 
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accommodate for the monetary costs required to quell the downward momentum in legitimacy by 

literally paying for it. As such, we can see that shocks to the system are only as impactful regarding 

a regime’s legitimacy as the reigning regime is incapable of absorbing and accommodating for its 

effects. 

This interpretation also held for the murky relationship between civil wars and 

democratization. Indeed, when the SNM’s authoritarian government responded to the armed civil 

dissidence through the use of military repression and lost the war thus failing to accommodate for 

the systemic shock, the winners were able to demands for more autonomy and voice thus ushering 

in democratization. However, when Egal’s authoritarian-leaning, oligarchic government succeeded 

in repression by not only winning the armed struggles during Egal’s era but also causing war-

weariness in the clans, Egal was able to consolidate power in the executive office and strengthen 

the authoritarian tendencies in the system. Clearly, successful repression by an authoritarian regime 

in the face of local challenges to its legitimacy, be they armed or unarmed, can lead to a 

reinforcement of the said regime. 

This was clearly the case with the unarmed local challenges to the regimes in Taiwan and 

the TRNC. In the case of Taiwan, the authoritarian government had violently repressed dissenting 

social movements in the February 28th Incident of 1947 with impunity, which not only reinforced 

the authoritarian government but also caused to opposition to go underground. However, when the 

government tried to replicate these results in the Kaohsiung Incident of 1979, it failed to contain 

the repercussions of repression as the sponsor state and the international community heavily 

punished the regime for its acts violating democratic values and human rights. Therefore, the local 

Taiwanese challengers, both critical elite and the critical civil society, were able to gain momentum 

and push for systemic changes. In the case of the TRNC, the social and civil society-based 

movements remained active throughout the 90s only because of extremely-committed activists, 
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whereas the less committed and the free riders were simply co-opted or cajoled by the government 

that still had the economic capability of achieving this feat. However, due to the successive 

economic crises starting with the one in 1998, the government became increasingly incapable of 

economically supporting this policy which, with the regime’s and status quo’s legitimacy also 

declining, caused an upsurge in local opposition. The government’s attempts at armed repression 

also failed not only because this was not a socio-politically acceptable tactic – it was not in the 

contentious repertoire – but also because the regime had to imitate democratic statehood and 

demonstrate respect for human rights due to international scrutiny and pressures, which rendered it 

incapable of fully repressing the civil society or the critical elites that emerged. This category of 

local challenges through the collaboration of critical civil society and political elite is argued by 

Skocpol and Kopecek et al. as central in driving the gears of the democratization processes in most 

modern cases772. However, a qualification appears to be necessary: local challenges appear 

extremely effective in change-making but only after enough systemic shocks occur that exceed the 

capacity of accommodation of the authoritarian regime thus undermining both its legitimacy and 

its repressive capability, allowing for local challengers to gain momentum. Given this, local 

challengers are not initiators of change towards democratization but they are significant catalysts 

and facilitators of change once the process is initiated through systemic shocks. 

Lessons learned: Clearly, all three cases had to experience systemic shocks that exceeded 

the repressive or accommodative capacity of their authoritarian regimes to address before 

democratization could be initiated. As such, systemic shocks are clearly an integral part and 

possibly a sine-qua-non of initiating democratization in unrecognized states, which supports 

Voller’s hypothesis. Kopecek et al.’s hypothesis is also partially supported, as it fails to capture the 

                                                           
772 Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia, and China (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006), http://mutex.gmu.edu/login?url=http://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.03295; Kopeček, 

Hoch, and Baar, “De Facto States and Democracy.” 
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need for systemic shocks (as well as a suitable economic environment) to facilitate change-making 

from the side of critical elites and civil society. 

 

 

 

Table 2.3: Regime Environment 
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Taiwan Yes High 

(High) 

None Yes No Democratization 

Somaliland Changing 

Degrees 

Low 

(High) 

High Yes No Constrained 

democratization 

(oligarchic) 

TRNC Yes Low 

(Low) 

High Mixed Yes Constrained 

democratization 

(ethnocratic) 

 

 

 

Interpretation of Findings: The findings depicted in the table above clearly indicate that the 

stability of the status quo and the level of economic isolation have direct effects on democratization: 

the more internally stable and less externally isolated a state, the better its chances at 

democratization. The perceived level of threat from the parent state also appears to constrain 

democratization unless democratization is the way of dealing with the threat. In the case of Taiwan, 

maintaining a democracy distinguishes Taiwan from the non-democratic China and clarifies its 

allegiances with the USA, where the USA has to militarily guarantee Taiwan’s continued existence 

per the Taiwan Relations Act. In the case of Somaliland, challenges from the parent state were 

accommodated through repression as a national identity was lacking, thus prompting the need to 

oppress thoughts of reunification with Somalia through force. The idea of earned sovereignty 
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clearly helped in all three cases, per Voller’s hypothesis, but there is a backlash if, such as in the 

case of the TRNC, the people lose hope in earning sovereignty through democratization and 

reaching out, whereby increased nationalism and repression can emerge (e.g. TRNC 2008-2010). 

Thus, there is a need to clarify the conditions for activating the earned sovereignty principle in 

practice to render it a more effective democratizing factor. The threats from a parent state, perceived 

by Caspersen to be a de-democratizing factor, actually appears to promote democratization under 

the right conditions. Whether the regional regimes were democratic appears to have been unrelated, 

belying the idea of the spillover of democracy. Conversely, the door is open to wider spillover 

based on telecommunications and transportation technology. Ultimately, the regime environment 

appears to have been an important yet non-determinant factor in the democratization of 

unrecognized states, except with regards to stability and extent of isolation. 
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Interpretation of Findings: To being with, personality-based authoritarian arrangements, regardless 

of whether they were complemented by a single- or multi-party system, appear to have led to deeper 

cases of democratization whereas military-based systems appeared more likely to lead to a more 

authoritarian-leaning outcome. The values of governance, however, do not matter as much; 

nevertheless, the fact that all three cases had democratic values underlying their socio-political 

culture cannot be dismissed. Still, we can conclude that there is a negligibly weak link between 

democratization and pre-existing values of governance, although democratic values appear central 

to deepening democracy. Institutional capacity and personnel capacity, regardless of whether they 

are authoritarian or democratic, appears to help facilitate the democratization process in 

unrecognized states. Conversely, if the capable personnel are from certain sub-groups, 

democratization is constrained. This constraint was overcome in Taiwan as the excluded 

population, the Taiwanese, were in the majority and thus had to be co-opted into the minority’s 

political party to render the system sustainable. However, whether the Isaaq clan’s chokehold on 

power can be dealt with is a question mark floating over the Somalilander democracy. Pre-existing 

intergroup divisions have an ambiguous effect on democratization, based on whether cross-cutting 

bonds can be built – which requires a more prosperous economy where groups are not competing 

to monopolize scarce resources, unlike in Somaliland. Overall, then, sociopolitical legacies appear 

to matter considerably, supporting the idea that preconditions for democratization exist773. In fact, 

the type of autocracy, institutional capacity, personnel make-up and capacity all appear to matter 

greatly in delimiting democratization, whereas values of governance and intergroup divisions are 

ambiguously and weakly related. 

                                                           
773 Michael Baurmann and Reinhard Zintl, “Social and Cultural Preconditions of Democracy: A Framework for 

Discussion,” 2006, https://www.phil-fak.uni-

duesseldorf.de/fileadmin/Redaktion/Institute/Sozialwissenschaften/Soziologie/Dokumente/Baurmann/Ausaetze/Social_

and_Cultural_Preconditions_of_Democracy.pdf. 
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Interpretation of Findings: External actors clearly have a heavy role to play in the democratization 

of unrecognized states; since the numbers of external actors that can and do get involved in their 

domestic affairs are limited, their influence on the process of democratization is disproportionate. 

Interestingly, whether criminal organizations interfere in domestic politics appears to have little 

influence over democratization, despite causing governmental corruption – whereby they are 

expected to affect democratization774. Furthermore, the intervention of external actors into domestic 

affair appears to constrain democratization in unrecognized states, as expected. Unlike the claims 

of many scholars775, however, mere dependence on a sponsor or the level of dependence thereof 

appears to be not directly related to the nature or extent of democratization in unrecognized states. 

Instead, the present study finds that the type of sponsor (whether it is ethnic-kin, clannist, or 

ideological) and whether the sponsor itself is democratic or not has a much higher impact. Taiwan’s 

sponsor, the USA, is an ideological (liberalism) and democratic one, whereby helping produce a 

liberal democracy in Taiwan, whereas Somaliland’s clannist (diaspora) and economy-based, non-

democratic (Ethiopia) sponsors produced a corrupt oligarchy and the TRNC’s ethnic-kin, semi-

democratic supporter (Turkey) helped enact a semi-democratic ethnocracy. 

  

                                                           
774 Funderburk, Political Corruption in Comparative Perspective; Gökçekuş, Peculiar Dynamics of Corruption. 
775 Caspersen, “Democracy, Nationalism and (Lack of) Sovereignty”; Kanol and Köprülü, “Quality of Democracy in 

Unrecognized States”; Kanol and Kanol, “Roadblocks to Peacebuilding in Cyprus”; Kanol, “Titulary Democracy in 

Unrecognized States.” 
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Interpretation of Findings: Economic activities appear not as central to the democratization 

processes of unrecognized states, belying the study’s original hypothesis based on the literature 

review. In fact, of the 6 factors in consideration, 3 appear unrelated to the course of democratization 

in unrecognized states: criminality, sponsor dependence, and inherited economic structures. 

Meanwhile, resource wealth only appears to matter when the government can monopolize the 

wealth; if redistributed, the wealth might even have a positive effect on democratization. The lack 

of resource wealth in an unrecognized state can also be detrimental as the unrecognized states lack 

for many other economic opportunities. The factors affecting democratization of unrecognized 

states most directly are the availability of trade and whether trade partners are democratic states, 

where high levels of trade with democratic partners appears to be conducive to democracy whereas 

high-levels of trade focused on a single, non-democratic actor appears de-democratizing. 
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 Interpretation of Findings: The findings on categorical inequalities do not support Caspersen’s 

hypothesis that the plurality vs. unity division drives and delimits democratization and de-

democratization processes776; in fact, the relationship appears tenuous at best. The availability of 

basic services and territorial control seem to positively influence democratization. Furthermore, the 

presence of critical education and critical media appears to promote liberal democratization, 

whereas a lacking in either or both hampers democratization. The presence of coercive mechanisms 

or titular democracy do not seem to affect democratic quality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
776 Caspersen, Unrecognized States. 
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Interpretation of Findings: Political corruption appears common across all cases considered within 

the confines of this dissertation, which might indicate a high affinity of corruption with non-

recognition; nevertheless, there does not appear to be a strong connection between corruption and 

de-democratization. Enclaves dominating the political scene, aid dependence, government lacking 

capacity to deliver on commitments and especially being perceived as less powerful than trust 

networks all appear to undermine democratization. Military acting as a trust network also constrains 

democracy. 

 

 

 

Table 2.9: Public Politics 

Cases/Public 

Politics 

Divisions Among the 

Elite (opening space for 

critical participation) 

International Scrutiny 

(enabling participation, 

disabling repression) 

Mobilization-

Repression-Bargaining 

Cycles 

Taiwan Yes – ethnic High Government won in 

1947 -> Further 

authoritarianism 

Government loss in 

1979 -> Democratic 

reforms 

Government win in 

2008 against student 

protests -> Status Quo 

Somaliland Yes – Clans Low Government loss -> 

Democracy (1992) 

Government win -> De-

democratization (1994-

1996) 

TRNC Yes – Ideological High Government Loss -> 

Democratization (2002-

2004) 
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Interpretation of Findings: The increase or decrease in public participation in politics appears to 

matter for democratization. Divisions among the elite and thus polarization appears normal and 

thus does not seem to have a specific effect on democratization, whereas high international scrutiny 

appears highly related to democratization, as Voller suggests777. Whether the government can 

successfully repress social movements or whether it fails to do so appears to heavily influence 

democratization or de-democratization, as well. 

 All in all, while many factors can contribute to the democratization of unrecognized states, 

some do so both more strongly and more frequently. Furthermore, some factors are only enabled 

in the absence of presence of other factors. Even further, some factors need to be sequences before 

or after others to be more or less effective. Clearly, then, the conceptualization of democratization 

as a multivariate and complex – yet not chaotic, and thus both predictable and replicable – 

phenomenon has been on point. However, such findings fail to answer the question as to how and 

why unrecognized states democratize – i.e. under what conditions; when which factors are present 

simultaneously; when which factors precede or follow the others, etc. In the next section, I will 

develop a complex and multivariate model that uses the findings of the preceding case studies in 

order to capture the complex dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states, thus answering 

the main question inherent throughout this research effort. 

Overall Model: 

 In the preceding section, I provide an overview of how the most prominent factors 

identified in the literature with regards to aiding democratization or de-democratization fared in the 

case of unrecognized states. Clearly, some factors proved more influential than others, necessitating 

                                                           
777 Voller, “Contested Sovereignty as an Opportunity.” 
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an revision of the conceptual framework and the production of an updated model that better 

captures the levity of the factors identified herein. Before providing an updated model for capturing 

the complex dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states, however, it is important to touch 

back upon the hypotheses of this study. 

 First and foremost, the null hypothesis does not hold. There are indeed unique dynamics 

inherent in the act of non-recognition that define and differentiate the democratization of 

unrecognized states. Nevertheless, at the extremes of both non-recognition and recognition 

(Somaliland, recognized by none; and Taiwan, recognized by 27 officially and many others 

unofficially), the unrecognized states appear to behave more like regular states, perpetuating their 

regime types until a systemic shock strikes. This follows that the international community has to 

give a certain – yet not too excessive – amount of recognition to unrecognized states (potentially 

through economic collaborations, such as in the case of Taiwanese trade), conditional upon their 

deepening democratization. The promise of increased recognition and trade indeed activated the 

unique, democratizing dynamics of non-recognition in the TRNC in the 2000s, as an example. This 

finding would support the engagement without recognition policy, which I will elaborate on shortly. 

 Secondly, the Caspersen hypothesis does not hold in the longer-term. In fact, the hypothesis 

provided by Caspersen can explain why unrecognized states begin as authoritarian entities without 

any exceptions: this was the case with Somaliland, Taiwan, and the TRNC, as well as all cases of 

non-recognized statehood known to the author. Caspersen’s hypothesis can also capture the reason 

why unrecognized state find it hard to experience democratization without first experiencing a 

systemic shock. However, post-systemic shock, the dynamics hypothesized by Caspersen 

disappear. Potentially, Caspersen confounding takes on a future resolution with ethnic identity 

politics, which are closely related yet distinct, caused her failure to capture the dynamics brought 
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about by the societal polarization over a resolution. Furthermore, this polarization does not appear 

to have a significant effect on democratization. 

 Thirdly, the Kopecek et al. hypothesis needs to be further modified in order to be applicable 

to capturing the dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states, according to the present 

study’s findings. Indeed, political stability does not necessarily lead to a strong political opposition 

nor an active and critical civil society. Instead, the civil society and the opposition wing need to be 

enabled by a conducive economic environment (where they are not in-fighting for limited resources 

or obeying an external will for aid), international scrutiny (which undermines governmental 

repressive capacity), and a democratic sponsor. In the absence of these complementary factors, 

critical opposition might not rise, or can be repressed or co-opted by the government. Furthermore, 

if co-opted to support political parties, the civil society can lose legitimacy and thus its function as 

a political actor that is a public watchdog and information-giver778. 

 Voller’s hypothesis appears to hold the best possibility of capturing the democratization of 

unrecognized states upon slight modifications. Indeed, Voller’s hypothesis focuses only on the 

challenges to authoritarian unrecognized governments’ legitimacy through the idea of earned 

sovereignty. However, the systemic shocks that promote systemic changes towards a democracy 

are not limited to this: economic crises and local challenges (including armed struggles) against the 

regime, in addition to a decline in recognition awarded to the unrecognized state, can all promote 

democratization by undermining governmental legitimacy. Furthermore, whether the shock leads 

to changes in the political system depends on whether the shock is powerful enough such that the 

system (upheld by the government and the sponsor state) cannot cushion, negate, or accommodate 

                                                           
778 Ulas, “Donors and De Facto States.” 
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the impacts of the shock. If the system is capable of doing so, these crises can lead to the 

perpetuation or further strengthening of the status quo, rather than democratization. 

 This study also proposed a hypothesis, that economic activities should be central to the 

democratization of unrecognized states. This hypothesis falls quite short: economic activities are 

indeed prominent in the democratization of unrecognized states, but they are not central. Indeed, 

the availability of trade and democratic trading partners can lead to democratization through 

socialization whereas the economic dependence on an ethnic-kin, clannist, or profit-seeking 

sponsor that is non-democratic can lead to de-democratization. Furthermore, the availability of 

trade can reinforce the middle-class and civil society, which can lead to further democratization as 

well. However, instead of being explanatory variables, economic activities appear to act more as 

catalysts for systemic change. 

 The findings of this study do confirm three assumptions made in this study. First and 

foremost, the democratization and de-democratization processes indeed occur simultaneously as 

both positive and negative feedback loops are in constant motion. Furthermore, the democratization 

process is dynamic as numerous variables from many levels of analysis interact to form negative 

and positive feedback loops where the many loops’ interaction and relative point at any given point 

in time can cause either de0democratization or democratization. Additionally, the democratization 

process is indeed path-dependent, where historical occurrences, such as a failure in repression, can 

disproportionately affect how much repression can currently be utilized, etc. 

 Given all this, I propose that the democratization process of unrecognized states looks as 

such: 
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Figure 5: A Dynamic Model for Capturing the Democratization of Unrecognized States 
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 The model proposed above captures the complex dynamics of the democratization of 

unrecognized states. The model begins by acknowledging the scholarly consensus on the fact that, 

at least at their initial founding, unrecognized states tend towards militarism and authoritarianism 

due to their preceding circumstances: they are born of bloody and long-lasting conflicts that echo 

throughout the society, which begets that the society and the governance structures are initially 

hyper-hierarchical and hyper-militarized, and thus authoritarian. This authoritarianism then follows 

that the newly-formed state will attempt to monopolize resources and repress any opposition as 

well as any critical voices – paying specific attention to undermining bids for democracy – in order 

to maintain the elites’ chokehold on power. If the repression is successful, it is highly likely that 

the authoritarian arrangements would be perpetuated, if not strengthened; however, it is when the 

repression fails – be it due to external influences that empower the opposition, or due simply to a 

lack of economic resources to enact efficient repression – that the democratization of unrecognized 

states can begin. 

 The democratization of unrecognized states, as can be seen above, is marked by very 

complex dynamics where powerful feedback loops both for and against democratization engage in 

hyper-competition. Indeed, the model outlines that both pre-existing factors, the preceding 

domestic policy decisions, the engagement of the unrecognized states or lack thereof by 

international actors, and the power level and activities of the civil society can affect either 

democratization or de-democratization. As a caution, the model does underline that 

democratization is not a linear affair; indeed, democratic gains can be reversed at any time. 

Nevertheless, there are some steps that the democratization of unrecognized states as a shared 

process among the cases followed. 

 First and foremost, systemic shocks are necessary but not sufficient in initiating the 

democratization process. For the systemic shocks to translate into systemic changes, the force of 
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the shock should exceed the capability of the system to accommodate for and cushion the impact 

caused by the said shocks. This capacity for cushioning is based on the state’s economic power – 

based on the sum of the amount of plundered resources that the state can redistribute in order to co-

opt opposition and to retain supporters, and the amount of aid provided by the sponsor state if one 

is available – and the state’s ability to repress any opposition through the use of militaristic 

measures – which is a function of whether the state’s domestic affairs are being heavily scrutinized 

or regulated by a democratic outside actor, and whether the state’s military or economic capacity 

is enough to enact acts of repression. Accordingly, an unrecognized state is more likely to 

experience democratization if and when a systemic shock – be it diplomatic (decline in states that 

provide diplomatic recognition to and/or loss of membership in international organizations for the 

unrecognized states) or economic (a sharp decline in aid, running out of the plundered resources 

for co-option, or an economic crisis) –  is simultaneously accompanied by longer-term 

unrecognition causing economic decline, increased international scrutiny, increased international 

pressures for democratization, and a democratizing or democratic sponsor state (if one is available). 

One conclusion that must be drawn from this dynamic is that shock-based democratization 

processes are facilitated when they involve the engagement of and pressure from the international 

community, which would require some type of leverage over the unrecognized states – especially 

if such chances will definitively be capitalized on. These findings partially support the hypothesis 

of Voller that systemic shocks are central to the democratization of unrecognized states, while: a) 

adding that economic shocks, just as much as – if not more so than – diplomatic ones, can promote 

democratization; b) that not all systemic shocks can produce systemic changes; and c) providing 

the conditions under which the systemic shocks can translate into democratization. Indeed, the fact 

that it took four economic systemic shocks, leading to gradual deterioration of the economic 

outlook over time, for North Cyprus to experience democratization, or the fact that the systemic 
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shock of communal warfare led to de-democratization due to successful repression during the Egal 

era in Somaliland, or that the KMT successfully consolidated authoritarianism in Taiwan by the 

thorough repression of the Taiwanese (in response to a systemic crisis and widespread protests), all 

attest to the need to acknowledge that systemic shocks do not necessarily lead to democratization. 

 The democratization process appears a little more haphazard after the initial systemic 

shock(s) kick start the process as many feedback loops – both positive and negative – start to matter 

as to whether the process will be democratizing or de-democratizing, and to what degree. Clearly, 

some democratization can occur even without international engagement, but on the flipside, the 

degree of democratization would be limited. In fact, the more the international community engages 

unrecognized states both economically and in socialization (including memberships and increased 

scrutiny), the more the likelihood of promoting mature democracies in unrecognized states. Indeed, 

the fact that Taiwan, both the state with the most official recognition (from twenty-six countries) 

and the state with the most extensive market integration (through legal trading routes and activities) 

is the one with the most developed democracy – followed by Northern Cyprus, with one recognizer 

and some trade; and trailed by Somaliland, with no recognition and no considerable trade (except 

acting as a port for others’ trade routes) – attests to the effectiveness of engagement and integration. 

Furthermore, the fact that North Cyprus experienced its highest levels of sustained democratization 

during the Annan Plan era, where the international community both scrutinized the TRNC’s 

domestic affairs and engaged extensively (both financially and socially) with its people also serve 

as an example of the importance of engagement in the democratization of unrecognized states. 

Lastly, the fact that even the promise of more trade with and the increased recognition for an 

unrecognized state can realign domestic popular will towards resolution through reintegration – a 

widely unpopular solution both before and after the period of the Annan Plan – undernotes the 

effectiveness of engagement as a means of leveraging unrecognized states in behaving in a more 
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desirably peaceful fashion. This finding supports the previously suggested resolution paradigm of 

engagement without recognition, to be elaborated on in the next section, is indeed more likely to 

promote democratization which is, in turn, more likely to promote conflict resolution by eliminating 

conflict profitability and shadow negotiators. 

 Shadow negotiators are, indeed, the prime culprit in delimiting the democratization of 

unrecognized states or promoting their de-democratization. Although these shadow negotiators can 

be divided into the three types, namely criminal organizations, plunder elite, and sponsor state, it 

is the latter two that directly affect the democratization process in unrecognized states. Indeed, 

criminal organizations tend to buy off or collude with the plunder elite, causing corruption and 

influencing policy decisions indirectly. As previously established, these criminal organizations 

benefit from non-recognition due to the lack of lawfulness (with regards to international treaties) 

and lack of elite accountability to the people, as well as the unrecognized state not having recourse 

to legal economic means. Prime examples of the revenue- and corruption-producing effects of such 

criminal organizations that affect policy decisions are the sexual slavery industry in Northern 

Cyprus and the drug industry in Somaliland. Naturally, these criminal elements cannot support 

democratization; instead, they support a system where elites can be bought off and make decisions 

without popular input. 

 The plunder elites themselves do not only collude with criminal organizations; in fact, they 

have more extensive stakes in preserving the status quo. The power of the plunder elite is directly 

tied with the control of and the ability to redistribute revenue from the resources plundered from 

the foundational war, the aid from the sponsor, as well as the natural resources (such as prime real 

estate territories, including beaches, airports, etc.) of the unrecognized state. They use this control 

and redistribution to enrich themselves and their supporters and to co-opt opposition in order to 

perpetuate their hold on power, which allows them to continue their plunder and redistribution in 
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turn. The blood money – or, in other words, money from the criminal enterprises – is but one of the 

many resources the plunder elite dip into. Therefore, in order to not be accountable and to be able 

to sustain both their hold on the natural resources of the state and the criminal activities’ revenue, 

the plunder elite would be less likely to work towards either democratization or conflict resolution. 

The second era of the Egal regime, where Egal works towards monopolizing and redistributing 

resources and concomitantly advocating fervently for the independence of the status quo is just one 

example of this tendency. 

 The sponsor state can be a force for either negative or positive change in the unrecognized 

states, depending on certain conditions. If the sponsor state is an ethnic-kin, it is less likely to 

promote democratization as it regards the sustenance of the sponsor-unrecognized state relations, 

especially regarding identity alignment, as primary, which promotes its extensive involvement in 

the domestic affairs of the unrecognized state. Turkey, for example, not only owns much of the 

land (including beaches and other prime real estate) and industries (hotels, electricity, and water 

are but three of the larges), but it has also promoted an increase in mosques and an emphasis on 

religion in North Cyprus per the more religious take on the Turkish identity promoted by the 

reigning regime. Turkey also frequently gets involved in TRNC’s domestic affairs and directly 

controls the latter’s military and police. Additionally, if the sponsor is non-democratic and/or not 

in the process of democratizing, it is less likely to promote democratization in the unrecognized 

state; whereas, if the sponsor is democratic or democratizing, it is more likely to promote 

democratization. For example, Turkey promoted the democratization of North Cyprus when it was 

likewise democratizing in the first half of the 2000s, whereas its de-democratization since the latter 

half of the 2000s coincides with the fluctuations of the TC democracy. Another example here is the 

USA: the USA has both decried the human rights abuses and authoritarianism in Taiwan and 

pressured the latter to democratize since the late 1970s, allowing for a mature democracy to sprout 
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in Taiwan. A caveat here is that the strategic interests of the sponsor, such as using the unrecognized 

state as a satellite against communism in the case of Taiwan, should not outweigh its interest in 

promoting democratization. 

 Here, per Emerson’s work779, we can claim that the power of the sponsor over the 

unrecognized state is directly correlated with the dependence of the latter on the former. According 

to Emerson, we can express the power of the sponsor (A) over the unrecognized state (B) through 

the formula (where P=power and D=dependence; and PAB=Power of A over B and  DBA= the degree 

of Dependence of B on A, etc.): 

PAB= DBA – PBA 

Clearly, a sponsor state is powerful insofar as the dependence of the unrecognized state exceeds 

the dependence of the sponsor on the unrecognized state. For example, while the TRNC has mostly 

been economically and militarily dependent on Turkey and thus followed the cues on 

democratization and resolution given by the latter, Turkey was dependent on the TRNC promoting 

a resolution for its own ambitions for a bid at EU membership during the Annan Plan negotiations 

era and thus allowed for greater autonomy in the latter. Therefore, we can conclude that the 

democratizing or de-democratizing effect of the sponsor will depend on the degree of the 

unrecognized state’s dependence on the dependence of the latter on the former. For unrecognized 

states, this dependence tends to be considerable, however: the TRNC is completely dependent on 

Turkey for both economic and military purposes, whereas Taiwan is dependent on the USA for 

military purposes – especially against the Chinese  threat. Hence, sponsor states tend to be 

considerably influential players in the unrecognized states’ democratization. 

                                                           
779 Richard M. Emerson, “Power-Dependence Relations,” American Sociological Review 27, no. 1 (1962): 31–41, 
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 Two other important factors for the democratization of unrecognized states, or delimitation 

of the process thereof, were the socio-political legacies they inherited and the opposition’s power-

play. Indeed, legacies of non-democratic rule delimited democratization, as did a lack of 

infrastructure. Furthermore, non-democratic actions of political rulers likewise promoted de-

democratization in the longer-term, such as the illegal yet systematic postponement of elections or 

referenda by Egal that were replicated by his successors. When it comes to the opposition in 

unrecognized states, they tend to realize that the monopolistic plunder elite do not adopt 

democracy- or resolution-promoting rhetoric and adapt to capitalize on the momentum generated 

when either democracy or resolution – or both – are demanded by the people. The TC political 

party CTP came to power by adopting such rhetoric and co-opting much of the opposition under 

its wings, then belied its pre-election stance by likewise being imposing in its Cypriotic 

interpretation of identity and likewise being corrupt. This also undermined the civil society 

organizations that had allied with the CTP. 

 Last but not least is the civil society factor. Whether the unrecognized states’ politics had 

involved extensive civil society involvement and/or civil disobedience, as well as whether the civil 

society is empowered by outside or domestic actors, all matter. The more the civil society is active 

and empowered and the less the state is capable of repressing the former, the more the likelihood 

of bottom-up democratization. 

 All in all, while the democratization of unrecognized states is certainly a complex and 

dynamic process, it is not chaotic. Indeed, there are shared mechanisms and processes that render 

the process replicable under certain conditions. Moreover, while some conditions cannot always be 

controlled, other can be – especially through international actions. Therefore, the international 

community can more intentionally promote the democratization of unrecognized states which, as 

established, would not guarantee but highly increase the chances of a resolution.  
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IX. Implications of the Democratization Processes of Unrecognized States on 

Conflict Resolution Efforts 

 

 

 

The conflict resolution efforts where the international community has attempted to address 

conflicts in unrecognized states, be they Track I, Track II, or Track III – or a mixture of them – 

have all fallen short thus far. From the review of the literature, it is clear that policymakers and 

scholars have thus far ignored the domestic dynamics in unrecognized states, thus failing to 

accommodate for the unique domestic dynamics driving their behavior in conflict situations780. One 

of the more important shortcomings here has been the a priori assumption that democratization or 

liberal democratization could not occur in unrecognized states781. Instead, this dissertation effort 

problematized the assumption of no or limited democratization in unrecognized states, 

demonstrating that these states can democratize under the right conditions – much as with any other 

state, except these are special cases with endemic and unique limitations, such as international 

isolations. 

Why was tackling the democratization of unrecognized states important for the purposes 

of conflict resolution? First and foremost, de-democratization as a result of international isolations 

is a conflict trap: instead of eliminating the self-sustaining mechanisms in unrecognized states, 

                                                           
780 Cooley and Mitchell, “Engagement without Recognition”; Nino Kereselidze, “The Engagement Policies of the 

European Union, Georgia and Russia towards Abkhazia,” Caucasus Survey, 2015, 1–14, 

doi:10.1080/23761199.2015.1102451; Alexandra Sabou, “THE EU ‘ENGAGEMENT WITHOUT RECOGNITION’ 

POLICY IN ITS EASTERN NEIGHBORHOOD DE FACTO STATES. THE CASE OF ABKHAZIA AND SOUTH 

OSSETIA,” Studia Universitatis Babes-Bolyai. Studia Europaea 62, no. 1 (2017): 127–140, 

doi:10.24193/subbeuropaea.2017.1.07. 
781 E.g. Caspersen, Unrecognized States. 
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isolations drive them to over-dependency on a sponsor782 as well as criminality, increasing the 

amount of shadow negotiators at the table and thus rendering conflict resolution unnecessarily more 

complex783. Moreover, these shadow negotiators tend to have a stake in preserving a no war, no 

peace status quo, with the sponsor aiming to project power or accomplish security objectives 

through controlling the unrecognized states and with criminal organizations aiming to exploit their 

isolated status, thus being likely to perpetuate the status quo the more they are influential in 

unrecognized states784. Secondly, the work and the legitimacy of CSOs are undermined under the 

conditions of non-recognition, as such organizations become aid-dependent and compete instead 

of cooperate785. Moreover, they are perceived to serve the interests of outsiders due to having to 

work extensively with and be financed by donors786. Such adverse conditions for the CSOs 

detrimentally affect the chances at a resolution as CSOs tend to be central to peacebuilding work 

in unrecognized states787. Thirdly, perpetuated non-recognition can lead to decreased international 

scrutiny, which can cause an increase in governmental repression and a spread in the violation of 

human rights, which is overall not desirable for the conflict resolution discipline that aims to uphold 

                                                           
782 Cooley and Mitchell, “Engagement without Recognition”; Kereselidze, “The Engagement Policies of the European 

Union, Georgia and Russia towards Abkhazia”; Sabou, “THE EU ‘ENGAGEMENT WITHOUT RECOGNITION’ 
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OSSETIA.” 
783 Ulas, “Frozen Conflicts as Conflict Traps: Unrecognition as Related to Transnational Crime.” 
784 Ulas, “Three Inequalities: Unrecognition as a Source of Conflict”; Ulas, “Peace in the Country, Peace in the World”; 

Hilmi Ulas, “De Facto Sovereignty and Population Displacement as Tools of Conflict,” in New Threats to Security 
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(n.d.); Ulas, “Donors and De Facto States”; Jarraud, Louise, and Filippou, “The Cypriot Civil Society Movement.” 
786 Kanol and Kanol, “Roadblocks to Peacebuilding in Cyprus”; Ulas, “Donors and De Facto States”; Maria Hadjipavlou 

and Bülent Kanol, “Reflecting on Peace Practice Project,” 2008, http://mc-

med.eu/Documents/Publications/Reflecting_on_peace_project.pdf; Maria Hadjipavlou and Bülent Kanol, “Cumulative 

Impact Case Study: The Impacts of Peacebuilding Work on the Cyprus Conflict,” 2008, http://mc-

med.eu/Documents/Publications/Reflecting_on_peace_project.pdf. 
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human rights788. Clearly, a lack of democratization can not only increase shadow negotiators and 

undermine civil society, thus causing a decline in the efficacy of peacebuilding, but it can also 

cause further conflicts domestically within the unrecognized states, both of which are undesirable 

results for the purposes of conflict resolution. 

However, the importance of democratization does not stop in the short-term, as evidenced 

by the cases of Eritrea, Kosovo, and Timor-Leste. These three cases stand as prime examples of 

the perils of increasing the recognition of states that have not built democratic values and/or 

democratic institutions, especially if such a process was not locally-owned or locally-driven. 

Indeed, despite gaining recognition, Eritrea remained one of the most repressive countries in the 

world, with the FH Scores constantly rating it as Not Free. Meanwhile, both Kosovo and Timor-

Leste exhibit signs of authoritarian behavior in governance despite the extensive involvement of 

the UN and the EU in attempting to build liberal democracies out of them as a proof-of-concept 

regarding the ability of the international community to externally drive democratization. All three 

cases both demonstrate that democratization must be prompted at the local-level in order to ensure 

long-term deepening of democracy, and that unconditional international assistance and 

unconditional increases in the level of recognition an unrecognized state receives are not effective.  

Clearly, the democratization of unrecognized states is a necessity for the purposes of both 

short-term and long-term conflict resolution, as well as conflict prevention (decreasing domestic 

repression and human rights violations). Yet, traditional approaches have failed to work in these 

cases. As such, the question remains: how should conflict resolution be conducted in the cases of 

unrecognized statehood, given their inherent need for democratization? One of the more plausible 

answers to this has come from the EU and was formalized by Cooley’s articulation: engagement 
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without recognition789. Indeed, as this dissertation has uncovered, increased trade with democratic 

states, increased international scrutiny, and the undermining of a non-democratic, ethnic-

kin/clannist/profit-based sponsor can all be achieved by engaging unrecognized states further and 

would all benefit the democratization of unrecognized states and thus peacebuilding. 

Engagement without recognition does not advocate for the recognition of unrecognized 

states, but for increased interactions with unrecognized states without recognition790. In fact, 

according to Ker-Lindsay, unrecognized states can be engaged with quite extensively without 

granting them de jure recognition based on both legal theory and historical precedents, especially 

by employing symbolic acts of non-recognition such as not using government officials’ titles or 

meeting with them in their ‘seats of power’791. Most advocates of this approach recognize that the 

non-recognition of breakaway territories is legally correct; nevertheless, they disagree that such an 

approach can serve as a long-term strategy in constructively dealing with these cases792. In fact, 

there is general agreement that the continued isolation of unrecognized states reinforces territorial 

divisions and the influence of sponsor states on unrecognized states by stabilizing the no war, no 

peace status quo, which is detrimental to both democratization and conflict resolution793. Cooley 

goes even further, underlining that the non-recognition of unrecognized states is a security threat 

to the West due to the Russian role in the Caucasus, and that their perpetuated non-recognition 

threatens to render conflicts involving these states into proxy wars794. 

                                                           
789 Cooley and Mitchell, “Engagement without Recognition.” 
790 Ker - Lindsay, “Engagement without Recognition.” 
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This approach to conflict resolution in cases involving unrecognized states has been 

gaining momentum as perpetual isolation has gotten detrimental results overall. The present 

dissertation also argues that engagement without recognition is necessary for the purposes of both 

democratization and conflict resolution in unrecognized states. Per the conceptual framework and 

the reframing of non-recognition in this dissertation, there is a need to decouple diplomatic isolation 

from economic and social/humanitarian isolation and confining non-recognition to the diplomatic 

realm while reaching out to unrecognized states in the economic and humanitarian realms795. This 

would allow the international community to have more leverage in prompting both resolution and 

democratization in unrecognized states. Democracy promotion can be achieved by providing the 

necessary underlying conditions for activating the civil society, while also through socialization 

with democratic peers; these factors then can be reinforced and momentum capitalized on when 

systemic shocks occur in unrecognized states to drive democratization. Ultimately, in the cases 

involving unrecognized states, democratization appears central to conflict resolution and must be 

sought by conflict resolvers. 

One of the main arguments of this dissertation is that, while the specific, local context must 

be taken into account in defining the de facto experience of the phenomenon, democratization is by 

and large a positive and desirable step for the purposes of conflict resolution and conflict 

prevention. As such, this dissertation recommends democracy promotion – to be achieved through 

engagement without recognition – as a strategy to resolve conflicts where unrecognized states are 

involved. Much of this positive framing of democratization stems from the way that the process is 

defined herein: as an increase in public participation coupled with decreases in the presence of 

categorical inequalities and trust networks. Such a definition envisions not only the empowerment 
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of the grassroots, civil society, and middle class, but also the control of the influence of small 

pockets of elites, businesses, and lobbyists within the political realm. Furthermore, democratization 

can also eliminate or undermine the influence of shadow actors in domestic politics and 

negotiations by rendering the political system more responsive to the public’s political will. Given 

all of these positive potential gains, especially at the middle- and grassroots-levels, public opinion 

should weigh heavily for the promotion of democracy across the globe. However, not only are 

democracies declining all around the world, but the public opinion in the non-Western regions has 

also shifted to oppose democratization. This change in the fortunes of global democracy is not due 

to the espoused concept of democracy, but instead due to the effects of globalization promoting 

democratic capitalism – which, both usually and unfortunately, devolves into corporatism. 

 Democratic capitalism purports that a capitalistic economic system, where individual 

agents and corporations are free to own property and pursue prosperity, and a democratic political 

system complement one-another perfectly to produce a prosperous and representative system. 

Theoretically, under the systemic arrangements of democratic capitalism, corporations and lobby 

groups would be controlled by the political will of the majority, thus retaining the representative 

nature of the political system. Furthermore, capitalism has long been considered as central to 

building a strong middle-class – an essential component to any democratic arrangement – and 

economic freedom (capitalism) has been treated as a necessary precondition for political freedom 

(democracy)796. This has promoted the conception of capitalism and democracy as the twin pillars 

for the promotion of peace and prosperity797. As such, democracy and capitalism have been 
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married, and movements towards globalization have promoted democratic capitalism798. However, 

the relationship between these two pillars has been quite dysfunctional. 

Indeed, democratic capitalism has only benefitted a few elites instead of the society as a 

whole, causing the wanton destruction of the environment as well as the collapse of local authority 

and sovereignty799. Importantly, capitalism is surging as democracy wanes off, supercharging elites 

and the rich and causing the middle-class to disappear, all the while jading the working-class away 

from public participation800. Furthermore, corporations and elites undermine state capacity to 

respond to its citizens by interfering in public politics and through the enforcement of international 

treaties801.  

In fact, while both capitalism and democracy share human agency as a similarity, they have 

an inherent, unbridgeable gap in-between as, while democracy promotes egalitarianism, capitalism 

promotes inegalitarianism802. The problem, then is one of overpowered elites and corporations 

asserting global sovereignty whereas local movements desire national autonomy and local identity. 

However, the power differential weighs one-sidedly in favor of elites and corporations and this, 

coupled with the general apathy cultivated through a consequent sense of futility, causes citizens 

to leave the responsibility for agenda-setting and decision-making to the top dogs. These top dogs, 
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i.e. corporations and the elite, naturally aim to protect their bottom-lines instead of focusing on 

enacting socially-responsible or moral policies803.  

Ultimately, despite the fact that democratic capitalism rests on equality and solidarity804, 

what corporations have opted for is a wanton harmonization of international trade policies 

regardless of their domestic impacts of undermining local power and culture or destroying the 

environment805. This explains the twin disillusionment with globalization and democratization; 

whereas capitalism, serving well the few empowered from wanton, harmonized trade, has remained 

popular. Ultimately, rather than democratic capitalism, this system has instead produced 

corporatism – corporations and capitalism running roughshod against popular controls. Given this, 

in what has been dubbed the Third World or the non-Western World where local capacities and 

power are low, democratization and globalization are unsurprisingly linked with ‘indirect 

colonialism’ and the associated exploitation. 

All of the abovementioned shortcomings of capitalism aside, the fact remains that stable 

democracies always feature at least marginally open economies where agents’ freedom need be 

assured806. While most scholars and policymakers agree that democratization and capitalism need 

be strongly correlated, not all democracies need to be subjected to corporatism; instead, 

democracies should promote prosperity while keeping the amoral, bottom-line tendencies of 

capitalism in check. This holds especially true as economic prosperity is required for a robust and 

powerful middle-class, which is a non-essential yet powerful building block for democratization, 

as has been shown through the present research. As such, the real quest for policymakers and 
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conflict resolvers is finding a way to manage capitalism in a way that would support democracy, 

for all other alternatives have failed thus far807. Indeed, democratization without open trade 

opportunities would be severely limited, as demonstrated herein by the cases of Somaliland and 

TRNC. Nevertheless, achieving distributive justice and the fulfillment of social welfare in a 

capitalist democracy is farfetched unless powerful local structural and social capacities are built 

first to rein in the powerful forces of globalization and capitalism808, especially regarding the 

systemic generation of inequality. In fact, inegalitarian societies are the worst at redistributing 

resources (i.e. there is no real ‘trickle down’)809, This would create a vicious cycle of disempowered 

middle- and working-classes, a disempowered civil society, and thus a disempowered society – all 

of which would be de-democratizing effects. All in all, then, as with the case of Taiwan, the first 

aim of democratization might have to be limited democracy-building with limited open trade while 

local structural and societal capacities would be built. One cautionary truth remains central, 

however; democratization needs to be driven by an empowered middle-class, an active grassroots, 

and a colorful and involved civil society. This is consistent with the findings of the present research, 

and would suggest that providing an opportunity for Somaliland and the TRNC to be involved in 

the open global market would be important, as the local capacities for democracy have been built 

(especially true for the TRNC) and the domestic cap in the absence of higher economic prosperity 

has been achieved. In the case of Somaliland, further capacity-building aid might be required prior 

to a larger economic integration. Ultimately, the international community must focus on domestic 

empowerment and domestic drives rather than international harmony in providing monetary and 
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capacity-building aid, which are also both strongly linked to democratization per the present 

research. 
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X. Conclusion: 

 
 
 

In this dissertation, I tackled the question of how and under what conditions unrecognized 

states can democratize, and how can the international community leverage the dynamics of the 

democratization of unrecognized states in order to contribute to conflict resolution in the seemingly 

intractable conflicts where they are involved through the use of a comparative historical study 

based on three cases: Somaliland, North Cyprus, and Taiwan. Furthermore, this dissertation has 

also uncovered the intricate links among unrecognition, intractability, and democratization, 

demonstrating the interplay between the domestic dynamics and the international, conflict-related 

behavior of unrecognized states. Additionally, this dissertation has also captured the complex 

relationship between the degree of democratization in unrecognized states and the actual execution 

(rather than the theory) of the policy of non-recognition, involving economic, social, legal, and 

diplomatic isolations. Ultimately, this dissertation depicts the democratization of unrecognized 

states as a dynamic process that is to a degree path-dependent and complex, with replicable 

processes that can, under the conditions identified herein, produce either a more mature democracy 

or promote de-democratization.  

This dissertation makes important contributions to the fields of policymaking and 

scholarship, as well as for the practitioners, as it provides further insights into the democratization 

of unrecognized states and their associated, conflict-related behavior through the use of a 

comparative – rather than a single case study – approach. Indeed, this comparative approach reveals 

shared mechanisms and processes which produce more domestic democratization and less 
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international conflict under identifiable conditions. This study was explanatory and was built and 

the foundations provided by the exploratory studies conducted by other, exceptional scholars in the 

field, whose insights and work were essential for this research. Nevertheless, the study itself was 

based on three positive cases, which requires for an explanation of the negative cases of the failure 

to democratize in unrecognized states, and the comparison and contrast of such cases with the 

insights from the present research. Furthermore, while this study chose its cases to vary greatly in 

geography, degree of recognition, economic prowess, size, demographics, etc. in order to render 

the findings of the study generalizable, larger-N studies should be conducted within the realm of 

unrecognized states (for the findings regarding the endemic unique dynamics pertaining to the 

democratization of unrecognized states) and within the larger realm of states (for confirming or 

disconfirming the generalizability of the findings to the post-Cold War democratization process, as 

a whole). 

This conclusion chapter of the present dissertation will firstly present, in a summarized 

format, the major findings of the present study, as well as the findings’ contributions to the 

literatures on the fields of democracy and transitology studies. The final section will enumerate the 

implications of the study for policymakers and practitioners, before concluding in a small section 

on the author’s suggestions for further research. 

Major Findings and their Contribution to the Literature 

a) In Conflicts Involving Unrecognized States, Intractability and Democratization are 

Strongly Correlated 

The research presented herein started with the seemingly easy and straightforward question 

of why the conflicts involving unrecognized states become intractable. Some of the existing 

answers to this question claimed that ethno-nationalist and/or territorial conflicts were of a zero-
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sum nature and would naturally cause intractability; conflicts where one side would win and the 

other would lose, or they would be forced to compromise. Accordingly, there could be no 

compromise on these two issues. However, if that were the case, then no compromise could ever 

be expected or accepted; whereas a significant portion of the unrecognized states’ populations tend 

to not only argue but also take actions for promoting compromise and reconciliation. In fact, while 

ethno-nationalist or territorialist rhetoric was variously adopted by statesmen in order to galvanize 

political support for their positions of power, such rhetoric did not appear to reflect any realities.  

Some other scholars argued instead that the reason underlying any such intractability was 

due to the interference of the strong sponsor states, who forbade resolution in favor of preserving 

their own national security interests through the perpetuation of the status quo. However, Turkey 

instead worked towards a resolution to the Cypriot Conflict during the Annan Plan negotiations 

and the USA also promoted peacebuilding between China and Taiwan – not allowing Taiwan to 

unilaterally declare its independence, for example – while also preserving the status quo (but in 

order for there to not be a decline into full-blown warfare). While the sponsors were clearly 

effective in influencing if not dictating the direction of the conflicts involving unrecognized states, 

they were not always a force for the status quo or non-resolution. Moreover, the unrecognized states 

could at times defy the policies of the sponsor, such as the TRNC in the late 2000s.  

Yet some other scholars underlined that the intractability was caused directly by the 

unscrupulous elite of the unrecognized states that benefitted from the non-recognition and the no 

war, no peace status quo by acting as protectors of the people, getting elected and re-elected in the 

process, and wantonly robbing the resources of the unrecognized states in the name of nationalism. 

Accordingly, some bad apple elites were profiting either politically or economically – or both – 

from non-recognition and preferred to simply perpetuate this status quo. However, something less 
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actor-based and more systematically wrong was evident as the elites and the political parties 

circulated and changed, but the preservation of the status quo of no war, no peace remained 

universal except in the most exceptional circumstances. Clearly, the linear and uni-variable 

understandings of the conflicts involving unrecognized states fell short of being satisfactory; 

indeed, there was a gaping need for alternative explanations to be found. 

My prior research, presented in several conferences and published in journals – and cited 

herein – revealed that several dynamics and factors that are endemic to unrecognized states render 

the conflicts where they are involved harder to resolve. Firstly, non-recognition as a policy for 

dealing unilateral declarations of independence – shunning unrecognized states in order to pressure 

them to an eventual reintegration  is carried out through four isolations: economic isolation, social 

isolation, legal isolation, and diplomatic isolation. While the last – i.e. diplomatic isolation – is the 

intended effect through which the international community withdraws peer state status from these 

‘rogue’ states and refuses their membership among the ranks of the legitimate states, the former 

three instead act as conflict traps; actions that cause further, originally non-existent intensifying 

factors to be unleashed within a conflict. This deconstruction of the non-recognition policy, 

elaborated in the following paragraphs, is also one of the main contributions of the present study to 

the sub-field on unrecognized states. Furthermore, the conflict traps of economic and legal isolation 

work towards delimiting the democratization of unrecognized states and can, in turn, be addressed 

through their democratization, increasing the chances of reaching an eventual resolution. 

Conversely, these conflict traps contribute to the intractability of the conflict in the absence of 

democratization. Establishing this direct and strong tie between non-recognition and democracy 

has also been one of the prime achievements of the present research and, in fact, while this study 

is not to first to study either the intractability surrounding the conflicts involving unrecognized 

states or their democratization, it is the first to draw clear lines between these two phenomena. This 
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study has also discovered that the presence of a strong sponsor state can lead to intractability in the 

cases involving unrecognized states. Sponsor states tend to heavily interfere in or even dictate the 

politics of unrecognized states while also rendering the elite cadre of the unrecognized states 

beholden to the sponsor over its citizens, which dictates that: a) conflict resolution in unrecognized 

states would depend on the sponsor’s whim over the people; and subsequently b) there is a lack of 

democracy, which undermines the work of domestic CSOs and other NGOs in influencing policy-

decisions, including conflict resolution. This is the reason why many authors studying 

unrecognized states with strong sponsors, such as Caspersen and Kopecek et al., posit that 

unrecognized states would not be able to produce mature democracies.  

This research has further uncovered, however, that the type of sponsor state and their goal 

in entangling with the unrecognized state in question matters at this point. Indeed, an ethnic-kin, 

non-democratic sponsor, such as Russia (to Abkhazia, Transnistria, South Ossetia, Crimea, and 

Eastern Ukraine) or Turkey (to the TRNC), can cause de-democratization or limit democratization, 

especially when their aim in engaging the unrecognized state is to accomplish national security 

goals through the manipulation (and thus maintenance and/or promotion of) ethnic ties. Therefore, 

these types of sponsors tend to manipulate the domestic politics of the unrecognized states to 

strengthen their hold on the latter’s territories and to promote a shared ethno-nationalist identity 

with the citizens of the unrecognized states to make sure their hold can be perpetuated. 

Nevertheless, a democratic sponsor with a vested interest in the democratization of the 

unrecognized state in question, while still possessing national security goals, would instead 

promote the democratization of the unrecognized state they are engaged with, such as with the case 

of the USA in Taiwan. 
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Overall, then, this dissertation finds that the conflict traps sprung by non-recognition and 

the presence of an ethnic-kin, non-democratic sponsor all contribute to both the intractability of the 

conflicts involving unrecognized states and the delimitations surrounding the unrecognized states’ 

democracies. Moreover, this dissertation asserts that the aforementioned conflict intractability and 

the democratization processes of unrecognized states are strongly interlinked, such that 

intractability contributes both positively (by causing a decline in the state’s repressive capacity) 

and negatively (by promoting perception of security threats feeding nationalist fervor and 

militarization; by promoting dependence; etc.) to the democratization process, and democratization 

helps solve the issue of intractability. As such, this dissertation questions whether the policy of 

non-recognition contributes to an eventual resolution as intended, and proposes instead a policy of 

engagement without recognition, which promotes democratization, for the purposes of conflict 

resolution. Two of the main contributions of this dissertation are: a) an evaluation of the policy of 

non-recognition vis-à-vis the goal of conflict resolution; and b) an better understanding of why the 

policy of engagement without recognition, proposed yet not evaluated within the literature, would 

work for the purposes of both conflict resolution and the democratization of unrecognized states. 

This dissertation therefore asserts that a more engagement-based and democracy-promoting 

approach to dealing with unrecognized states must be adopted; otherwise, it is unlikely that 

intractability can be resolved. 

b) The Democratization of Unrecognized States is a Replicable, yet Dynamic and 

Complex Phenomenon democra 

This dissertation treats the democratization of unrecognized states as central for the 

purposes of conflict resolution, and that the study of this phenomenon is central for understanding 

unrecognized states. For the purposes of studying this phenomenon, the present dissertation 

attempted to verify the extant hypotheses (Caspersen, Kopecek et al., Voller) as well as an 
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economic one based on the literature review through the use of a comparative approach. 

Caspersen’s hypothesis that unrecognized states can only ethnocratize at best as they have to both 

depend on a sponsor and promote ethno-nationalism while providing somewhat for a multiplicity 

of identities was found to be successful in capturing the initial, post-war dynamics of unrecognized 

states while failing to capture the evaluation of the said dynamics over time. The Kopecek et al. 

hypothesis, providing a more long-term approach to the interplay between dependence, ethnic 

nationalism, and plurality, claiming that the unrecognized states’ capacity to repress the opposition 

should decline over time due to running out of the plundered resources and lack of economic 

activity, allowing for the rise of an empowered civil society and opposition. Nevertheless, Kopecek 

et al. also believe that the presence of a strong sponsor will then limit democratization to the realm 

of ethnocracies in these cases. While better at capturing some of the longer-term dynamics 

pertaining to unrecognized states, this hypothesis also failed at being good at being explanatory. 

Contrarily, Voller believes that non-recognition and the promise of recognition in return for 

democratization can act as a diplomatic shock to help unrecognized states build mature democracies 

within their confines. Voller’s hypothesis of systemic shocks being an important key to kick-starting 

the democratization of unrecognized states was important in explaining why and when some of 

these processes started, but required considerable modification. Lastly, the economic hypothesis, 

claiming the nature of economic activities (such as aid dependence or the availability of trade) 

would be explanatory in capturing the processes of and limitations to democratization was found 

to be weak, underlining that the economic activities are indirectly related to democratization and 

can therefore have an impact on the democratization processes only under certain conditions and 

through certain processes and mechanisms. Overall, all of the hypotheses mentioned above needed 

to be both modified and synchronized in order to truly capture the dynamics of democratization in 

unrecognized states. 
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The model produced from the affirmation, modification, and transfusion of the 

abovementioned hypotheses, with the addition of the knowledge uncovered through the three case 

studies that were compared, can be found in the Analysis and Conclusions chapter (Chapter VIII). 

For the purposes of this conclusion, instead of reiterating this model, I will outline the most 

important processes and mechanisms, as well as their order and the conditions under which they 

can lead to democratization. The process necessarily starts with a systemic shock, be it economic 

or diplomatic, that exceeds the bearing capacity – be it through the use of economic vote-buying or 

co-option, or the use of militarized repression – of the extant regime, forcing the regime to either 

compromise or change wholesale. Subsequently, the pace of democratization would be based on 

several other factors, including: whether the contentious repertoire includes civil society initiatives 

and democratic politics; whether the civil society has been politicized or is working towards being 

a critical voice; whether there is a sponsor state that is neither ethnic-kin nor undemocratic, and has 

an alliance based on ideology; whether there is a critical media and a critical education system; and 

whether trade, engagement, and conditional aid are available to a state. Depending on whether and 

how many of these criteria are fulfilled, an unrecognized state can democratize to a high degree; in 

fact, any unrecognized state can develop into a mature democracy like Taiwan. Furthermore, 

increasing in any of these criteria (more freedom to critical media, for example) can build the 

capacity for the democracy-in-making, which can increase its ability to absorb systemic shocks and 

thus preventing de-democratic setbacks. Overall, the contributions of these findings are threefold: 

they prove that democratization is replicable in unrecognized states and that unrecognized states 

experience a unique and endemic type of democratization, indicating that most of the extant 

theories on the topic need to be reconsidered; they indicate that the international community can 

contribute to the democratization of unrecognized states by engaging them non-diplomatically, 

creating economic ties with them, increasing trade with them, and empowering their civil society 
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– the former two of which would at once increase the leverage of the international community on 

the unrecognized states and decrease their dependence on the sponsor states, whereas the latter two 

would help build the domestic capacity for democracy by strengthening both the middle class and 

the grassroots; and the findings lastly indicate that the international community should focus on 

building the domestic capacity for democratization and make conditional, leverageable ties with 

the unrecognized state, and then seize the moment of an economic systemic shock by offering 

increased recognition in return for democratization and conflict resolution, adding on a diplomatic 

crisis in order to buckle the state’s repressive capacity. 

c) Contributions to the Literature 

The present study has made some considerable contributions to the existing literature on 

both non-recognition and democratization-at-large. The more extensive contributions to 

understanding conflict intractability where unrecognized states are involved, and well as towards 

capturing the complex dynamics of the democratization of unrecognized states, have been 

elaborated on in the preceding two sub-sections. In this sub-section, some of the contributions that 

fell outside of the immediate foci of the present study yet are significant will be enumerated. 

Most of the literature on unrecognized states does not problematize the policy of non-

recognition; in fact, they assume that non-recognition will not change and discuss the possibilities 

of the democratization and/or the conditions for the recognition of unrecognized states within the 

context of non-recognition. However, this dissertation has instead problematized the policy of non-

recognition, asserting that the policy fails to cause either the implosion of the unrecognized states 

or the increase of the unrecognized states’ willingness to reintegrate with their parent states. This 

study has offered a deconstruction of non-recognition-in-action as opposed to non-recognition-as-
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espoused and has asserted that non-recognition needs to be revised for the associated actions to 

produce the espoused and desired effects. 

This dissertation has also revealed that unrecognized states can build and adopt mature 

democracies and the associated democratic institutions, unlike what the majority of the literature 

asserts. However, the present research does recognize that the unrecognized states face unique 

challenges in their democratization processes due to the conditions imposed by non-recognition, 

although non-recognition also provides for several positive conditions for democratization, such as 

the increased susceptibility to a carrots approach or the lack of international interventionism (as 

Voller asserts). Nevertheless, this research does agree with the literature at large – and, in fact, 

confirms the literature’s un-empirical claims – that most unrecognized states will tend towards 

semi-democracies; however, this dissertation further asserts that the main factors limiting the 

democratization of unrecognized states are a lack of intentional international action (preferring 

freezing and forgetting instead), a lack of international integration (no socialization and no leverage 

for the international community), and an abundance of interference from sponsors. Therefore, this 

dissertation would posit that any studies of unrecognized states should involve a consideration of 

these three factors in asserting whether further democratization or potential de-democratization 

may be experienced by any given unrecognized state. 

Vis-à-vis the literature on democracy, this dissertation has made two contributions. First 

and foremost, this dissertation asserts that the quality of democracies should not be evaluated 

through the use of a dyadic checklist (proposing certain conditions and asserting yes or no); instead, 

consideration must fall on to what degree any criterion is fulfilled. The quality of a democracy, 

then, should be the degree to which democratic critera are fulfilled, rather than whether any such 

criterion is completely fulfilled. Secondly, this dissertation calls for the evaluations of the quality 
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of democracies to consider the contributions of local media and authors in asserting the degree to 

which the aforementioned criteria are fulfilled, for it is all too easy to fall into the trap of criteria 

being formally fulfilled yet being unfulfilled de facto. This was the main problem with the FH 

Scores assigned to the TRNC, for example, where North Cyprus was assigned a Free score despite 

rampant corruption, criminality, and sponsor-state interference. 

With regards to transitology, there are three main contributions. First and foremost, there 

are no preconditions for democratization (all three cases, from differing geographic, ethnic, and 

religious background; with differing socio-political legacies and capacities; etc., experienced 

democratization). However, the longer-term stability of the democratization process does require 

the build-up of the democratic capacity (institutional, personnel-wise, and cultural), which is 

facilitated by an appropriately democratic socio-political and institutional legacy. For example, this 

is one of the main factors that differentiated the fates of Somaliland and the TRNC, the former of 

whom started with complete authoritarianism and its democratization was reversed easily, whereas 

the latter started off with a semi-democracy and its democratic gains were harder to reverse. 

Secondly, transitions are initiated when there is a systemic shock of economic, diplomatic, or 

militaristic nature (such as a civil war) that exceeds the capacity of the extant regime to repress or 

accommodate. This takes us to the third contribution, which is that the transitions initiated by 

systemic shocks can be either democratizing or de-democratizing, depending on what the existing 

regime being rebelled against symbolized. This dissertation asserts that there is no democratic 

consolidation, a point after which a democracy cannot de-democratize; in fact, the populist 

resurgence and nationalist policymaking being experienced in the USA and Western Europe, where 

individual freedoms and critical media, among others, are being threatened, confirm this assertion. 

However, there are high-capacity democratic regimes that can cushion the de-democratizing effects 

of the systemic shocks and internal crises, whereby not declining into semi-democracies or 
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authoritarian regimes immediately; nevertheless, such a possibility cannot be dismissed a priori. 

This dissertation’s main contribution to the literature on transitology is that democratic 

consolidation cannot be assumed; instead, this dissertation cautions against the potential for any 

such reversal. 

All the contributions outlined in this section had implications for the scholarly analysis of 

the democratization of unrecognized states. However, as emphasized above, the democratization 

of unrecognized states has direct implications both on the international policy of non-recognition 

(as well as the policies for dealing with breakaway states) and the practice of conflict resolution in 

the intractable conflict where unrecognized states are involved. Therefore, we must also discuss 

the implications of the present study on policymaking and conflict resolution practice. 

Implications for Policymaking and Practice 

 Policymakers have thus far approached unrecognized states through the official policy of 

non-recognition and the unspoken exercise of freezing and forgetting. This has meant that the 

unrecognized states were isolated from the international community with the espoused aim of 

letting them implode in order to force or at least heavily incentivize their reunification with their 

parent states. This policy has not been revised, however, despite the fact that such an implosion-to-

resolution scheme has historically not worked out. This dissertation has instead shown that conflict 

intractability in the cases involving unrecognized states can be addressed through democracy 

promotion in unrecognized states, which in turn can be promoted by the revision of non-recognition 

to translate into engagement without recognition when in action. Engagement without recognition, 

as a policy, fits the aim of not providing peer status or diplomatic recognition to unrecognized states 

while also engaging with them in order to both build their democratic capacity and the leverage 

that the international community has over them. This increase in democratic capacity, in turn, 
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would help deal with elites that can selfishly obstruct recognition efforts, build a middle class and 

thus the unrecognized states’ economies, empower the civil society, and create the foundation for 

the pluralistic resolution of political claims in the case of a reintegration with the parent state, thus 

contribute to both short-term and long-term. Furthermore, the leverage built can also be utilized to 

incentivize for the unrecognized states and their populations to adopt more resolution-promoting 

stances. Nevertheless, such a policy change might not be easy to adopt due to parent state opposition 

and due to the international community not wanting to break the delicate no war, no peace balance 

set in the conflicts involving unrecognized states. Such a state of affairs, however, detrimentally 

affects the practice of conflict resolution in these spaces. 

 With regards to the practitioners of conflict resolution, there are several important findings 

revealed throughout this study. Firstly, this dissertation confirms that shadow negotiators 

complicate Track I negotiations and either they need to be direct participants in the negotiations – 

which is a remote possibility – or the preparations for the negotiations should involve measures to 

render them less influential or more likely to accept an eventual resolution (through carrots or 

sticks). A prime example here was the use of a potential membership to the EU as a carrot for 

Turkey, promoting this sponsor to change its decades-long policy of preserving the status quo in 

Cyprus and work towards a resolution. Secondly, shadow negotiators can be other states or very 

influential, sub-state entities – and they may be legal or illegal ones. The question of how to deal 

with illegal shadow negotiators – where a potential answer would be to promote the collaboration 

of the unrecognized states with international law-enforcement agencies – will be a question that 

needs to be answered for the purposes of a productive Track I negotiation. Track I negotiations will 

also be more effective if they are complemented by policies to empower the middle-class and the 

grassroots of the unrecognized states so that the plunder elite are less capable of selfishly 

influencing the negotiations.  
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 Practitioners engaged in the Track II and Track III levels of peacebuilding need to first 

assert two conditions, according to the findings of the present research. Firstly, they need to assert 

whether the unrecognized states are beholden more to any external sources for economic or political 

survival than their own populations. If so, Track II and Track III efforts are less likely to translate 

into political influence or change pertaining to the negotiation processes. Secondly, practitioners of 

conflict resolution need to consider whether the international community can help police for state 

repression and/or help pressure the state to respond to popular sentiments. If not, the likelihood that 

bottom-up pressures can achieve policy changes border on nill. Under these circumstances, the 

practitioners need to not only engage with and build the capacity of the grassroots and the middle-

class, but they also need to convince the international community to turn their attention towards 

scrutinizing and pressuring the repressive government of unrecognized states.  

 Importantly, this study also finds that while practitioners can help build the capacity for 

political action within the grassroots, they must also make sure that the grassroots movements, 

CSOs, and NGOs are not co-opted by political parties. The cautionary tale here is from the case of 

North Cyprus, where the grassroots efforts were co-opted for votes by multiple parties, where the 

parties’ shortcomings and failures came to bear on the grassroots’ legitimacy and their own efforts, 

delimiting their potential influence as peacebuilders. Moreover, as political parties run on 

membership, non-members are less likely to consider grassroots efforts associated with a particular 

political party as legitimate – in fact, they might consider the opposite. Furthermore, the 

practitioners must also be careful to let the grassroots movements, CSOs, and NGOs be responsive 

to the people they are meant to represent and not the funder who wish to build up and empower 

them. Nevertheless, the balance is hard to strike in such cases, as money talks – which translates 

into Track II and Track III efforts being seen as ‘silent invasions’ and ‘brainwashing’, and the 

grassroots efforts to be seen as illegitimate efforts purported by external actors. To conclude, 
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however, it is important to note that neither democratization nor peacebuilding is likely without the 

practitioners’ help in building domestic democratic capacity in and helping advocate for the 

increased scrutiny and engagement of unrecognized states. 

 Lastly, this dissertation has asserted that while civil disobedience or social movements may 

help cause democratization, this correlation is not universal. Instead, the present research asserts 

that civil society leaders should choose the moment of disobedience more selectively. Indeed, for 

civil society to help cause democratization, there needs to be a systemic shock to help galvanize the 

opposition against an authoritarian-leaning regime and the state needs to lack the capacity to repress 

or even eliminate the members of the opposition. In fact, dissident behavior against a regime 

capable of and willing to militarily repress the opposition can only end in tragedy, such as the 

February 28 Incident on 02/28/1947 in Taiwan. Civil society leaders should instead aim to cultivate 

the power of the grassroots and attempt to either wait for or actively generate international attention 

and support (or a change in the attitude of the sponsor for supporting democratization), after which 

they can capitalize on a crisis to effectively force the regime to compromise and open up for 

democratization. However, it is once again important to emphasize that one of the findings of the 

present research is that civil disobedience cannot generate democratization on its own. Of course, 

whether these findings are generalizable to all cases of unrecognized states or even to cases of peer 

states requires further studies, which is the topic of the following – and last – section.  

Further Steps for Research 

The model produced through this study needs to be tested through other in-depth case 

studies involving other unrecognized states in order to understand the extent of generalizability of 

the findings and the applicability of the model produced herein in order to capture the complex 

dynamics of democratization in unrecognized states. Furthermore, expert interviews regarding the 

findings and the model can be sought with social activists, government officials, and journalists 
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located in unrecognized states to confirm whether expert opinion would coincide with the findings 

of the study as well as why or why not such a convergence would occur. Elite interviews can also 

be conducted in the populations of EU officials, UN officials, parent states’ government officials, 

and unrecognized states’ government officials in order to ascertain the possibility for the 

implementation of the effective engagement of unrecognized states. 

Last but not least, large-N studies should be conducted in order to both assert the reliability of and 

observe the range of generalizability for the model and the findings produced within the present 

study. Indeed, while this dissertation has relied on prior exploratory research to produce a 

comparative and explanatory study, further studies need be conducted using the same methodology 

and differing cases, as well as differing and more quantitative methodologies. Large-N studies 

within the universe of unrecognized states can help assert the reliability and generalizability of the 

findings within the realm of unrecognized states, whereas large-N studies with a broader set of 

cases can help assert the same two properties within the realm of all (both recognized and non-

recognized) states. Of special importance, and potentially the theme of my next project, would be 

a study of negative cases (i.e. of unrecognized states that have never experienced any significant 

movements towards democratization) in order to observe whether the model and the findings of the 

study would be applicable to such cases as well. Nevertheless, there is ample reason to conclude, 

in the end, that the model produced through the study should be applicable in multiple geographies 

and within a wide array of demographics, and I would expect further studies to fine-tune but not 

disconfirm the results of the present dissertation. 
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Appendices 

 
 
 

I. Defining Democracy 

There are many disagreements regarding the conceptualization of democracy amongst both 

scholars and practitioners. While these disagreements will be overviewed and the competing 

conceptualizations evaluated through this sub-section of the literature review, one of the best places 

to start the review on democracy would be the points of agreement among the various concerned 

experts. As such, this sub-section of the literature review will: 1) touch upon the agreed 

etymological and historical roots as well as the known historical conceptualizations of the term 

democracy; b) provide an overview of and then compare and contrast the most prominent 

approaches to defining and studying democracy; c) provide the conceptualization of democracy 

that will be adopted within the context of this dissertation. Thereafter, this sub-section of the 

literature review will also touch upon the interplay between democracy and conflict resolution, as 

well. 

As underlined in the introductory paragraph, the points of consensus regarding the term 

democracy are few and far between – but they nevertheless exist despite the fragmentation within 

the literature. To begin with, etymologically, the word democracy is derived from the Greek root 

demos, meaning “the people,” and the likewise Greek suffix kratia, meaning “power” or “rule”. 

Throughout the ages, the term demokratie (Greek) evolved into democratie (Latin, 13th century), 

democracie (French, 14th century), and eventually into democracy. Democracy, then, is the rule by 

the people – a system of governance that originated in the city-state era of the Ancient Greek 
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civilization. Of course, within the small districts of the Greek City States, this translated into a 

selective, deliberative, direct democracy: all Greek, property-holding males could participate in 

deliberations and policy-making. As such, the deliberative, direct democracy applied to a distinct 

group of people; the other groups (women, minorities, non-property owners, slaves, etc.) had to 

abide by the power-holders’ decisions.  

In order to discuss democracy in the modern world, there are four other terms that must be 

defined. These terms are the state, the regime, the government, and the nation-state. Firstly, a state 

is defined here as: 1) a highly institutionalized, geopolitical entity 2) constituted by a set of policy-

making and policy-executing political institutions that is 3) claiming sovereignty over a fixed 

territory and is 4) monopolizing coercive mechanisms such as an army and police in its claimed 

territory. Secondly, a regime is a set of norms and laws that govern the socio-political sphere and 

the rules of holding and using political power that are institutionalized (usually through a 

constitution). Regimes and changes in regimes are the focus of this research as it is the regimes that 

tend to be leaning towards authoritarianism or democracy. Thirdly, a government is the set of 

elected or appointed leaders and elite that are placed in a power position and are executing political 

power as delimited and disbursed by the regime. However, while the concepts of democracy and 

statehood can be traced back to the Ancient Eras, the idea of nationhood is a relatively modern one. 

Indeed, the idea of nations (rather than clans, fiefdoms, etc.) was a social-construct that aimed to 

facilitate the utilization of humans as resources for war-making: the ideas of patriotism and 

nationalism, promoting individual pride in these constructed groups, prompted self-sacrifice ‘for 

the nation’, which eliminated the coercion-mobilization-bargaining cycles for conscription of 

young males or the need to hire mercenaries for the purposes of ensuring security and defending 

the state. Indeed, the national identity is an inherently political concept where the individual is 

given a sense of belonging in a considerably diverse group (e.g. Americans hold very different 
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values at large, as exemplified by the hyper-polarization of the American society in the recent 

years), usually based on a shared ethnicity, language, and culture for the purposes of promoting the 

belief that the individual has a shared stake in the group’s political aspirations and its victories and 

defeats.  

As such, a nation-state is one where the geopolitical entity of state meets the politicized 

identity of nation in order to promote a more streamlined, less coercive and thus more effective 

state apparatus for controlling and extracting resources from a set group of people. Many 

unrecognized states were founded as minority ethnicities that were subsumed under a nation-state 

felt no sense of belonging to the state and thus broke away in order to for a nation-state which 

indeed represented their own group, instead. Thus it can be observed that defining who belongs to 

the nation (i.e. the real polity) also defines who has access to political power and state resources: 

an inherently political act. Ultimately, we can conclude that nation-states are geopolitical 

constructs that are more effective at extraction and defense due to its success in motivating self-

sacrifice from a target population, eliminating the need for coercion, which in turn allows for a 

wider range of regime choices. Now that we have defined the central terms, we can elaborate on 

the evolution of democracy through the modern political history. 

The roots of democracy are clearly located in a pre-nation-state era – as such, 

understanding the making of modern nation-states and their democratization, a process that started 

in the 17th century through the Treaty of Westphalia, which set the stage for the rise of the nation-

state (with the aid of the scientific revolution and enlightenment era810 (O’Neil, p.39)), is essential 

to conceptualizing what democracy means today. In order to achieve this goal, the starting point 

should be regarding state-making. Initially, two philosophers situated the origin of nation-states in 

                                                           
810 O’Neil, Essentials of Comparative Politics, 39. 



 

465 

 

human nature. According to Hobbes, humans were cowardly and selfish creatures craving for a 

security blanket and hence, they would choose a governmental arrangement where a benevolently 

coercive, central authority would ensure the internal security of the state811. Meanwhile, Rousseau 

posited that humans were essentially good and the state reflected and institutionalized the sum of 

their social contracts – i.e. the norms and laws governing the interactions among the people, – 

although too much bureaucracy could overshadow this inherent human goodness812. However, both 

philosophers were proven wrong: states were not a product of human nature; indeed, states were 

not a sum of their constitutive parts. Instead, states were a product of a dynamic, historical process 

that took centuries: an interplay between war-making and capacity-building for enabling the 

process of warmaking – a process for the streamlining of which, as explained in the preceding 

paragraph, nations were conceptualized, prompting the prominence of the Westphalian, nation-

state system in the world813. 

The thesis that wars made nation-states and states went to war – that is, state-making as 

war-making, is generally accepted in the scholarly field814. According to this thesis, the expansion 

of human populations in the pre-state era caused tribes, clans, fiefdoms, kingdoms, etc. to go to war 

over territory and resources815. O’Neil sums up the theory as such: “States, then, appear to have 

emerged out of this history of violence”816. Indeed, as foci of power brought more territories, 

                                                           
811 Thomas Hobbes, Hobbes’s Leviathan, Law Books Recommended for Libraries. Jurisprudence ; 21 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1909). 
812 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on Political Economy: And, The Social Contract, World’s Classics, 1994, 

http://site.ebrary.com/lib/georgemason/Doc?id=10485520; Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Political Classics. A Treatise on the 

Social Compact. Or, the Principles of Political Law. By J. J. Rousseau. (London: printed for DIEaton, At The Cock And 

Swine, NO74, Newgate-Street, 1795), 

http://mutex.gmu.edu/login?url=http://find.galegroup.com/ecco/infomark.do?contentSet=ECCOArticles&docType=EC

COArticles&bookId=0860200300&type=getFullCitation&tabID=T001&prodId=ECCO&docLevel=TEXT_GRAPHIC

S&version=1.0&source=library&userGroupName=viva_gmu. 
813 Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States; Taylor and Botea, “Tilly Tally.” 
814 Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States; Taylor and Botea, “Tilly Tally”; O’Neil, Essentials of Comparative 

Politics. 
815 O’Neil, Essentials of Comparative Politics, 34. 
816 Ibid., 34. 
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peoples, and resources under control through conquest, they needed to set up more effective 

structures to defend, manage, and coerce the extraction of the resources from the various peoples 

and territories now under their control. While this allowed for increased state capacity, it did not 

translate to the local populations acceding to the central or local governors’ demands to extract 

human (as workers or soldiers) or material resources (money, taxes, etc.).  

Here, we should also define state capacity. State capacity is defined for the purposes of 

this dissertation as the extent to which the state can intervene at the socio-cultural and socio-

economic realms and alter the distribution of resources, socio-political activities, and interpersonal 

relations. Nation-states can feature either high or low capacities; they can also be either democratic 

or non-democratic. Indeed, Tilly categorizes states into four817: 

• High-capacity undemocratic: little public voice incorporated into politics and 

extensive state control over public politics, especially through coercion. Regime 

changes occur here due to massive crises or elite defections, although the latter 

might simply cause a circulation of the elite. 

• Low-capacity undemocratic: ethnic/religious, etc. blocs or warlords dominate the 

socio-political realm; there is frequent featuring of political violence; thugs etc. get 

involved in politics. 

• High-capacity democratic: Significant levels of societal involvement in politics; 

formal consultations such as elections are institutionalized; widespread assertion 

of the rule of law and monitoring of the public sphere without direct control or 

violence. 

                                                           
817 Tilly, “Processes and Mechanisms of Democratization”; Tilly, Democracy. 
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• Low capacity democratic: Less effective state monitoring where semi-legal or 

illegal actors (such as drug lords and mafia) get involved in public politics, 

whereby the system features frequent violence. Such systems tend to not last long 

and usually fail to build the necessary capacity for further democratization, 

regressing into authoritarianism. 

Ultimately, then, state capacity is one of the central factors in determining the functions 

and nature of a nation-state. In fact, Tilly notes that the building of state capacity and the state’s 

democratization often go hand-in-hand despite the fact that a high-capacity state can undermine 

bottom-up democratization processes. Indeed, as the nation-states emerged and thus emerged new 

mechanisms for statehood and governance, so too emerged a need for evolved political regimes – 

and thus evolved political ideologies818 that drive such regimes – that could accommodate the 

change. According to O’Neil, political ideologies can be divided into five based on their stances on 

social equality, concerned with the pluralism and how individuals should be regarded in a system, 

as well as political freedom, concerned with the level of socio-political control exerted by the state. 

These five ideologies are fascism, anarchism, communism, social democracy, and liberalism. 

Fascism, aimed at promoting central control of economic resources and society as well as 

promoting the will of the elite at the expense of the masses, can by default not lead to a democratic 

regime. Likewise anarchism, aimed at minimizing or eliminating state intervention/capacity while 

promoting individual freedom and the equality of all cannot underlie a democratic regime, where 

the state has to build capacity to provide for equality, services, human rights, etc. Communism, in 

addition, cannot lead to a democratic regime as it sacrifices freedom (by supporting state-based 

                                                           
818 Political ideologies are the set of values regarding equality and freedom that drive political processes, institution-

building, and goals O’Neil, Essentials of Comparative Politics, 75–78. 
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control by the party/vanguard) despite promoting social equality across the society – at least 

ideologically.  

The two political ideologies that have thus far allowed for the establishment of democracies 

in modern nation-states are liberalism and socialism (social democracy), which will be examined 

in further detail. Liberals argue for the elimination of the state’s capacity to intervene in and control 

public affairs, despite recognizing that complete socio-political freedom will inevitably lead to 

socio-economic inequalities due to the exponential nature of wealth accumulation. Despite this, 

liberals believe that these inevitable inequalities lead to a society of greatest prosperity and that 

they should thus be treated as acceptable. Therefore, under the liberal ideology, the state’s role is 

to protect civil liberties, political rights, and human rights as well as to provide basic social services 

such as security from external threats. However, the state’s capacity and autonomy are restricted 

under liberalism such that it can be held accountable to and controlled by the public’s will as it 

conducts its duties. Although ostensibly democratic, given the envisioned levels of socio-economic 

inequalities, liberalism has oligarchic and polyarchic tendencies within: the affluent and those with 

access to political resources in the unequal system will necessarily exert most of the control over 

the state. This ‘rule by the few’ is the critique leveled by the communists against liberal democracy, 

as we will elaborate below.  

Socialism – a mélange of communism and liberalism vis-à-vis political values – is one 

aiming to strike a balance between freedom and equality. While cherishing individuals’ socio-

economic freedom, socialism values economic equality above this freedom and envisions a strong, 

autonomous state for the protection and promotion of such equality. Interestingly, socialism posits 

that all individuals would truly be free within a nation-state system only when equality is promoted. 

More recently, due to the rise in environmental awareness, socialism has also incorporated a 

balance between environmental protection and individual freedoms for the purposes of long-term 
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prosperity – to which environmental health is seen as integral – and the state is the actor pursuing 

this environmental protection and long-term prosperity under the socialist ideology. 

One extra ideology, radical democracy, can also be added to this list. This is a more recent 

and less common addition to the list of ideologies that is not generally included (certainly not by 

O’Neil) which criticizes socialism and liberalism for attempting to enforce consensus at the expense 

of suppressing differences and disempowered groups (women; minorities; etc.). As such, radical 

democracy posits that the societal differences and their incorporation into the socio-political sphere 

should be considered as a variable alongside freedom and equality as the guiding points for 

ideological principles819. For this purpose, radicalists argue that a democratic state should be highly 

capable of identifying and altering oppressive power relations in order to promote the incorporation 

of dissenting opinions from disempowered groups.  

In the preceding paragraphs, I have identified six political ideologies that are prominent in 

guiding modern politics per the available literature. These ideologies were: anarchism, 

communism, and fascism (all 3 non-democratic); and socialism, liberalism, and radicalism (all 

democratic). There occurred as shift from the political cultures that justified personality rules based 

on monarchs and emperors’ will as the highest priority towards the abovementioned six ideologies, 

and therefore the new nation-states had to adopt either a non-democratic or a democratic route for 

further development. At this fork in the road, states followed one of the two routes of political 

organization: either the states attempted to utilize further coercion in order to repress dissent and 

consolidate power, allowing for authoritarianism to spring up, or the states sought to build 

consensus through deliberation, promoting individuals’ rights, and compromising from central 

power, thus allowing for a more democratic rule820. This more democratic rule, in turn, eliminated 

                                                           
819 Jane Mummery, Radicalizing Democracy for the Twenty-First Century, 1 [edition].. (New York, NY: Routledge, 

2016). 
820 O’Neil, Essentials of Comparative Politics, 35. 
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the need for coercion by increasing the individuals’ sense of belonging, whereby dissent became 

more unlikely and resource extraction and defense were streamlined. Given such a competitive 

advantage, where the elimination of coercion allowed for a focus on internal development as most 

coercive mechanisms and spending were directed towards outside threats thus ensuring internal 

security, the rise of democratic nation-states was inevitable. However, what exactly is the meaning 

of the term democracy in the modern era? 

Very literally, the classical idea of ‘rule by the people’ (i.e. the classical definition of 

democracy) was applied by various modern era scholars and practitioners to translate into the idea 

of the absolute rule by the majority within a nation-state – otherwise known as the tyranny of the 

majority. This is a system where the majority – i.e. the group with the most numbers – get to dictate 

policy choices, as well as socio-political norms and laws, and legitimize the imposition of their will 

on minorities through the act of voting in free and fair elections. Nevertheless, even democracies 

entertaining a rule by the majority have to fulfill several other pertinent criteria, such as the 

separation of powers, respect for and protection of human rights, religious liberty, and secularism. 

Such a definition of democracy can be called a minimalist one and a formalist one. Minimalist 

definitions of democracy posit that so long as a regime fulfills certain criteria, then democracy 

exists regardless of how well the criteria are fulfilled or what other systemic problems occur. 

Formalists posit that so long as a constitution and institutions to fulfill the  criteria are built, then a 

democracy can exist.  This minimalist and formalist definition was adopted by eminent scholars 

such as Diamond821 and Przeworski822.  

Nevertheless, such a literal transference of the concept of direct, deliberative democracy 

that sprang forth in the Ancient Era of City-States into the realm of nation-states, where various 

                                                           
821 Diamond and Plattner, Democracy. 
822 Przeworski et al., Democracy and Development. 
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groups and classes (especially due to globalization bringing them together) vie for power, naturally 

created problems. Moreover, the ‘direct’ portion of democracy had to be compromised in order to 

‘incorporate’ the preferences of the many – in most countries, millions of people. For this purpose 

and eventually, representative democracies sprang up in place of direct democracies at the nation-

state level – although a few locales, such as Switzerland’s cantons, do still govern their populations 

directly. As a result, more qualifying definitions of democracy were produced to render the concept 

applicable and more empirically viable (rather than an empirically useless, blanket term) in the 

modern era. These modern definitions distinguish types of democracy based on whether the 

political regime features competition, participation, and freedom.  

Democracy is in fact hard to define overall, but the modern definitions accepted in the 

scholarly or practitioner realms have all moved beyond the minimalist and formalist definitions 

except when aiming to utilize such their forte: measurability. Indeed, one can definitively 

distinguish a democracy from a non-democracy and locate the point of transition from a non-

democracy to a democracy if all that is needed is to look at the adoption of a democratic constitution 

and institutions. However, more widely accepted definitions, emulated in this dissertation, critique 

minimalist and formalist definitions based on the many cases where nation-states adopted 

democratic institutions without also exhibiting the prerequisite shift to a more democratic political 

ideology and thus a more democratic socio-political culture to support the shift. In many of these 

cases, the governments still exhibited high levels of authoritarian-leaning behavior and corruption, 

all of which were justified and legalized through the utilization of democratic institutions. These 

empty shells of democracy produced cases where ostensibly/formally democratic countries 

committing violations of human rights, political rights, or civil liberties. This is the reason why 

most modern definitions move further than the minimalist ones (which some still see as a ‘stepping 

stone’ towards a more liberal democracy) and usually adopt liberal democracy, where there is high 
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degrees of competition and participation as well as a good degree of freedom, as the end-point of 

the democratic evaluation of a state.  
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II. The Existing Definitions of Unrecognized States: Strengths and Shortcomings 

One of the best and most widely-used definitions of these unrecognized entities came from 

Simon Pegg’s seminal work, De Facto States in the International System823. According to Pegg, 

these de facto entities fulfill most or all of the criteria as set forth by the Montevideo Convention 

on the Rights and Duties of States824; a treaty signed on December 26th, 1933825. According to this 

treaty’s first article, diplomatic recognition of statehood within the context of customary 

international law requires: a) a permanent population; b) a defined territory; c) a functioning 

government826; and ultimately d) the capacity to enter into relations with other states. This 

definition serves the declaratory theory of statehood, which claims that a state can exist in absentia 

of recognition from other states; that is, a state exists as long as it fulfills the above-mentioned 

criteria and has declared independence827. The Stimson Doctrine828, which is a large part of modern 

international law and which calls for the non-recognition of governments established through the 

use of force, was adopted as the Convention’s Article 11. On the basis of and through the use of 

the Montevideo criteria for and conceptualizations of statehood, Pegg demonstrates that the 

unrecognized entities in the international realm [such as Somaliland, Eritrea (pre-independence), 

North Cyprus, and Tamil Eelam (pre-destruction)] fit the criteria for statehood and thus must be 

dealt with accordingly829. Therefore, according to Pegg, the unrecognized entities of the 

international realm should be defined as states qua recognition that have been built in a recognized 

                                                           
823 De Facto States in the International System. 
824 Seventh international Conference of American States, “Montevideo Conenvtion on the Rights and Duties of States,” 

December 26, 1933. 
825 Pegg, De Facto States in the International System. 
826 Although which type of government is necessary (e.g. authoritarian or democratic; republic or kingdom) or the criteria 

and/or methods regarding how the international community is to decide which governments are functioning and which 

are not, are not well-defined. 
827 This was set out in Article 3 of the Montevideo Convention. 
828 This doctrine, much like the prevalent distinction between sovereign and puppet states, was widely adopted as a 

response to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in China and their subsequent building of a dependent, ‘marionette’ state 

in this territory in 1931. 
829 De Facto States in the International System. 
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state’s territories through the use of violent methods830 and unilateral measures831. However, both 

the Montevideo Convention and subsequently Pegg’s definition of De Facto Statehood, which is 

based on the former, are problematic. 

First and foremost, the Montevideo Convention has come under criticism from many 

sovereign states as they regard the criteria for statehood as set forth in the convention to be 

insufficient and too loose. The reason for this perception is that many unrecognized entities in the 

world, such as Taiwan (Republic of China) – and, as Pegg demonstrated, Somaliland, Eritrea, North 

Cyprus, and Tamil Eelam, – could claim statehood under the Convention. Given this, it is not 

surprising that Pegg assumes constancy as to the fulfillment of the Montevideo Convention and 

thus the attainment of statehood by unrecognized entities. However, even Pegg acknowledges that 

some unrecognized entities’ territories change over time (e.g. unrecognized Eritrea and Somaliland, 

whose control of territory varies greatly; Tamil Eeelam gained and lost much territory as well 

before it was ultimately destroyed by the Sri Lankan government forces) despite his argument of 

statehood832. In fact, the support for the governments of unrecognized entities also wavers, as 

observed in Abkhazia in 2014, the TRNC in 2002-2004 and again in 2015, and in South Sudan – 

another fact missed in the assertion of de facto statehood. Ultimately, then, the Montevideo 

Convention-based definition of unrecognized entities as De Facto States asserts statehood in a loose 

yet static manner that fails to capture the dynamic nature of unrecognized entities. 

Secondly, due to Pegg’s dependence on the Montevideo Convention for his proposed 

definition, he also necessarily buys into the declaratory theory of recognition, which was described 

above. In fact, this interpretation of diplomatic recognition (i.e. the declaratory theory) was the one 

                                                           
830 Pegg rightfully makes a distinction between peaceful secession (e.g. through the use of referenda) as compared to 

armed secession. 
831 De Facto States in the International System. 
832 Ibid. 
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used in the case of Kosovo. However, using this definition ignores the fact that constitutive theory, 

which calls for the recognition of an entity as a state by other peer states of the international 

community if it is to be treated as such in the eyes of international law, suggests another criteria 

(i.e. level of recognition) which goes ignored within Pegg’s definition.  

Last, but not least, is the problem of depoliticizing international law – a practice to which 

Pegg inadvertently subscribes. Pegg approaches the question of recognition through international 

law – by measuring unrecognized entities through yardsticks proposed in this realm, such as with 

the Montevideo Convention. Subsequently, Pegg conceptualizes resolutions to the conflicts 

involving De Facto States through international law and treaties, such as limited engagement (some 

diplomatic or economic engagement without recognition), re-absorption, or ‘status quo’, all the 

while missing the shifting politics around unrecognized entities833. In fact, the shifting interests and 

alliances of parent states and these entities has been the only factor leading to recognition over the 

last two decades, as we will demonstrate below. 

Of course, Pegg’s definition of de facto states has lots of merits, such that it cannot be 

ignored and must be incorporated into any future definitions. One of the most important 

contributions of de facto states to defining unrecognized entities is the distinction between 

movements for peaceful secession and violent secession, the latter of which is an appropriate 

criterion for pinning these entities down and distinguishing them from other movements, such as 

the ones in Scotland and Quebec. Another important distinction proposed by Pegg is that between 

a de facto state and a puppet state, the latter of which is wholly dependent on an external sponsor 

and lacks internal legitimacy whereas the former may depend to an extent on a sponsor but does 

not lack internal legitimacy834. Moreover, Kamilova and Berg’s work also supports the distinction 
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Pegg makes between puppet and unrecognized states835. One last important distinction in defining 

de facto states as proposed by Pegg is that between these entities and ones with more legitimacy in 

the international realm. For example, Pegg would not consider China, Israel, or North Korea to be 

de facto states as they hold considerable international legitimacy as states despite not being 

recognized by all members of the international community836. All of these are important defining 

and distinguishing characteristics of the unrecognized entities which constitute the subjects of this 

study and thus will be adopted into our working definition. 

A second and more commonly used definition for the unrecognized entities under 

consideration for this study is that of unrecognized states, a term most definitively underlined by 

Caspersen and Stansfield837. According to these authors, unrecognized states have achieved de facto 

independence but lack widespread international recognition. Moreover, these ‘states’ have all the 

attributes expected of a state such as an army, a government, a flag – among others. In addition, 

Caspersen and Stansfield are sure that these entities act like states838. Caspersen also refutes the 

commonplace conception of unrecognized states as lawless, corrupt, and violence-prone, instead 

re-iterating her perception that these entities are necessarily state-like in spite of her recognition 

that shadow economies and corruption are commonplace in these entities839. The main shortcoming 

of this definition is the assumption of statehood (or an approximation thereof) despite a clear lack 

of definitive criteria840 and in contradiction to available evidence that these entities are not always 

acting like proper states. Therefore, the concept of Unrecognized States once again misses the 

dynamic nature of these entities while asserting their statehood and it fails to come up with 

                                                           
835 Kamilova and Berg, “How Can a de Facto State Be Distinguished from a Puppet State? Analysis of Transnistrian-

Russian Relations and Dependences.” 
836 De Facto States in the International System. 
837 “Complex Terrains: Unrecognized States and Globalization.” 
838 “Introduction: Unrecognized States in the International System.” 
839 Caspersen and Herrberg, “Engaging Unrecognised States in Conflict Resolution.” 
840 Unlike Pegg, Caspersen does not use concrete criteria for this purpose. 
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definitive criteria to distinguish them from other non-state actors except for their non-recognition. 

The main strength of Caspersen’s approach to defining these entities is an acknowledgment of the 

fact that, while they do suffer from considerable violence and corruption, they also at least attempt 

to fulfill the minimal requirements of Statehood – a dual and inherently dynamic characteristic of 

these entities. 

The third definition evoked in attempts to capturing the complex systems that are the 

unrecognized entities under our consideration is that of quasi states. Quasi states is a term that – 

much like the phenomenon of unrecognized entities – is a byproduct of the post-World War II and 

post-colonial progression of the international system. At the time of its proposal841, the idea of quasi 

states was a contentious one, for it blamed the increased occurrences of the phenomenon of failed 

states within the post-colonial context on the internationally-accepted conceptualization of 

sovereignty – and the accompanying territorial integrity – as a fixed and inviolable attribute of 

recognized States. As such, colonial borders were preserved at the expense of upholding states and 

governments which were at times corrupt and unrepresentative of their constituents, or which 

lacked the capacity to carry out the duties of a state842. Subsequently, the aim of this thesis was not 

in capturing unrecognized entities but in understanding the dynamics underlying failed or weak yet 

recognized states. Given this, the use of the term quasi state in describing unrecognized entities 

appears to have been a misled one; instead, the use of this theory is in explaining why so many 

unrecognized entities were born in the post-colonial as well as post-Cold War eras. 

The fourth common depiction of unrecognized states is that of puppet states. According to 

the literature, puppet states are governments that have been set up by stronger states in order for 

the latter to indirectly exert control over the purportedly-sovereign territories claimed by the 
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former843. Given this, puppet states should lack in internal legitimacy (i.e. their populations do not 

support these externally-supported governments) and they are not recognized as legitimate states. 

This conceptualization is pertinent to our analysis to a degree, as many (but certainly not all) 

unrecognized states turn to external sponsorship for their economic and political survival and thus 

come to depend on these sponsors at a high level. Subsequently, the internal and external affairs of 

dependent unrecognized states end up either being highly influenced or directly dictated by their 

sponsors. Therefore, one can certainly apply the idea of ‘puppets’ on some contested states. 

However, contested states tend contrarily to maintain high levels of internal legitimacy. Moreover, 

their dependence on the sponsor states as well as the degree to which their populations and 

subsequently their governments allow for external interference varies greatly with location and 

time844. Ultimately, we can say that the entities in question can become puppet-like at some points 

in time, yet they are not inherently so. As such, the definition of unrecognized states as puppets 

will not be adopted for the purposes of this dissertation. 

The last definition this study considers to include in its synthesis for producing a dynamic 

definition to capture the intended subset of cases is that of contested statehood845. Geldenhuys, who 

coined this term, compared and contrasted unrecognized states and recognized states as based on 

the Montevideo Criteria, much like Pegg846. Geldenhuys noted that there was a dynamic nature to 

unrecognized statehood, which was shared by recognized ones: their populations, territoriality, etc. 

fluctuated, but not in a way which precluded statehood and sovereignty847. The author noted that 

                                                           
843 Krystyna Marek, Identity and Continuity of States in Public International Law (Libr. Droz, 1968); Ersun N. Kurtulus, 

State Sovereignty: Concept, Phenomenon, and Ramifications (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Alan James, 

Sovereign Statehood: The Basis of International Society (Australia: Allen & Unwin, 1986). 
844 e.g. Turkish Cypriots, who depend on Turkey for their economic viability, foreign affairs, and military capabilities 

have called for the withdrawal of Turkish troops and Turkish influence from their politics, twice electing governments 

opposed to Turkish interference into the affairs of TRNC 
845 Geldenhuys, Contested States in World Politics. 
846 Ibid. 
847 Ibid. 
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unrecognized statehood is the opposite of failed statehood: one possesses internal sovereignty but 

has no or limited external sovereignty, whereas the other possesses external sovereignty but limited 

or no internal sovereignty. The aim of Geldenhuys was to ultimately suggest potential solutions to 

dealing with contested states within the confines of international law. He suggested that while de 

jure recognition was not an option, alternative, non-territorial autonomic solutions or 

confederations should be considered. Overall, while this definition provides for a dynamic 

understanding of how unrecognized and recognized states fit within the confines of the Montevideo 

Criteria, it does not provide enough guidelines towards a definition of what constitutes such entities 

that would allow for the necessary empirical differentiation to narrow down cases. Nevertheless, 

this dynamic understanding of unrecognized states and how the international community should 

approach to dealing with them must necessarily be considered. 

This study does not consider two other definitions used to describe unrecognized states due 

to their more generalized approach and terminology, which precludes them from being useful for 

the purposes of this analysis. First of these two is states-within-states, a terminology proposed by 

Kingston and Spears848, which covers a wide berth of non-state actors providing state-like functions 

which especially erupted following the collapse of the USSR and the end of the Cold War. Their 

case studies included FARC in Colombia (which do not claim statehood), Kurds in Iraq (who held 

a federal canton), and South Sudan (which provided state-like provisions but never seceded from 

Sudan officially), which held varied statuses and thus did not provide for a cogent set of cases to 

study. Moreover, none of their main cases would provide for an unrecognized state even by a loose 

definition. The second definition not utilized here is that of informal states, provided by 

Isachenko849. According to this definition, unrecognized entities appear to adopt extra-legal 

                                                           
848   Kingston and Spears, eds., 2004, States-within-States: Incipient Political Entities in the Post-Cold War Era, New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
849 Isachenko, The Making of Informal States. 
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practices of state-building in order to survive as states; and this is the only criterion provided by 

Isachenko for differentiating them from formal states. Much as with the definition by Kingston and 

Spears, this definition could include a wide range of entities which do not pertain to the study at 

hand, such as the Kurdish canton. All in all, I find there is no analytical advantage in including 

these two definitions in the current study; in fact, there might be disadvantages through distraction 

from the core cases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

481 

 

III. CHA: Elaborating on the Methodology 

CHA has three main characteristics: a focus on causal analysis, an emphasis on processes 

over time, and a systematic and contextualized approach to comparisons850. CHA also focuses on 

phenomena unfolding over a carefully delineated period of time where the sequencing and relative 

timing of the introduction of differing variables are also held to be just as important as the presence 

or absence of variables at a given point851. As such, studies employing CHA attempt mainly to 

identify and explain the causal configurations that produce major outcomes, where ‘democracy’ is 

considered one of the big questions in the field and, as such, treated as a major outcome. Causality 

is central to any such analysis, and propositions are carefully selected based on the available 

literature and tested accordingly through a close scrutiny of cases.  

CHA can use both qualitative and quantitative methods, although there appears to be a 

tendency to employ the former.  In fact, scholars employing CHA believe that some variables might 

not exhibit any effect towards the major outcome immediately, whereby a historical study 

observing the variables and their interactions over a period of time is necessary. In addition, CHA 

voluntarily forgoes generalizability-at-large in order to focus on producing contextualized insights 

into variables which usually renders observations applicable to a limited universe of cases852. 

Nevertheless, CHA tends to be successful in putting theory and evidence in dialogue, formulating 

new explanations, and refining existing theoretical expectations with detailed case evidence, as 

contextualized knowledge allows for more knowledgeable judgment on the relative importance and 

impact of variables853. Statistical analysts are skeptical about causal inferences based on small-N 

case studies, and critique CHA for the selective use of dependent variables or secondary sources to 
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confirm inherent biases. However, scholars employing CHA posit that using multimethod research 

enables scholars to draw probabilistic causations, especially since CHA can assess the necessity 

and sufficiency of surrounding conditions. Moreover, using secondary sources for case selection 

and for guidance regarding important variables cannot be considered biased if both case and 

variable selections are clearly articulated and based in available evidence and knowledge. Instead, 

scholars using CHA posit that statistics rely overmuch on modeling at the expense of considering 

multiple causal paths - especially where an error in modeling could result in misleading 

information. In addition, it appears that statistical data can confirm or disconfirm the 

generalizability of theories to a wide universe of cases but might not be able to contribute 

significantly to the advance of theoretical studies due to a lack of detailed insight. Lastly, statistics 

can confuse covariation to be causation as it cannot uncover the mechanisms and processes 

underlying the changes in the variables of concern. 

CHA mainly utilizes three approaches to address research questions. Firstly, CHA utilizes 

Bayesian analysis which aims to support or debunk strong prior beliefs about social phenomena 

(e.g. the belief that unrecognized states cannot democratize). This is a feat aimed to be achieved 

through 3 challenges: a) Existence/Absence: Causal patterns existing in unexpected places or not 

existing where expected; b) Convergence/Divergence: Supposedly differing cases converging 

unexpectedly with regards to social outcomes and vice versa; and finally c) 

Discriminate/Reconcile: Some cases may support one or another theory when they are in conflict, 

or provide evidence for ways with which to reconcile their claims (e.g. by demonstrating a causal 

link between two ‘contending’ variables). 

A second tool in the arsenal of CHA is that of process tracing (PT). Employing PT 

necessitates deconstructing a case into a sequence (or several) of events and demonstrating how 
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they are plausibly linked given interest and situations faced by groups or individuals and as 

supported by available literature and theories. Indeed, PT aims to make deductions on linkages of 

events drawing on knowledge from a diverse array of fields including economics, sociology, 

psychology, and political science. Here, certain populations or groups can be considered as 

embedded units of analysis where the main unit of analysis is at the nation-state level. 

Lastly, congruence testing is another tool of CHA. This method aims to show similar or 

overlapping patterns across the selected universe of cases. Subsequently, congruence testing would 

demonstrate whether particular cases of interests are related through similarity or if they are distinct 

and different.  
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IV. Implications of the Findings in the Analysis and Conclusions Section on the FH 

Scores and Methodology 

The FH Scores appeared to be on point with the cases of Taiwan and Somaliland, yet failed 

to capture the more formally-strong yet substantially-weak democracy of the TRNC. This naturally 

should not mean that the FH Scores should not be utilized or that they should be thoroughly 

doubted; instead, the results do suggest that the FH Scores should be taken with a pinch of salt. 

Indeed, the FH Freedom in the World Report is one of four regular reports (Freedom of the Press, 

Freedom on the Net, and Nations in Transit are the others) – in addition to any special reports – 

that Freedom House produces annually, whereby a lack of in-depth studying of each case can be 

expected. Hence, it is not surprising that the FH methodology allows for the capturing of clear-cut 

cases, such as an overtly-democratic Taiwan or an unambiguously flawed, authoritarian-leaning 

hybrid regime in Somaliland. Furthermore, FH Scores clearly do not account for dynamics unique 

to unrecognized states, especially regarding normalized corruption and criminality at the 

governmental level, such as in the case of the TRNC. Interestingly, FH Reports appear to contradict 

one-another at times, such as in the case of the TRNC, which means that the report-writers might 

be failing to collaborate with one-another and that the internal validity of the FH Scores should be 

doubted. However, this can easily be remedied by comparing and contrasting the treatment of each 

state in the various FH Reports, to ensure that they converge or discover that they diverge.  

Nevertheless, this study’s findings indicate that the literature on measuring democracy and 

democratization, especially in the cases of unrecognized states, should not utilize FH Scores 

without triangulation and further corroboration. This, clearly, is a weakness within the current 

literature and is a trend that should be addressed. The present study has attempted to deal with this 

shortcoming by: a) modifying and re-applying the questionnaire used by the Freedom House and 

b) by gathering evidence on the state of central building blocks in each unrecognized state 
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(corruption, media, civil society, etc.), triangulating evidence through the use of NGO Reports, 

think tank reports, US DoS Reports, newspaper reports, and expert opinions. This approach has 

allowed the present study to draw a more complex and dynamic picture of the state of democracy 

in unrecognized states and would be highly suggested for replication. 
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V. Some (Cautiously) Generalized Lessons Learned 

In this section, I will quickly cover the auxiliary questions proposed in the Introduction of this 

dissertation. These generalized answers regarding democratization should be taken with a pinch of 

salt given the small-N nature of this study’s design. Nevertheless, due to the variability of cases per 

the case selection,  

• Can democratization occur in the absence of diplomatic recognition? Yes.  

• How is democratization affected by economic activities pursued by a state – or in 

the lack thereof? Economic activities affect democratization insofar as they affect 

sponsor-dependence or the economic environment within which civil society 

functions. 

• Can democratization occur when there is economic or military reliance of the state 

on an outside actor (or multiple outside actors)? Yes. This depends on whether the 

party depended on is itself democratic, and the nature of the relationship between 

the sponsor and the state (ethnic, clannist, profit-based, or ideological ties). 

• Can democratization occur when a state is isolated instead of incorporated into the 

scheme of interdependence? Yes, however such democratization will be limited. 

Increased inclusion in trade deals with democratic states, increased international 

scrutiny, and increased engagement to provide economic and expertise aid to civil 

society appears important for democratization. 

• How do sanctions affect democratization? Economic isolation leads instead to 

reliance on sponsor states, which can undermine democratization if the sponsor is 

non-democratic and if the sponsor has a clan- or ethnicity-based relation with the 

state. Economic isolation also undermines the work of civil society activists. This 
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might especially be important regarding how to deal with Cuba and Iran, as well 

as North Korea and Russia. 

• Can democratization be promoted by outside aid, and under what conditions? Yes, 

if the aid is provided with democratic conditionality and conditionality on fair 

redistribution, and if the aid is from an ideologically-driven sponsor. 

• More centrally, what is the relationship among statehood, democracy, and the 

international community? State capacity and democracy, as well as democracy and 

involvement in the international community appear to be in a directly proportional 

relationship (under certain conditions as outlined above). 

• Can the existence of free and fair elections on their own justify democracy in the 

modern era any more? The answer here is an unequivocal no; free and fair elections 

did not translate into a democracy in 2 of the 3 cases studied. 
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