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ABSTRACT 

 

This project examines the relationship between the international system and the lived 

experience of peoples. This dissertation is aimed at understanding the ways in which 

recognition at the international level can shape not only the way people choose to behave, 

but also the way they conceive of their own identities. It introduces theorizing on the 

concepts of identity, habitus, and hysteresis to the field of international relations (IR) in 

an attempt to better understand often overlooked conflicts created by the international 

state system. In doing so, it includes an exploration of the role that recognition plays in 

creating idealized identities for everyone in the state system and the resulting conflicts 

that arise when individuals possess group identities that do not align with the state-based 

identities that the international system and its structures are premised upon. Through a 

return to studying the first image in the IR literature I explore the ways in which varying 

forms of recognition in international institutions (states, collections of law, and IO 

positions, agreements, and membership rules) impact the way different groups of people 

view themselves within the larger global order, and how that in turn alters the way they 

behave politically over time. I argue that misrecognition of the identities of individuals 

and collectives of individuals by international institutions and actors threatens their 

habitus, potentially resulting in shifts in their political behavior dependent upon the 

cohesion of the collective’s sense of self and the support they have from other members 

of the international community.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION – THE STUDY AND COMPONENTS OF 

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY 

"Who am I then? Tell me that first, and then, if I like being 
that person, I'll come up: if not, I'll stay down here till I'm 
somebody else.”  

― Alice (in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland, 1920, p. 21) 

“Due recognition is not just a courtesy we owe people. It is 
a vital human need.” 

  ― Charles Taylor (1994, p. 26) 

 

 ORIENTATION OF THE PROJECT 

The Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar belong to an ethnic group that, according to 

their government, does not exist. Similarly, the Turkish government continues to deny the 

existence of the Kurds, categorizing them instead as Mountain Turks, banning the words 

Kurds, Kurdistan, Kurdish in all government documents and prohibiting the use of the 

language in public spaces. In West and Central Africa, many Fulanis at the center of 

violent conflicts over grazing rights do not have a nationality or simply do not recognize 

the Senegalese or Nigeria citizenship ascribed to them. Elsewhere, the Thai government 

has recategorized more than 300,000 members of their indigenous hill tribes as illegal 

immigrants, stripping them of their nationalities and denying them access to resources in 

response to their organization for protection of indigenous lands and practices. In the 

Middle East, ISIS has challenged powerful states and notions of statehood for the better 

part of four years, while groups internal to established, stable Western states like the 

Catalans and the Donbass people are increasingly embracing their cultural identities that 

and challenging the state that attempt to govern them. Groups defining themselves in 
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ideological, cultural, ethnic, and religious, among other, terms without embracing the 

framework of the nation-state terms are increasingly powerful players in international 

relations. Despite predictions that modernization would reduce ethnic tensions and sub-

state disputes (Huntington, 1993; Kaldor, 2004; Lijphart, 1977; Zariski, 1989), ethnic 

conflict and ideological conflict have increased since the 1950s. Increasingly there are 

conflicts (manifesting both physically and ideologically) centered on identities that 

challenge the concept and primacy of the state in dictating the primary identity and 

organizing mechanism of people. Consequently, we need more theorizing on the 

interests, natures, and actions of different sorts of actors as well as how they articulate 

who they understand themselves to be in relation to international society. For the 

purposes of this project, that means understanding how the choice of various actors in the 

international system to acknowledge disputed identities through international recognition 

has the potential to significantly impact the identities (and expressions of those identities) 

of people who do not understand themselves to fit neatly into state-based identities. 

This project is motivated by questions about the impact of the international 

system and international politics in shaping the way that collectives of individuals not 

necessarily tied to the organizing unit of the state conceive of and communicate their 

identities in response to variations in international recognition. I argue that through 

recognition, international institutions have the potential to reinforce or to threaten what 

Bourdieu (1991, 1999b, 2005) calls the habitus of various individuals and groups, 

prompting them to attempt to renegotiate mistaken and unwanted images of themselves. 

Such mistaken and undesirable images of the self have the potential to do harm to 

identities of individuals and groups that depend upon dialectic with significant others to 



   

3 
 

establish the boundaries of those identities. As a result, misrecognition is not simply a 

lack of respect or a mistaken understanding; misrecognition can do serious harm to 

identity; consequently, I argue that in response to misrecognition, collectives of 

individuals will seek to renegotiate their identities to alleviate uncertainty about who they 

are and what their position in international society is. That renegotiation will take a 

variety of different forms of what I term recognition politics based on the strength of the 

misrecognized group and their international support. Thus, individuals play an important 

role as both those impacted by international factors and those who respond creatively to 

international structures in ways that have the potential to reshape the system itself. What 

Waltz (1954) referred to as the first image (how individuals impact the international 

system) and what I term the first image reversed (how individuals are impacted by the 

international system) are critical for understanding the place for peoples in understanding 

international relations.  

The field of IR has long been preoccupied with the interplay of powerful states. 

Consequently, it has often neglected the experiences of individuals and of those who do 

not fit into the so-called sovereign states. This project examines the relationship between 

the international system and the lived experience of peoples. It is concerned with the 

everyday reality left behind by the imperfect state system that defines today’s world. This 

research project addresses the question of how and why people behave the way they do in 

response to the problems presented by the categories (re)produced by the Westphalian 

state system, specifically, it will as how international recognition impacts individual and 

collective identities.1 

                                                             
1 Much of the concern over identity studies is driven by the notion for some that with globalization, 
territoriality is losing its power as an organizing mechanism (Albert & Brock, 2001; Elkins, 1995; 



   

4 
 

In order to address this question, I argue, IR must return to the “first image.” 

What Kenneth Waltz termed “the first image” focuses on the role and nature of 

individuals to explain international politics. First image theorizing is thus different from a 

focus on states or non-governmental organizations or international organizations as the 

primary determinants of international politics. Understanding the individual level of 

analysis is important to further our understanding of international relations. In order to 

better understand international laws and institutions, we must understand how and why 

people interact with them, which ones they interact with, and when they do so. While 

much of IR theory moved past the role of individuals in explaining international relations 

and has accepted the black box of the state as the primary unit of analysis or, at most, its 

institutional components, interrogating the individual level is crucial for applying larger 

theories to understanding states, international organizations, and all of the institutions that 

humans create and use. Not only do individuals (primarily elites) and powerful groups 

have the capacity to influence the international system, but individuals are directly 

influenced by the international, an effect we largely ignore or miss if the first image is not 

reversed. We must look more closely at how the international system defines and impacts 

the identity and existences of individuals and groups. A first-image reversed lens allows 

us to interrogate the impact, for instance of the distinction between those who qualify as 

Palestine Refugees according to the UNRWA’s restrictive definition and those who do 

not. The legal boundary identifying only those who could prove their normal place of 

residence was Palestine during a period of less than two years and who met the criteria of 

losing a home and a livelihood has important implications for both those who fall in and 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Huntington, 1993; Lapid & Kratochwil, 1996; Ruggie, 1993). But one need not go so far as to believe the 
order is up ending to turn towards studying identity. Even if the system persists, there are interesting and 
important stories to tell about how identity is both impacted by and impacts international relations. 
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outside of that category. Those who fail to meet those criteria might self-identify as 

Palestinian refugee, but to the international community they are not and are subsequently 

treated differently by UN agencies and states. International laws and institutions at their 

very core govern individuals and real consequences for those individuals; it is important 

to trace the impacts of rules set out to regulate states to see how far their reach goes. In 

this project, I use content analysis to investigate how international factors, in particular 

variations in international recognition, impact the identities and behaviors of individuals 

who may have conceptions of themselves that are inconsistent with those conceptions 

conveyed by international actors.  

 

A PLACE FOR IDENTITY IN IR 

Identity is a concept that appears at the periphery of international relations (IR) 

research.2 When it does appear, it is usually treated and understood as a type of input. 

Scholars are concerned about the fundamental characteristics of a state that may dictate 

its behavior – democratic states will not go to war with each other,3 highly secularized 

states can be expected to behave differently than religious states,4 authoritarian states 

view cooperation differently than democratic ones,5 western states prioritize certain rights 

                                                             
2 While sociologist, Brubaker, and historian, Cooper, might have argued that the social sciences and 
humanities have “surrendered to the concept of identity” (2000, p. 1), this trend of even embracing identity 
largely missed international relations.2 James Fearon in an unpublished work on identity notes that 
“Compared to recent scholarship in history and the humanities, however, political scientists remain 
laggards when it comes to work on identities” in general and notes that the IR focus on state identity is the 
least developed of the political science subfields (1999, p. 1, emphasis in original). The fact that his attempt 
at defining identity and demonstrating its usefulness if clearly defined in IR, in particular, and political 
science, in general, remains unpublished speaks to the fact that mainstream IR continues to lag behind other 
fields. 
3 See for example Doyle (1983), Kant (1903), Risse-Kappen (1995), Schweller (1992), and Tocqueville and 
Bender (1981). 
4 See for example Fox (2001) and Hurd (2004, 2009).  
5 For example, see Almonte (1997), Ambrosio (2008), and Remmer (1998).  
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in opposition to their non-western counterparts,6 and the list goes on. Identity in IR is 

often taken as a given, an unchanging and identifiable set of characteristics that dictate 

behavior and can be used to predict the behavior of states. Consequently, we fail to see 

two important aspects of identity develop in IR theory. Firstly, we do not often see it 

explored in any actors other than states or, on occasion, IOs. Secondly, we do not often 

treat identity as something that is influenced, changed, created, or negotiated. It remains 

an unwavering and truly independent variable rather than a dependent or intervening one. 

Third, identity is assumed to be homogenous for the state, and does not explore 

contestation within or across states over identity. While IR theory largely ignores identity 

except as a determinant of foreign policy, comparative politics focuses on identity within 

states, but often ignores external and international influences on identity and remains 

wedded to the boundaries of states in identity construction. This project seeks to bridge 

this gap and explore the concept of identity through looking at how the collective 

identities of groups of individuals are renegotiated when they come into contact with a 

variety of international institutions, focusing on how international factors may play a role 

in shaping individual and collective identities. 

 

CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS 

This research project looks at the varying types of recognition that are extended to 

people and groups based on their perceived identities in relation to international society 

in the cases of the Eritreans, the Roma, and the Palestinians. These three groups have 

interesting histories of recognition due partly to their exclusion from the Westphalian 

                                                             
6 See for example Acharya (2001), Bell (2000), Gerstl (2010), Huntington (1996), and Prantl & Nakano 
(2011). 
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state-system; it is that history of recognition stemming from incompatibility with the 

Westphalian world order that allows us to investigate the first-image reversed. 

Recognition here consists of the acknowledgement of a group’s existence and an 

articulation of how their place in international society is understood. As such, recognition 

often involves implicit or explicit categorization of groups into certain preexisting 

frameworks of understandings, sorting those groups along the various categories of 

valid/invalid, states/non-state/substate, and members/non-members for example. Such 

moments of recognition are made by actors whom Charles Taylor (1994) conceptualizes 

as significant others.7 These significant others consist of both individuals and groups who 

are a part of our social world that are real or potential allies or opposition. Significant 

others can be at or below the level of peers or authority figures. Significant others who 

occupy real positions of authority (be it moral authority, legal authority, or in particular 

institutions) have increased power to impact the material and psychological well being of 

a group. Consequently, the recognition coming from our various significant others has the 

potential to impact us in slightly different ways depending on the nature of the significant 

other and the manner in which they recognize that group. In this project, I examine how 

groups respond to these categorizations and interpretations of their identities politically. 

Categorization applies labels to a group’s perceived identity, but this process is 

often dysfunctional or imperfect and can draw distinctions between peoples that may not 

mirror their internal notions of identity.8 Take for instance the Kurds residing in Iran who 

                                                             
7 This follows from Charles Taylor’s use of the term significant others. He uses the term to discuss personal 
identity, focusing on those individuals who play an important role in one’s life including, family members, 
friends, teachers, colleagues, and the like.  
8 Countless authors point to our use of categorizations in order to make sense of the world as useful 
heuristics and sorting mechanisms (see for example McDermott, 2004; Tajfel, 1982; Wilder, 1986). Such 
processes of categorizations make the world different in an attempt to make sense of it. But these processes 
go beyond simple sorting mechanisms and take on real meaning in the world when affixed to reality. 
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are identified by the state of Iran as Iranian but they themselves reject that label or the 

Xhosa who live on the border of South Africa, Lesotho, and Swaziland who are counted 

as South African citizens but consider themselves an independent people. Such 

divergences (instances of misrecognition) have the capacity to challenge one’s habitus or 

sense of being and security. Habitus is comprised of the unspoken dispositions, 

tendencies, and schemes that organize the way individuals and groups conceive of and 

embody the social world (Bourdieu, 1991, 1999a, 1999b, 2005). Such dispositions are 

tied to the ways in which experience and group culture shape the way one inhabits the 

world and how they understand themselves in relations to others and the system as a 

whole. Thus when acts of misrecognition occur (i.e. when there is a conflict between how 

a group understands itself and how others see the members of that group), the taken-for-

granted dispositions of one’s habitus are threatened and called into question. This can put 

one in a state of hysteresis where those individuals seek to alleviate the uncertainty and 

anxiety about one’s physical and psychological place in the world. Hysteresis can be 

considered a period of crisis or transition wherein the habitus of a group or individual is 

not suited to the environment they find themselves in, thus creating an effect of 

dissonance where one has a memory of a real or imaged past that is challenged by the 

conditions they find themselves in. Consequently, when people or groups of people are 

misrecognized (i.e. when the way they are recognized by others fundamentally conflicts 

with their self-image) and their psychological and material well-being is affected, those 

individuals are led to act in an attempt to shed this mistaken, misrecognized image of the 

unwanted self and to alleviate the condition of hysteresis where their understanding of 

themselves is threatened by the way they are recognized by others. 
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This experience of hysteresis is potentially dangerous and destabilizing as the 

desire to change one’s position within international society (or merely the perception of 

one’s position) may lead to significant disruptions in the process of everyday politics 

potentially culminating in a breakdown of traditional politics and acts of violence. I 

contend that how the misrecognized respond to instances of misrecognition will depend 

on a combination of their internal strength and external support. In terms of external 

support, I mean support from or true recognition by other significant others, be they 

states, international organizations, NGOs, ally organizations, or organizations 

representing the diaspora. Such true recognition exists when the recognition offered by a 

significant other mirrors or is consistent with the self-identity of the group. True 

recognition can serve as a buttress against hysteresis and encourage the group to resist the 

imposition of the image of an unwanted self and help them renegotiate how their identity 

is understood internationally. Internal support serves a similar purpose of strengthening 

resistance to misrecognition. Internal support in the form of a shared and consistent 

understanding of the group’s identity, members, and boundaries allows a group to better 

sustain challenges presented by misrecognition. When a group lacks internal support or 

strength, however, their capacity to defend and sustain that center and fend off challenges 

to the core understanding of who they are is threatened. 

When external strength and internal strength are combined in various 

combinations, I hold they will yield four different steady states of what I term recognition 

politics. The first state of recognition politics is present when a group has high levels of 

both external and internal support. Such an instance is the best chance for a group to 

escape from the condition of hysteresis (a crisis over their existence) and resolve 
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challenges to their group habitus (or way in which they inhabit the world). Their high 

level of support from significant others serves to legitimize their own understanding of 

their identity and offer a model for others to follow and learn from. Similarly, the 

consolidation of their own understanding of who they are allows the group to thwart 

challenges to their identity by delegitimizing claims to alternative understandings. 

Consequently, this first state of high external support and high internal support yields 

politics that I term candidacy, wherein the group becomes a candidate for true 

recognition by those who formerly misrecognized them. Consequently, the group is most 

likely to have their hysteresis alleviated and their habitus reassured in the state of 

candidacy recognition politics as the group leverages its internal cohesion and external 

support to renegotiate their identity to successfully mirror their true identity. For 

example, following a long period of misrecognition where the international community 

believed that Eritreans were the same as Ethiopians, Eritreans leveraged external support 

from states and NGOs with their internal cohesion and shared sense of self to renegotiate 

their identity in a period of candidacy politics in the late 1980s. 

Table 1.1 Varieties of Recognition Politics 

 Internal Strength 

High Low 

External 
Support 

High Candidacy 
Politics 

Assimilation 
Politics 

Low De facto Politics Go-it-alone Politics 

 

In the case where a group has a high degree of external support as in the previous 

state but lacks internal strength, I argue that they will be party to assimilation recognition 

politics where I anticipate that their behavior will focus on social mobilization centered 
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on human rights. Such assimilation politics will manifest in response to paternalistic and 

protectionist politics attempting to assimilate the group into preexisting state-based social 

identities. Consequently, the lack of internal strength will result in a prolonged state of 

hysteresis as “remedies” offered up to the misrecognized group’s contested status will 

further exacerbate their crisis through the promotion of the conflicting identity. This will 

continue to throw their habitus into question. Should the group be unable to rally internal 

strength to escape this condition, it is likely that they will be subject to (victim to) 

assimilationist policies both by domestic states and other international organizations that 

attempt to bring them under the umbrella of the existing state system and accept the 

misrecognized identity as their true identity. The experience of the Roma in Western 

Europe over the last decade is an excellent example of assimilation politics as the Roma 

who have external support from European institutions but are relatively weak internally 

are subject to aggressive assimilation practices by host states like France and Italy.  

In the opposite case, where a group lacks external support but has internal 

strength, I argue that they will be party to what I term de facto politics. Here, the lack of 

external support means there is little movement towards a successful renegotiation of the 

group’s perceived identity. Consequently, the group is left without many allies in its 

attempt to alleviate their hysteresis. Under such conditions, the group’s relationship to 

their host-state(s), the state(s) wherein the group resides physically, is of particular 

importance. If their host state is hostile to the group’s existence and way of identifying 

themselves, then we can expect that hostility to manifest in direct action (legally or 

through physical violence) against the group. As a result, I anticipate that the group will 

mobilize in direct opposition to the state to achieve autonomy in determining their 
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identities and preserving their habitus, which will likely result in conflict (possibly 

violence). If, however, the host state is complacent to the group’s existence, consider 

Spain’s treatment of the Catalans up until 2017, then we can expect the group to behave 

as if they have de facto autonomy. While they may experience hysteresis from 

misrecognition of their identities by members of the international community, the lack of 

a hostile host state means that their internal sense of self, while fundamentally 

misunderstood and misrecognized, is not as jeopardized. Their experience of hysteresis 

while still present is lessened as the crisis presented by misrecognition is less an 

existential threat to their survival and more of a misunderstanding of who they are. 

In the fourth stable state of recognition politics, there is low internal strength and 

a lack of external support. In such conditions, while the individuals experiencing 

misrecognition might experience hysteresis, they lack both the internal sense of 

community to rally together in opposition to the mistaken image and the external support 

to lend credibility and legitimacy to such an endeavor. Consequently, their politics 

embody a state of go-it-alone politics where the individuals largely exit from any 

collective politics in international society with little to no support from significant others 

and little to no mobilization of their community. Consequently, they largely “exit” from 

politics in general and a perpetuation of the condition of hysteresis with little to no 

options to assuage it. This can be seen in post-war Western Europe where the Roma who 

were few in number and relatively dispersed lacked both internal support and 

organization and external support from institutions or states. Consequently, they were left 

largely outside of society and subject to the whims of the their host states, left to go-it-

alone when coming into conflict with states and institutions. 
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In order to explore these manifestations of recognition, I explore three cases 

studies. I am interested in groups that have been misrecognized in the post-Westphalian 

period, and consequently, I chose three different groups that vary regionally and vary in 

the manner of their exclusion from the Westphalian state-system. The Eritreans serve as a 

case that was excluded based on the legacy of colonialism, while the Palestinians were 

excluded as part of the Ottoman exclusion at Westhphalia. The Roma in Eastern Europe 

were excluded and misrecognized due to their location on the periphery within 

Westphalian states. These three cases serve as examples of the steady states depicted in 

Table 1.1. Instead of remaining in one steady state of recognition politics, however, these 

cases have historically moved around the four different steady states depicted in Table 

1.1 based on variations in their internal strength and external support. Consequently, the 

cases offer both across-case comparison but also within-case comparison that helps us 

better understand the relationship between these variables. 

To analyze these three cases, I use content analysis to investigate variation in 

recognition and identity resulting in the four steady states of politics over time by coding 

and analyzing 3126 documents from the three cases. By analyzing 2127 documents from 

significant others, content analysis provides the tools to explore the form and content of 

recognition across time, looking for changes in the inclusion or exclusion of groups as 

well as the way in which those groups are framed in relation to the way they view 

themselves. Special attention is paid to the differences in recognition between different 

types of significant others and how those interpretations compare to the way that groups 

present themselves. In addition to the recognition documents by significant others, I 

explore 999 documents from groups and leaders who speak on behalf of the groups in 
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question to explore how they change the way they understand and present their own 

identities in conjunction with variations in recognition.  

This dissertation argues that misrecognition from significant others like states and 

international institutions has the potential to impact both the way that different groups 

understand their identities in relation to the large society of states and the way they 

choose to utilize those identities to act politically (or not). This is increasingly important 

as international institutions increase in number, size, and reach, increasing the number of 

potential junctures where hysteresis may take root. While many point to the proliferation 

of international institutions (and the rise of globalization) as deterritorializing identities,9 

they may have the opposite effect, reifying the importance of place and space for 

membership in and protection by international society. At the same time, with the 

availability of and advances in technology and media, small groups of individuals are 

capable of having profound impacts on the international system in very short periods of 

time. Their identities are often not fixed within particular territories or to internationally 

recognized ones. Consequently, contested identities collide with established institutions 

of power as those individuals and groups seek non-traditional paths to recognition. Thus, 

it is important to understand how politics that govern the meta-level of international 

relations have the capacity to trickle down and impact political actors that had previously 

gone largely unconsidered. 

These challenges should be of interest to both those who study and practice 

international relations. Though scholars have traditionally ignored or sidelined 

                                                             
9 Deleuze and Guattari (1972) introduced the notion of deterritorialization to refer to a weakening of the 
ties between culture and place, triggering a new wave of theory exploring the schizophrenic nature of 
human subjectivity in capitalist culture. That work closely parallels in theme the idea in the sociological 
literature of social relationships being disembedded as Anthony Giddens notes in our globalized modernity 
(1990).  
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individuals in the study of international relations, exploring the role of individuals and 

identity in international relations helps IR to catch up to the other branches of political 

science and social science that have long accepted identity as a key variable. In addition, 

exploring the role and identity of individuals allows IR to have a more holistic 

understanding of the consequences of international institutions, one of the primary 

objects of their study, thus understanding the expansive reach of international relations. 

This sort of study is also important because it demonstrates how concepts about 

belonging and identity construction that have traditionally been left to the realm of 

political philosophy can help us better understand the practice of and response to 

international relations. By incorporating concepts such as identity, habitus, and hysteresis 

into international relations, we are better able to understand and problematize the nation-

state system.  

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

To explore these themes, I will begin by turning to the evolution of the field of 

International Relations and explore how that evolution impacted the way we think about 

the place for concepts like identity in the field of International Relations itself and in the 

practice of international relations practically. In chapter two, I explore the literature of 

international relations as well as literature on identity, focusing on how the study of 

identity has been sidelined and presents challenges to the field of IR. I then discuss the 

contributions that a focus on identity can bring to the field and lay out my theory of how 

recognition, identity, and politics are intertwined in the practice of international relations.  
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Following that chapter covering the relevant literature and laying out my theory, I 

present chapter three, which explores the methods I use to investigate the relationship 

between recognition, identity, and politics. In that chapter, I discuss the use of historical 

narrative and content analysis for studying and understanding recognition, expressions of 

group identity, and the politics that result from the interplay of external support and 

internal cohesion. I similarly discuss the challenges presented in studying both 

recognition and identity as well as relying on the archives. The chapter concludes with an 

outline of each of the three cases where I explore these concepts in practice.  

In chapter four, I turn to my first case, that of the Eritreans, a group of East 

Africans who achieved statehood in 1993. Their identity was created and imposed upon 

them by Italian colonizers in the 1800s and used a tool of political oppression before they 

took it on and used it as a tool of political mobilization. This chapter covers the period of 

mid-1800s to 1993, looking at the evolution from a disparate tribe mentality with a 

medley of religious, linguistic, and ethnic groups unifying under the category of Eritrean 

following Italian colonization, the British mandate, and Federation with Ethiopia to an 

embrace of the collective grouping of Eritrean over time. At the beginning of the case, 

the Eritreans lacked internal strength, had no notion of solidarity, and received no 

external support. Through renegotiating their identity and embracing the imposed 

category as a political tool, the Eritreans achieved legitimacy in the international political 

community through statehood, moving them from a position of go-it-alone politics in the 

beginning of the case through periods of assimilationist politics as they gain external 

support, to a period of de facto politics as they lose external support but gain internal 

strength, and eventually to candidate politics. This chapter explores how that variation 
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developed over time through a dialectic between the Eritreans and their various 

recognizers, the Italian colonizers, the British trustees, the Ethiopian government, and 

various IOs and NGOs. 

 In chapter five, I turn to the case of the Roma who like the Eritreans had a 

singular category and identity imposed upon a diverse group which was reinforced by 

several domestic governments and IOs. Unlike the Eritreans, the Roma are not a 

territorially consolidated people; as such, they have never occupied a space where they 

were the majority population nor have they been governed by a hierarchy of nested 

international institutions, amplifying and consolidating external relations. Rather, they 

have been governed (or perhaps more appropriately, there have been attempts to govern 

them) by a wide range of institutions inconsistently and incongruously. Consequently, 

their history of recognition is mired by inconsistencies in their internal organization, 

strength, and structure as well as by their unstable, predominantly hostile relationships 

with external bodies and institutions. This chapter explores the Romani identity and the 

various institutions which it has come into contact with over the past hundred years, 

starting with a prolonged period of go-it-alone politics and struggling to alleviate 

hysteresis from the assimilationist period that follows. Today, some Romani individuals 

and communities struggle for acceptance as legitimate members of the political 

community, but where that struggle exists is varied regarding what form that membership 

will take.  

Lastly in chapter six, I turn to the case of the Palestinians who were on a path for 

candidacy following World War II but due to changes in external support, a relatively 

weak internal sense of collectivity, a lack of resources, and a shifting internal organizing 
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principle, lost their potential statehood and along with it most major avenues towards 

recognition as members of the political community in any meaningful way. 

Consequently, the failed candidacy leaves the Palestinians in a phase of go-it-alone 

politics. Following the period of the Nakba which resulted in the active erasing of the 

Palestinian people’s history as well as an attempt to erase the people (both figuratively 

and literally), the Palestinians have struggled to find any avenue towards recognition that 

mirrors their image of themselves wavering between assimilationist politics and de facto 

politics given fluctuations in internal strength and external support. This was particularly 

complicated by active external opposition and internal divides over both what it means to 

be Palestinian and who the leaders of the community should be, what legitimates them as 

such, and how they should precede to fight for recognition. 

I conclude this dissertation with a chapter that explores the consequences of 

taking identity seriously in the practice and study of international relations. This chapter 

engages with contemporary recognition struggles and problematizes the contemporary 

approaches to end the condition of statelessness by the United Nations that seek to put 

everyone neatly into the category of the state, potentially threatening the habitus of a 

significant number of estimated 10 million people without a nationality (The UN Refugee 

Agency, 2018) and potentially millions of others who would have even less recourse for 

standing in opposition to state-identities imposed upon them already.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Understanding cultural encounters and threats to group and individual identity is 

of increasing importance as individuals, small groups, and groups not abiding by state 



   

19 
 

organizing mechanisms have the capacity to be powerful players in the international 

community. Because the world is a system of overlapping, hegemonic, and often 

fragmented legal and institutional regimes, there can be increased confusion and 

frustration as individuals respond to cacophony of identities imposed upon them that 

carry varying burdens or privileges. With this project, I hope to introduce some 

theorizing on recognition, membership, and legitimacy that will better inform IR in 

approaching various cultural encounters through examining cases of the Eritreans, the 

Roma, and the Palestinians in the following chapters. For better or worse, all institutions 

have embedded understandings of what constitute legitimate ways to exist in the world 

and which identities and modes of being are more “right” than others. The unforeseen 

consequences of institutions put in place long ago have far reaching impacts, some of 

which only recently became significant in the lives of many. The capacity and 

opportunity to participate at the international level is unevenly distributed, but this reality 

is often masked by or justified by the privileging of states as the legitimate class of actors 

in international society. Concern about access to and participation in international society 

is hugely important as the idea of international society implies a concern for the everyday 

realities of people, but that concern has been silenced with the dehumanizing 

institutionalization of international society. This dissertation project aims to explore the 

impacts of those institutions, which are built upon and reinforced by most modern 

international institutions, perpetuating and exacerbating powerful distinctions that have 

significant impact on the lives of people. Ultimately, I hope the pages that follow help to 

elucidate a modicum of the messiness of everyday reality left marked by the unintended 

consequences of a taken-for-granted system. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE, THEORY, & METHODS – ON THE STUDY OF 

RECOGNITION AND IDENTITY 

 “Be not another, if you can be yourself.”  

― Paracelsus 16th Century (quoted in Cooper 1971, p. 69) 

““In the world I am heading for, I am endlessly creating 
myself.” 

– Frantz Fanon (1967, p. 204). 
 

International institutions can serve as significant others with the potential to 

reinforce or to threaten the habitus of individuals and groups through recognition or 

misrecognition. When international recognition fails to correspond with the internalized 

understandings of who individuals and collectives are, those individuals experience a 

threat to their psychological existence pushing them to respond in a variety of ways. I 

conceptualize this process of the international influencing the identities and politics of 

individuals as the first image reversed. I argue that recognition and the politics of the 

international system through a first image reversed process influence the identities of 

groups and individuals, with important repercussions for their psychological states and 

political behaviors. This chapter, then, proceeds to construct and expand on this theory in 

dialogue with the literature. 

In returning to the first image and taking seriously both the impact of the 

international on the individual and the potential impact of individuals on the 

international, it is necessary to explore the place of individuals in study of international 

relations. This means how that place has been influenced by history as well as our 

treatment of that history while also exploring how we have constructed the idea of the 

international. In the pages that follow, I will address the evolution of the field of IR and 
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how it reflects a particular interpretation of what constitutes the international and 

therefore what has been traditionally viewed as falling under or outside of the umbrella of 

IR. To do so, I explore the creation of and the belief in the tidy system of states with the 

Westphalian system of identity. I then turn to the literature on international theory 

focusing specifically on the sidelining of identity as a concept and attempt to carve out a 

place for identity in the literature. I then focus on relevant theories of identity creation, 

recreation, and negotiation, bringing together these literatures through an exploration of 

how recognition and misrecognition on the part of the members of international society 

have the power to shape the identities of peoples and thereby motivate their actions 

through a dialectic over time. Building on that, I derive my hypotheses for the larger 

project focusing on variations in the terms of recognition and the expected results given 

different contextual factors. The chapter concludes by addressing the benefits of this type 

of study for the field of IR.  

 

EVOLUTION OF THE FIELD 

The Westphalian state-system and state-based identity. From its inception, the 

field of IR has been based on the state, but that frame is largely due to the way most 

people see the world and their place within it.10 It is widely understood that most people 

conceive of themselves as a member of a particular state. This largely unexamined and 

uncontested notion is, however, tied to the history of the field being guided by Western 

                                                             
10 This is particularly true as most IR scholars live at the center of world power and have so normalized the 
state system that they benefit directly from (in a variety of ways). As a result, it is not surprising that they 
often take for granted the rule generated by the state system. Osiander (2001) details at length that while 
Westphalia is used as a significant narrative in the evolution of the field of IR, it is largely a useful myth 
rather than an accurate reflection of history and is largely tied to how powerful Western European states 
evolved in the 19th and 20th centuries. 
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(primarily American) scholars whose identities fit neatly into the modern state system.11 

This assumption contributes to the marginalization of conversations about identity. With 

the sixteenth and seventeenth century, wars over religious freedom and territoriality 

spread throughout Europe serving as a catalyst for new ideas of liberalism that began to 

develop alongside new notions about sovereignty and statehood. These wars reflected 

fluid, overlapping, and conflicting identities across religious institutions, empires, various 

forms of governance, guilds, and associations. The Peace of Westphalia marked a 

significant end to these wars, creating a new political order in Europe.12 Under the 

treaties of the Peace of Westphalia, identity was redefined in a particular way in 

accordance with one’s geographic location, in an effort to reduce ties to alternative 

organizing mechanisms (predominantly religious institutions, but also empires, 

kingdoms, principalities, free cities, guilds, and the like). These treaties ushered in a new 

political order in central Europe introducing the notion of the modern sovereign state-

based identities on territoriality and the removal of external influences in domestic 

structures.13 Thus, the notions of the nation state and national identity gained a foothold 

                                                             
11 Cox (1981) maps out the evolution of the field noting American redirecting of the field, and he points to 
the problem of fixity within the field – the belief that the social and political order (as well as fundamental 
behavior of states) organized state sovereignty is fixed.  
12 Arguably the Kalmar Union of 1397 was an initial step towards this in bringing together the 
Scandinavian royalty, but while it was a benchmark for cooperation it would not prove to have the same 
widespread formative effect. Similarly, while technically the Vienna Congress (1815) marked a period with 
a new political order, the Peace of Westphalia marked a consolidation of relations between European states 
and their allies elsewhere, paving the way for later international treaties founded on this principle of mutual 
recognition.  
13 With this move to restructure the political order, the Peace of Westphalia seriously hindered the reach of 
the Church. This would become increasingly detrimental to the strength of the Church overtime, but at the 
time the Holy See was quite displeased with the settlement which they viewed as denying an individual’s 
choice on how to build his or her relationship with God. Consequently, the representatives of the Holy See 
were quite frustrated with the various treaty negotiations and Pope Innocent X called the settlements 
contained within the treaties “null, void, invalid, iniquitous, unjust, damnable, reprobate, inane, empty of 
meaning and effect for all time.” (Zelos Domus Dei – cited in Maland, 1966, p. 16). Regarding the effect of 
the treaties, he was quite wrong. 
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and through the wars preceding these treaties and their negotiations, national identity 

began to dominate the way individuals conceptualized their particular identities.14 

Westphalia is often posited as “the crucible of the modern nation-state, and thus 

the basic problematic of IR, but it might also be seen as the beginning of the thinking that 

led to the world wars, the Holocaust and many other waking nightmares” (Williams, 

2003, p. 8).15 While the Peace of Westphalia took place several hundred years ago, one 

might question studying its impacts on contemporary politics. The Peace of Westphalia 

and establishment of the international state system were revolutionary and produced 

long-term consequences; as populations grew, states gained strength, and demands on 

resources increased, the global political order set in motion with the Peace of Westphalia 

increasingly challenged the claims and positions of those who did not belong to the state 

or a state. The Peace of Westphalia then served to establish rule through rules, a 

condition which Onuf reminds us generally is one where “some agents use rules to 

exercise control and obtain advantages over other agents” (2013, p. 7). Here, European 

Princes, some agents, used the rule of (state) sovereignty to exercise control of 

international society and obtain advantages over the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand II, 

the Holy See, and the Ottoman Empire as well as over their own peoples. Consequently, 

the Peace of Westphalia served to create a universal social experience to the (intentional) 

detriment and exclusion of some. 

The Westphalian system is predicated on perpetuation of these state-based 

categories and the implicit understanding by the majority of people that they fit neatly 

                                                             
14 While the Peace did not itself create the modern state, it was a founding act that generated an alternative 
notion of sovereignty. Rather than being tied to personal power as had been previously associated, 
sovereignty became tied to a symbolic body of people. 
15 See also Hobsbawn (1994) and Mazower (1998). 
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into one box, but the division of people into states is not complete or perfect 

categorization based on “mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive parcels of land” as we 

often pretend (Goodin, 1996, p. 366). The inherent link between identities and borders 

established by Westphalia is well known.16 This connection is so deeply rooted in our 

framework for understanding each that they are treated as two sides of the same coin, 

with one not existing without the other (Abbott 1995, p. 857-60; Eisenstadt 1998). The 

concept of a border or physical boundary is an attempt to turn a space into a place 

creating feelings of association or identification built upon a physical place. It is, 

however, difficult to imagine the creation of an identity or a feeling of place without 

association to a physical space or in a contested space. 

Moving beyond the simple identification of place (psychological sense of 

belonging) with a particular space allows for us to understand the role of identity beyond 

borders. There are troupes of people who identify as members of several states or as 

residents (psychologically or physically) of a particular state or as belonging to no state. 

In much of the scholarship,17 statelessness (including those who desire or believe 

themselves to be stateless) is erroneously posed as a domestic social problem of the 

sovereign state.18 The condition of statelessness, however, is propagated by the 

                                                             
16 Lapid (2001) explores this at length. 
17 Even through UN documents, statelessness is posited as a problem of the state and results in a lack of 
identity as “nationality provides people with a sense of identity” (1961 Convention on the Reduction of 
Statelessness). This position has been held consistently by institutions like the EU and UN, with the UN 
reaffirming this position noting in 2010 that “nationality provides people with a sense of identity and is key 
to full participation in society” and “It is, therefore, States which must take action, alone and in cooperation 
with other States, to ensure that everyone has a nationality” (p. 2). Similar principles are embodied in the 
Council of Europe’s 1997 European Convention on Nationality and in the April 12 2015 European 
Council’s conclusions on statelessness, noting that dealing with statelessness “is for each Member State.”  
18 Some argue that statelessness is a challenge for modern states (Gelazis, 2005; Walker, 1981; Warnke, 
1999) while others contend it is the result of state failure (Widner, 1995). Weis does note that there is an 
inherent relationship between nationality and international law as it is the state trying to draw exclusionary 
boundaries to circumvent international law, but he holds the belief that nationality is a matter of domestic 
concern (1979, p. xiii). Similarly, Blitz and Lynch (2011) note that statelessness is essentially prohibited by 
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international system. The traditional definition of statelessness makes this readily 

apparent. If someone is stateless when they have no citizenship to an existing state, it is 

the society of states – the collectivity of states – that creates the condition of legal 

statelessness. It is not one domestic state saying, “you are not ours,” but the entire group 

of states placing the stateless outside.19 It is similarly that grouping and institutional 

arrangement that makes it possible to have the real (recognized) and psychological 

(imagined) condition of statelessness. Such an imagined state of psychological 

statelessness exists for those who do not internalize or recognize state nationalities or 

citizenships that are inscribed on them by the international system. With the embrace of 

state-based identification, the international system discouraged and devalued alternative 

forms of identification. Rather than consisting of a distinction of difference in how people 

identify, deviation from the new norm of a state-based identity became normatively 

deviant and incompatible with the emerging international system, ultimately resulting in 

those individuals who fail to ascribe to state-based identities along with the stateless 

being misrecognized. The Westphalian system through its agreement in Article one of the 

Treat of Westphalia to promote “faithful neighbourliness” reinforced notions of 

“otherness” and “backwardness” in the identities of those who failed to conform to the 

Western standards of identification. Thus we can and should recognize that the Peace of 

Westphalia served to legitimize a society of sovereign states as normal, problematizing 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
various international instruments, but ultimately claim that stateless people are challenges for domestic 
political institutions rather than international ones. The obvious exception for these discussions of 
statelessness that problematizes the lack of international coordination comes from Arendt’s work on the 
problem of statelessness (1943, 1968, 1982, 1994; see also Bernstein, 2005) and her cosmopolitan ethicist 
followers (see for example: Hernandez-Turyol, & Hawk, 2004-2005; Krause, 2008; Sawyer & Blitz, 2011). 
19 According to Article 15 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, “everyone has the right to a 
nationality” – this notion has unfortunately been interpreted to mean that everyone must have a nationality, 
as seen in the sixty year report on the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness citing that 
document explicitly stating that “every individual, everywhere in the world, should hold a legal bond of 
nationality with a State” (p. 1). 
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any alternative structures of governing and any alternative structures of identification as 

non-normal and illegitimate.20 The Peace of Westphalia also set the stage for what would 

become a relatively fixed imaged of those states, making challenges to that system 

embedded in self-determination movements in the 20th century a problem for the stability 

of the international as alternative ways of identification challenged what were assumed to 

be fixed and dominant identities. By acknowledging alternative sources of identity, we 

can point to a potential source of problems aimed at the status quo in that the ways in 

which people conceive of their identities challenges institutional norms of the 

international system. We have to be aware of alternative forms of self-identification 

which may lead people to act in ways that present as anomalies to our current theoretical 

models as well as challenges to international and domestic institutions. 

As seen above, the majority of literature produced in the field of IR focuses on 

just that, the relations of nations, or more accurately, the relations of nation-states. Most 

IR scholars and theorists assume that by and large the Westphalian system reshaped 

identities so strongly that the world is subsequently neatly divided into mutually 

exclusive territorial states with clearly designated, homogenous identities. Consequently, 

the theories to explain and understand the world are based on this view of a relatively tidy 

international arena. Bourdieu identified this as a characteristic of the Westphalian state, 

noting, “one of the major powers of the state is to produce and impose… categories of 

thought that we spontaneously apply to all things of the social world – including the state 

itself…. From its inception, social science itself has been part and parcel of this work of 

                                                             
20 Chayes and Chayes (1995) argue sovereignty is actually a “status – the vindication of the state’s 
existence in the international system” (p. 27). Such status is denied under the Westphalian state system to 
any persons organized under an alternative mechanism. The recognized state is the only form through 
which existence and legitimacy are confirmed.  
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construction of representations of the state which makes up part of the reality of the state 

itself” (1999a, pp. 1-3). State sovereignty is the frame upon which the field of IR is built 

and it defines not only the key political actor of the field, but it gives that actor, the state, 

clearly demarcated conceptual and physical borders that orient the behavior of all actors 

in the system. The notion of sovereignty draws a line not only in the sand or on a map but 

in our minds regarding who fits in which category. Like all parsimonious organizational 

tools, this frame, however nicely it orders the world theoretically, does not always map 

perfectly onto reality. 

At the ontological core of IR, there is a sort of masked understanding and history 

of identity coming out of the Westphalian narrative. This narrative relies on the 

construction of “the international” which comprises the subject matter of IR, lending 

legitimacy to its existence as a discipline but also biasing its view of what falls within 

that space. The Westphalian narrative creating the international is importantly not an 

abstract exercise. The creation of institutions and laws both in the “domestic” and 

“international” realms are predicated on the Westphalian narrative clearly demarcating 

the boundaries of each using territorial boundaries.  

This preoccupation with the Westphalian narrative is mirrored in the core 

principles that govern and dictate the field of IR. Order in opposition to anarchy is 

reproduced in implicit concerns over “right” and orderly identities versus those that do 

not neatly align with territorial divisions imposed on people by the international system. 

Thus claims to alternative ways of identifying and alternative ways of organizing (or 

existing politically) introduce an element of anarchy, (allegedly) threatening the stability 

of the entire system. The territorial state and its ideational attachments are separate from 
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the anarchy external to the state system. This assumption about states and our ideational 

attachment to them (both in approaching research and in the practice of politics more 

generally) are not treated as theoretical boundaries but rather as insurmountable realities.  

With the creation of the Westphalia narrative, bounded in that real moment of 

peace agreements in 1648, the principle of cuius regio, eius religio altered the way we 

conceive of and pursue politics.21 This is not to say that the Westphalia narrative does not 

value identity, quite the contrary. The Westphalia narrative depends upon an unspoken 

understanding of the state as an ordering principle that also orders our minds. The 

Westphalia narrative constructs and attempts to mainstream the habitus for all parties in 

the system.  

With the tethering of the nation (a people with a shared culture, history, and 

identity) to the state (a territorial and political entity), the modern state system created 

with Westphalia produced an exhaustive international system comprised of seemingly 

impermeable containers, states. If we acknowledge the state is a “power container” 

(Giddens, 1985), we can distinguish an “inside” of domestic political interactions from an 

“outside” of international relations. Such a distinction allowed scholars in the field of IR 

to step back from the objects of “everyday reality” (Waltz, 1979, p. 8). Stepping back, 

Waltz argues that IR scholars could study the structure within which those containers 

exist (the outside) rather than on how the contents inside the container behave 

(relinquishing such concerns to the field of comparative politics). This would become 
                                                             
21 This idea, meaning "Whose realm, his religion" was technically agreed to at the Peace of Augsburg in 
1555 after conflict had erupted between the Roman Catholic and Protestant forces of the Holy Roman 
Empire. The phrase itself was not coined until 1582, but the principle empowered princes such that they did 
not have to obey the Pope, and tied the religion of the prince to the state. Those who refused to abide by the 
prince’s religion, were encouraged to move to an alternative state, thus enforcing a particular identity for 
those tied to a particular territory. The Peace of Augsburg (and this principle) served to inform the wars 
leading up to the Peace of Westphalia and was incorporated (with important secular provisions) into the 
Peace of Westphalia.  
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known as the neo-realist turn where Waltz encourage scholars to systematically 

understand and study international relations by focusing on the interaction of the 

containers successfully glossed over the contents of the system and its units. Waltz 

wanted us to focus on the system of containers rather than their contents (1954, p. 80) as 

he believed that “once the water is in a container, it can be made to ‘behave’ in different 

ways” but water is still water (ibid). In much the same way, the neo-realist turn in IR 

imagined that people are people and once in a state will behave in similar ways. 

This turn necessitates and assumes the existence of nation-states with neatly 

demarcated and well-known boundaries. In reality, not everything fits neatly or willingly 

in a container, and many of the containers that do exist are permeable, inconstant, or 

unreliable. In other words, while Waltz provides us with nice imagery, this system of 

containers fails to live up to the characteristics of imagined sovereign states with 

complete control over their territories, falling short of neatly capturing all the people in 

the system. In trying to explain the grand scale war that Waltz tackles in Man, the State, 

and War, his systems theory (and most of the scholarship that follows it in IR) neglected 

the spills left behind in “everyday reality” – the peoples not in possession of or 

subscribing to a recognized nation-state. The notion of focusing on and privileging the 

nation-state system is terribly problematic for understanding a world that fails to take on 

such an orderly appearance. In reality, states have never existed in their pure form with 

total political or economic regulatory monopolies over their territories.22 This is 

particularly true for states existing outside of the West as will be explored in greater 

detail in the subsequent chapters on Eritrea and Palestine. For those cases, the imposition 

                                                             
22 Most states fail to meet Weber’s (1918) criteria of statehood, a fact noted by many scholars (Besley & 
Persson, 2011; Brewer, 1988; Evans, 1995; Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Herbst, 2000; Tilly, 1975).  
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of sovereignty as a regulating principle was problematic as sovereignty is tied to the 

tricky concept of self-rule,23 an idea that depends upon a definition of collective selves 

that its supposed members and external parties agree upon.24  

While claims to sovereignty can provide a linguistic tool with which scholars 

have helped us understand much of international and domestic politics, many scholars 

believe that “without sovereignty bonded to territory, everything else – meaningful 

politics, effective administration, a way of dividing up, representing, and mapping the 

world politically – seem to ‘melt to air’” (Agnew, 2009, p. 1). This is not necessarily the 

case,25 and this project is not by any means suggesting the abolition of sovereignty either 

from the world or from our discourse. Sovereignty is a useful tool for understanding 

politics, but we must be aware of the assumptions made with and consequences of using 

such a tool. State sovereignty is a privileged notion and a regulative ideal in IR theory 

and in the practice of powerful states that build and interpret systems of rules as if we 

lived in a neatly structured world. Sovereignty and the imagined, neat state system are 

overly parsimonious ways of studying politics. As such, they have blinded and bound us 

from being able to critically engage with their faults and that which falls outside of their 

domain. 

With the imposition of Westphalian identities, statehood became an integral part 

of hegemonic identity construction, creating an implicit dichotomy between stated and 

                                                             
23 While self-rule as a concept does not explicitly appear in the Peace of Westphalia, those agreements 
became the foundation for international society organized around the principle of sovereignty, which, in 
turn, became attached to the notion of self-rule with Wilson’s Fourteen Points and the Atlantic Charter. 
24 Tamim (2009) discusses this problem at length with the nationalist movements in Libya, Tunisia, and 
Syria. 
25 Indeed, some believe that the attempt to treat sovereignty as a matter of definition and legal principle not 
only ignores and invalidates problems or people to which the sovereign reality is not a reality, but the 
narrative itself “encourages a certain amnesia about its historical and culturally specific character” (Walker, 
1993, p. 166). 
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stateless (or self-proclaimed/psychologically stateless) peoples and thus between 

legitimate political identities and illegitimate ones. These identities are promoted by a 

state system premised upon the mutual recognition of sovereignty. Such a view of the 

world – that world politics is and has been governed solely by states and the institutions 

they create – is anachronistic. People are not simply or neatly subjects of sovereign states 

(Mansbach, 2000). Recent scholarship has explored the “compromised” nature of state 

sovereignty over time, acknowledging that few states have conformed to the Westphalian 

ideal (see for example: Krasner, 1999; Scott, 1998, 2009). 

An international society of states founded on this mutual recognition of 

sovereignty faces several reoccurring problems that are becoming increasingly salient. 

First, sovereignty of states is not necessarily permanent nor inevitable. Similarly, the 

current borders and categorizations of people are neither natural nor inevitable; they are 

the circumstance of politics. Less frequently acknowledged is the fact that people without 

states or with unrecognized states are also far from uniform. As a result, peoples are 

granted varying levels of legitimacy as members (or not) of the international political 

community and will behave differently because of those variations with not all of them 

wishing to be brought into the community. Through practices of granting or withholding 

recognition, international society engages in the construction (and destruction) of a 

variety of overlooked identities. 

International society in international theory. In a 1960 article, Martin Wight 

famously asked why is there no real international theory. In doing so, he drew a 

distinction between political theory and international theory, where political theory is 

“the tradition of speculation about the state” and international theory is “a tradition of 
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speculation about the society of states, or the family of nations, or the international 

community” (p. 36). Wight emphasizes that in picturing international society, we assume 

an international society of individuals represented by various political units. Those 

individuals have been subsumed into the categories of nations or states. For Wight and 

many others, that subsumption is irreversible. He notes that “since the sixteenth century, 

international society has been so organized that no individuals except sovereign princes 

can be members of it” (p. 38). He similarly notes that much of Western political thought 

and the current trajectory of the field of IR posits that “the principle that every individual 

requires the protection of a state which represents him in the international community, is 

a juristic expression of the belief in the sovereign state as the end of political experience 

and activity” (p. 38).26 

Similarly, he looks at the state system and argues that there was “an almost 

uniform assumption among international theorists up to 1914 that the structure of 

international society is unalterable, and the division of the world into sovereign states is 

necessary and natural” (p. 40).27 This belief in the unalterability of the state system 

required states to exist, states that were created and altered by those who comprised them. 

With the disruption of WWI and WWII and the subsequent creation of the League of 

Nations and the UN, that system maintained its perceived status as unalterable, but more 

importantly, the power to shape, reform, reconstitute, and create states was transferred to 

                                                             
26 It is worth noting that Wight is using theory in a somewhat normative sense here; while Tickner (2002) 
admonishes him for doing so as it is “not fashionable amongst contemporary, more scientific theoretical 
approaches” she notes the progressive theory of social relationships he calls for is required to fully make 
space for international theory that she characterizes as lacking rather than missing entirely (p. 616).  
27 This concern is echoed in elsewhere (See for example: Bull, 1977; Heine & Teschke, 1996; Morgenthau, 
1967; Waltz, 1993). 
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the society of states themselves rather than the individuals of whom they were 

comprised.28 

This transference has been taken as a given for much of the IR literature and 

naturalized in the minds of both scholars and practitioners. Much of IR now presupposes 

the existence of a political order based on the nation-state and international society (or 

what there is of a society) exists as the society of states.29 The conformist nature of the 

international society of states that maintains the unalterable presence of states Wight 

likens to Abraham Lincoln’s views on the Union. For the system to survive as it is (for 

states to persist in the international society of states) those who will not consent, must be 

                                                             
28 This is a natural consequence from the idea of sovereignty which is inherently reciprocal. Fabry (2010) 
tracks the changes in the processes of recognition over the last 200+ years, demonstrating that while 
different groups may compete for statehood or for changes in the structures of their states (or for 
elimination of states), it is ultimately up to the society of states to dictate which alterations to the 
international system are permissible given. See also Holsti (2004, especially chapter 1), Eastwood (1992), 
Fawn and Mayall (1996), and Simpson (1993). 
29 This is not to say that alternative views of an international society have not been presented. The notion of 
civil society coming from the 18th century philosophy and widely embraced after the end of the Cold War 
was initially conceived of as a national framework for relatively homogeneous societies. Extending the 
notion to the international arena is quite challenging. Ruggie (2004a) builds on Wapner (1995) claiming 
that there is a “new global public domain” being created that consists of “an increasingly institutionalized 
transnational arena of discourse, contestation, and action concerning the production of global public goods” 
(2004, p. 504). Ruggie argues that civil society organizations that hold firms accountable (or try to) serve as 
a global public, seemingly occupying space within international society. While I do not contend that civil 
society organizations can in fact hold states and private companies accountable, these mechanisms and 
practices are not sufficient mechanisms of inclusion. For most, global civil society “refers to the vast 
assemblage of groups operating across borders and beyond the reach of governments” (Ikenberry, 2003). 
The sprawling throng of civil society organizations claims to serve as a society of societies (Keane, 2003; 
See also: Anheier et al, 2001; Clark et al, 1998; Guidrey et al, 2000; Wapner, 1995, 1996, 2002). This 
vision of global civil society’s separation from states and its global nature, however, has been shown to be 
quite overstated. Tarrow (2001), Rootes (2002), and Smith and Wiest (2005) point to the lack of a truly 
“global” nature of this process with Smith and Wiest finding that participation in global civil society is 
highly tied to domestic state support and power. Even the name of “global civil society” organizations 
obfuscates the lack of a true international or global society where individuals and collectives of individuals 
have the capacity to participate as legitimate members without the support of the state. This is particularly 
true as global civil society organizations remain closely tied to state institutions, are characterized as 
“citizen run” organizations, and are largely organized around nationally defined aims (see for example Imig 
& Tarrow, 2001). Civil society organizations might serve as participants in international society – some 
recognized as more legitimate than others – but they are not a sufficient proxy for “the public” and do not 
fully capture those individuals or groups who have no standing in international society as states or members 
of those states. 
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compelled to come in. More simply put, Wight believes that people must be put into their 

containers if containment is to persist and states are to survive. 

For the international society of states, identity is primarily a domestic concern. 

This dismissal of identity politics in international relations is visible in each of the main 

schools of thought. Fearon (1999) echoes this sentiment, noting that identity remains a bit 

of an enigma in political science in general, arguing that “political scientists have 

generally held back from this most recent round of inquiry concerning identities, often 

treating both the concept and humanities research using it with skepticism” (p. 36). The 

realist tradition, premised upon the unitary state’s pursuit of security and stability, is 

skeptical of the significance of identity and relegates it to an area of study outside of IR, 

which ought to remain the scientific study of strategic relations among states. This 

exclusionary practice is part of an attempt to sideline “emotion-laden issues of identity” 

(Kahler, 1998, p. 921). This exclusionary practice weakens realism’s predictive capacity, 

leaving realists unable to draw connections between a state’s strategic interest and any 

identity concerns in a meaningful way (Cox, 1981). Addressing identity seriously 

challenges realism’s attachment to material explanations rather than ideational ones (see 

Mearsheimer, 1994-1995). Identity, for realists, if often viewed as an attempt to 

camouflage latent state interests with spurious claims of moral authority. Ultimately, if 

identity has a place for realists, it is rooted in Hobbes’ leviathan and the “sameness” of 

states, where the status of being a state is an explanatory factor for the behavior of states, 

or more simply put where states behave predictably under certain conditions because they 

are states. More nuanced or deeper treatments of identity are relatively unimportant for 

realists, most of whom are concerned with great power politics. Struggles over identity or 
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motivated by identity between peoples are largely viewed as problems internal to the 

state and as such are not a concern of the international system.30  

Kant’s vision of the liberal world order only had space for one type of state-based 

identity – a democratic and peaceful one. He established a dichotomy dividing the world 

into liberal states and authoritarian others. His foundation for the normalization of one 

identity and the othering of all other variants permeates liberal IR theory. Many liberal IR 

theorists focus on “social identity” as a set of preferences shared by individuals regarding 

the provision of public goods, but this distribution is either at the domestic level 

regarding the distribution of goods within the state or at the international level regarding 

distribution of goods among the states themselves. While liberalism claims difference 

blindness as a value and it offers a sort of neutral space where cultures can meet and co-

exist, as Charles Taylor notes, “Liberalism is not a possible meeting ground for all 

cultures, but is the political expression of one range of cultures, and quite incompatible 

with other ranges” (1994). 

The liberal model of recognition is built on the idea of mutual recognition of 

sovereignty (ideally as Kant would prefer of states democratically cooperating with one 

another). There is no space for other forms of recognition or other forms of being. 

Kukathas (1998, p. 687) argues that liberalism is structured such that it resists demands 

for recognition, in fact that it recommends “doing nothing” in cases of misrecognition. In 

being blind to the way that different individuals and groups may differ, liberalism negates 

difference and denies recognition (ignoring the identities) of those who fail to fit into the 

                                                             
30 See for example Williams (2005). It is worth noting that Mearsheimer acknowledges that nationalism is a 
“second-order force in international politics” (1990, p. 21). He is, however, largely the exception and still 
focuses almost entirely on state-nationalism as the only significant manifestation of identity for states and 
IR. 
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system prescribed by the global order, and thus “negates identity by forcing people into a 

homogenous mold that is untrue to them” (Taylor, 1994, p. 43). This can be seen in 

contemporary iterations of liberal IR theories that continue to fixate on identity but only 

so much as state identity dictates. While liberals make some space for the importance of 

identity, they suffer from the same attachment to the state and relegation of identity to 

domestic politics. Identity matters at the margins for most liberals, and it is only then 

important in dictating when and in what form we see international cooperation over 

distribution problems.31 In remaining focused on the workings of a society of states, 

liberalism ignores the fact that the use of IOs and other institutions locks out actors who 

are not members of those pacts and delegitimizes and marginalizes the impact and 

experiences of such actors.  

Constructivism is premised upon the notion that ideas, not states, are the building 

blocks of international reality – or as Onuf (2013, p. 4) notes, “People make society, and 

society makes people.” As such it might seem like the saving grace for taking identity 

seriously, but it has similar problems in its attachment to the state. While constructivists 

critique realism and liberalism emphasizing “there is a great deal of order within 

anarchy” that is deserving study (Biersteker & Weber, 1996, p. 15),32 the mainstream 

constructivist agenda continues to be focused primarily on the state and secondarily on 

IOs and political elites. Where neorealism and neoliberal institutionalism have required a 

priori stipulation of preformed identities and interests (Alker, 1996, p. xi; Ruggie, 1998a, 
                                                             
31 By his own admission, Moravcsik (1997), when assessing the place of identity in liberal IR, notes that 
ideational liberalism focuses on the identities of states in so far as they are a determinant of state 
preferences (p. 525). His overview of the ideational liberalism literature only superficially engages with the 
notion of identity as state identity dictating national security preferences (Katzenstein, 1996), state 
cooperation over borders (Gilpin, 1989; Jackson, 1990), and foreign policy preferences (Pillar 1983; 
Weiner, 1971). See also Elman (1996, especially p. 57-60); Evans, Jacobson, and Putnam (1993); Keohane 
and Nye (1971); Martin (1992); Slaughter (1995); Snidal (1985); Stein (1982).  
32 See also, Alker (unpublished), Kratochwil (1989), Onuf (1989), Wendt (1992). 
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p. 4-16), mainstream constructivists explore identity’s role in explaining internal state 

dynamics and shared internal state conflict under the umbrella of “new wars” (Balkans, 

Chechnya, Israel/Palestine, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Fiji, Basque, etc).33 While 

identity might be a “core foundational question” for constructivism,34 it is focused on 

“how the constituent actors —in International Relations, territorial states —came to 

acquire their current identity and the interests that are supposed to go along with it” 

(Ruggie, 1998b, p. 865). While identity becomes a focus of the constructivist agenda, it is 

tied to the unit of the state or substate groups that nestle neatly within the confines of the 

state. While they are fascinated with how the “inter” in international is complicated with 

consideration of sub, trans, intra, and supra national (Ong, 1999, p. 4), they fail to go 

beyond the state, still utilizing it as the primary ordering mechanism and considering 

these other prefixes as stackable, hierarchical identities not inconsistent with state identity 

but rather serving as matryoshka identities neatly nesting inside one another. 

Contrary to these three approaches are those like post-internationalism that 

challenge or question the inevitability, durability, and existence of the international 

society of states. Post-internationalism is a lens that tries to break with the notion of an 

ordered international system in anarchy. Rather, it acknowledges that the world is 

characterized by the complexities of contemporary, fragmented global life, and that states 

are only one of several, highly significant, legitimizing actors (Mansbach, 2000, p. 12). 

Post-internationalism encourages theorizing that breaks with the territoriality of previous 

theories and suggests a vision of the world where there is no cooperative system of so-

                                                             
33 Constructivists pointedly invoke the language of “new wars” rather than Clausewitz’s “small wars” 
which took on a normative meaning beyond his descriptive difference.  
34 For Price and Reus-Smith, fascination with identities is one of the four common characteristics uniting 
constructivism and critical theory (2000). Similar thoughts are echoed by Guzzini (2000). 
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called sovereign states working together to mitigate the effects of anarchy; rather there 

exists a loosely constructed and vaguely hierarchical confederacy of powerful actors that 

occasionally take the form of states that governs inconsistently in an effort to perpetuate 

established systems of power. Postinternationalism (or the turbulence model as it is 

sometimes referred to) recognizes that global change occurs simultaneously at three 

levels – the micro, the micro-macro, and macro (Rosenau, 1990). For Rosenau and his 

followers, individuals and groups at each of those levels are increasingly empowered and 

capable of interacting with the world around them and at the same time, the world they 

encounter is less able to provide coherent authority structures to neatly govern their 

environment. As a result, individuals, states, and institutions may find themselves at 

odds, creating new and interesting spaces for politics to play out in non-traditional ways 

that need to be explored. This is particularly important as postinternationalists argue that 

the growing uncertainty in world politics arises from turbulence, or what Rosenau 

characterizes as high degrees of complexity and dynamism where the growing number of 

actors involved in international relations create environments with dense causal layers 

(1990, p. 9). While postinternationalism opens up a space for focusing on individuals and 

groups and the effect that the international has on them, little work has been done on 

identity from this perspective. Rosenau does acknowledge that the dynamics of global 

turbulence “penetrate to the very core of the human experience” (1997, p. 17), but he and 

his followers still often characterize individuals and identity issues as neatly stacked 

within state containers.35 

                                                             
35 See for example Ferguson (2000), Ferguson & Mansbach (2007), Holsti (2002), Ipek & Biltekin (2013), 
Karns (2000), Moreno (2000), Parker (2009), Peterson (2000), Rogers (2009), Wang & French (2013). 
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There is a significant gap in the literature in each of these approaches in 

explaining how the international system impacts actors beyond the state and its 

institutions. While some scholars have something to say here about the socialization of 

states and political elites, the masses or the average person is largely ignored by much of 

IR literature (Goodman & Jinks, 2003, 2004; Koh, 2005). These traditionally 

insignificant actors are increasingly important in international relations, and they have 

largely been the basis for international action (i.e. peacekeeping) and laws (i.e. human 

rights). 

Their role in international relations, however, has been long contested. Waltz 

(1954) dedicates two entire chapters to the discussion of the role of individuals (the 

contents of the units of his system) in impacting international relations in his canonic 

text. In seeking to explain (and ultimately prevent) war, Waltz imagines three images 

(“within man, within the structure of the separate states, within the state system” [p. 12]), 

which he uses to isolate causes of international outcomes at three distinct levels of 

analysis. The first image for Waltz focuses on individual level factors in dictating 

international outcomes with the nature or qualities of particular political elites 

(statesman) or human nature more generally impacting international relations. This level 

of “within man” fails, for Waltz, to account for the recurrence of war. He is extremely 

critical of those theories that focus on the “fixed nature of man” (p. 20-21) as an 

explanatory factor in determining war as “human nature may in some sense have been the 

cause of war in 1914, but by the same token it was the cause of peace in 1910” (p. 28). 
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Consequently, arguments from the first image are dismissed as reductionist, failing to 

explain much at all.36  

Waltz levels a similar criticism against analyses that look “within the structure of 

the separate states.” The second image consists of explanations that isolate domestic 

causes of international politics, focusing on the domestic composition of states and their 

economic and political systems impacting events on the international stage. Waltz 

focused on arguments about the ideological character of the state as significant in 

determining the behavior of states, but he argued that for any state interested in its own 

survival, ultimately adhering to any principle of ideology was impossible unless all states 

adhered to that behavior, noting that the illiberal state would eventually become less 

liberal upon having to contend with illiberal states and pacifist states would have to 

participate in war when attacked. Thus Waltz dismisses the second image of the units of 

the system as reductionist much like the first with the contents of those units, men. 

The third image, and the ultimate explanatory factor for Waltz, focuses on casual 

factors at the international systemic level with the anarchic structure of the international 

system being the key determinant for international politics. He offered up a dynamic 

account of how structures impact politics, noting not that the first and second images 

were wrong, but they were incomplete without an understanding of the international 

political environment in which men and states exist (p. 122).  

                                                             
36 It is worth noting that while he begins by identifying the first image as “the nature and behavior of man” 
(p. 16), his rejection of the first image is predominantly focused on the human nature component. His 
dismissal of the human nature component is perhaps problematic for asserting that the theories he reviews 
are all based on “the assumption of a fixed human nature” (p. 41). Spinoza who he spends a decent amount 
of time criticizing does not, in fact argue that human nature is fixed and unchanging in the way that Waltz 
portrays it. Rather, Spinoza argues that human nature is the internal struggle between passion and reason, 
where reason can prevail through proper education and practice. This does not speak to the same sort of 
original sin the Waltz rightly points to in Niebuhr’s conception of human nature or even Morgenthau’s 
animus dominandi.  
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Gourevitch (1978) encourages us to “think differently about the linkage between 

international relations and domestic politics” (p. 882). In response to Waltz’s dismissal of 

the second image, Gourevitch notes that the “international system is not only a 

consequence of domestic politics and structures but a cause of them” (p. 911). The idea 

of the “second image reversed” turns Waltz’s notion on its head focusing not on how 

domestic structures impact the international, but rather on how and under what 

circumstances international factors result in domestic outcomes. Gourevitch took an 

important step in identifying a trend in thinking about how the international system 

impacts domestic politics with his focus on second image reversed, which paved the way 

for works like Keohane and Milner (1996) and Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink (1997) that 

interrogated the nexus between the domestic and international and followed Gourevitch’s 

acknowledgment and recommendation that “international relations and domestic politics 

are therefore so interrelated that they should be analyzed simultaneously, as wholes” 

(Gourevitch 1978, p. 911). 37 

I wish to take Gourevitch’s notion of looking at the international system as an 

independent variable a step further and argue that the impact goes deeper and in some 

cases bypasses the domestic level entirely, particularly as the domestic level does not 

neatly stack within the international. I believe the effect goes deeper and has the potential 

to reach down into the first image, “within man.”38 In this project, I propose that the 

                                                             
37 Similarly, work by Cortell and Davis (1996), Gilbert (1975), Hintze (1975), Kelley (2004), and Keohane 
and Nye (1971), have picked up on the impact of the international system on domestic politics, a trend 
authors like Gourevitch, Bickerton, and Cunliffee (2007), Lebow (2016), and Zarakol (2012) continue to 
address. 
38 This is similarly tied to Enloe’s idea that “the personal is international” (1990). These ideas point to the 
inherent problem of having what constitutes “politics” at the international level determined by the political 
in the first place – or as Dallmayr puts it “Whereas politics in the narrower sense revolves around day-to-
day decision making and ideological partisanship… ‘the political’ refers to the frame of reference within 
which actions, events, and other phenomena acquire the political status in the first place” (1993, p. 213). 
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actions of states and IOs can influence not only domestic politics but also individuals, 

with significant repercussions for their psychological states, identities, and behaviors. 

This project then is to not only look at the politics that take place at the international 

level, but to challenge the understandings of how we determine what international 

relations look like in the first place. 

The reach and impact of the international. The notion that systemic variables 

can penetrate down to the individual level is important when we consider issues that 

dominate the field like that of compliance and cooperation. While the IR literature looks 

at cooperation and political action in the international sphere as actions restricted to states 

and their sanctioned bodies, the international law literature includes some interesting 

additions. Beyond questions of whether or not international law matters (Johnston, 2001; 

Hathaway & Lavinbuk, 2006) or whether it is simply a coincidence of state interests 

(Goldsmith & Posner, 2005), the international law literature is increasingly recognizing 

that international law penetrates the so-called domestic level, regulating individuals 

rather than states. As Slaughter and Burke-White (2006) note, international laws and 

international institutions serve to “regulate individuals and corporations… on a global 

scale” (p. 343; see also Alter 2012). This has manifested in a variety of areas of 

importance. Some examples include in regards to attempts to regulate indigenous peoples 

(Anaya, 2004; Scott, 2009) and in the realm of human rights (Janis, 1984; Sohn, 1982-

1983). Gardbaum (2009) notes that international human rights law is increasingly taking 

on a governance function in regulating the behavior of individuals as well as states (p. 

234). He emphasizes the fact that “individuals have become subjects of contemporary 

international law…That is, individuals and no longer only states have rights and duties 
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under international law” (p. 249). Leonard (2005) similarly emphasizes how the laws in 

the European Union have a “transformative power” as Youngs (2004) observes that is not 

only for states but for the companies and individuals within those states, noting that the 

adoption of EU laws has resulted in rebuilding the countries and their societies from the 

bottom up, particularly in respect to human rights (p. 45).39 Such laws and institutions 

serve not only to protect individuals but increasingly to regulate their behavior. Indeed 

international institutions like the ICC increasingly serve to backstop if not transcend 

domestic legal institutions in regulating states and the individuals and companies within 

those states, serving not only as a second line of defense and to catalyze domestic action, 

but also to “penetrate the surface of the state” regulate the actors within it (Slaughter & 

Burke-White, 2006, p. 347).  

Consequently, the traditional themes of compliance, cooperation, learning, 

monitoring and implementation in the international law literature tends to overlook other 

actors affected by and regulated by international law. Given that the “macrocomplexities 

of modern life are fully experienced at the micro-levels of most (but not all) individuals” 

we ought to be more attentive to the consequences of these international institutions and 

laws for individuals beyond states (Rosenau, 2004, p. 23). This is particularly true as the 

construction, application, and interpretation of the law and IO rules are highly normative 

processes that depend on the legalization and elevation of particular forms of being as 

good, acceptable, and expected. These rules, however, are not exclusively rules for states, 

a reality of which we are increasingly aware. Many of them are directly written to govern 

the way that individuals can behave. What we need to focus on is not only “how and 

                                                             
39 Gráinne de Búrca (2004) echoes these sentiments while tracing the expansion of the human rights 
protections in the expansion of the European Union particularly with prospective Member States.  
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under what conditions” international law and organizations matter, but rather on the 

question “to whom and at what level” do they matter? Beyond looking at the level of 

states, we need to understand how international law and institutions intended to regulate 

behavior have the capacity to influence actual individuals at a deeper level. 

Critical Legal Theory (CLT) and Third World Approaches to International Law 

(TWAIL) are two important literatures in the field of International Law that do just that. 

CLT crucially suggests that law is inherently political and that it is not only aligning with 

the interests of states as Goldsmith and Posner suggests, but it is a tool of wealthy and 

powerful states to protect them against the demands of the poor and subaltern. Moreover, 

CLT holds that individuals ought to be considered in assessing the impact of law as 

individuals are intrinsically tied to their communities, families, and identity groups 

(Gabel & Harris, 1983 especially 369-411; Slaughter, Tulumello, & Wood, 1998, 378 & 

390; Unger, 1983, p. 585). As a result, CLT suggests that it is impractical to view the 

individual as an autonomous self, tied solely to a state-based identity (Acharya & Buzan, 

2010, p. 14-17 and 222-227; Roach, 2010, p. 58-60 and 78-82). TWAIL is similarly 

concerned with power dynamics and individuals in international law as it emphasizes the 

extension of the category of third world beyond a specific place to a particular mode of 

being for people who experienced marginalization and underdevelopment (Anghie, 2004; 

Miéville, 2005; Pashukanis, 1924). These scholars examine the role of the power of law 

and aim to look at how legal authority is utilized to establish particular orders.  

Once we move beyond questions of legality and constitutionality to questions of 

meaning and normativity following the direction of post internationalism, TWAIL, and 

CLT, we must ask what the role of international institutions means for individuals. The 
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question of “do individuals qua individuals matter, or are they only relevant as subjects of 

the state” that Mansbach (2000, p. 9) presents is not only a theoretical or empirical 

question, but a highly normative one as well. Traditional questions focused on individuals 

in the field of political science generally fall along the lines of “who should be allowed to 

belong to the political community” and “what will be the legal responsibilities and 

privileges of these members.”40 Posing these as definitional questions distracts from the 

normative slant in the questions of ought. Additionally, these questions presuppose that 

there is a “right” ordering to political communities, which is problematic given the 

naturalized understanding of the state system in many minds. This project does not 

attempt to discuss who ought to be a member or what they ought to receive in exchange 

for a particular legal status; rather, it is aimed at looking at who actually is a member of 

the international political community and how they become or are barred from such 

belonging. In a sense, individuals are simultaneously a piece of a larger system and 

autonomous pieces themselves. While Heidi Hobbs argues that “individuals are the most 

important actors in a post international world” (2000, p. 81) we ought not, as Rosenau 

warns, exaggerate the potency of individuals. At the same time, we cannot ignore that 

they do play an important part and are significantly impacted by international dynamics. 

We are living in an age where “individual actions can cumulate into system-wide 

outcomes... [and] people are becoming ever more powerful as galvanizers of global 

change” (1990, p. 142). Conversely, the international system directly impacts individuals 

and their identities in ways that the literature in international relations largely leaves 

unaddressed. Regardless of whether those individuals most impacted by the international 
                                                             
40 Conover and Searing (2002, p. 92) use these questions to frame research in political science over 
citizenship, referencing similar sorting mechanisms found in Fierlbeck (1991), Van Gunsteren(1998), and 
Walzer (1993). 
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system are capable of being galvanizers of global change the way that a powerful elite 

might be, the impacts of the system on those individuals is worth addressing. Similarly, 

those individuals in responding to the international system may have the capacity to 

impact that system in their efforts to renegotiate this position with in the larger system.  

I argue that as individuals experience changes or threats to their ways of life or 

their identities, we ought to expect them to respond. It is the shift of the reference point 

from the individual to the collective that is going to allow us to observe the large-scale 

responses. The existence of rules and structures results in defined identities with 

normative implications distinguishing between legal (good) and illegal (bad) identities as 

well as legitimate and illegitimate actors. Law is declaratory by nature; it is a lens 

through which actions and identities are interpreted, loaning to or withholding from them 

the language of credibility and authority. As such, it takes on the role of an authority that 

dictates behavior to individuals, groups, and states that are obligated to perform in 

response. In this way, international institutions like international law have the potential to 

“serve as virtual triggers for action” (Cover, 1986, p. 1613). For post-internationalists like 

Rosenau, individuals are important actors that are acted upon and respond.  

The collectives that people choose to form and act in are significant political 

choices full of meaning. Acting in concert with others, rather than going it alone, reflects 

a conscious, meaningful choice. If one looks at the literature of social learning and social 

identification, fixing one’s identity on a particular group is a reflection of an individual’s 

transference of focus from one’s self to a group to which they see themselves a part 

(Wilson, 1988).41 When individuals attach themselves to large-sale social entities, these 

                                                             
41 The social identification literature is grounded in and built upon the work of Erik Erikson (1950, 1958, 
1964, 1968) who focused initially on individual identity and later on transference to a group. For Erikson, 
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groups and categories become “extremely important as loci for the interplay that gives 

meaning to most behavior” (ibid, p. 18). This literature emphasizes the role of important 

others in shaping individual and group identity, often pointing to negative 

interdependence where identity of one group is directly positioned in opposition to the 

identity of another, often attempting to invalidate that identity (Kelman, 1999). The social 

identification literature emphasizes the importance of competition of narratives on a 

psychological landscape (Rouhana & Bar-Tal, 1998) noting that when groups conflict, 

much of the conflict is often tied to the legitimacy of certain identities. For many social 

identification theorists, the story of a person or of a group is an integral part of their 

identity (Bruner, 1990; Cohler, 1982; Gergen & Gergen, 1983; McAdams, 1990, 1993, 

1996, 1997, 2001, 2005; Ochs & Capps, 2001; Somers, 1994). The narrative and the 

legitimacy of the narrative of self and group are foundational elements of identity 

providing these groupings and their members with meaning.  

For Benedict Anderson (1983), that meaning was tied fundamentally to the idea 

of the nation through shared symbols and texts (p. 122) such that community could be felt 

through shared experiences of text and language. In his attempt to explain the processes 

by which nationalism arose and spread in Europe he drew attention to the often-neglected 

issue of the personal sense of national identity and belonging. His text, however, while 

fixated on the rise of nationalism (and national identity by extension) is not a larger 

theory about identity formation more generally. In fact, Anderson is not particularly 

interested in the concept of identity. He is interested in nationalism as a particular form of 

community (which he never fully operationalizes nor does he identify the other ‘styles’ of 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
identity formation is tied to interaction with the social order. By reproducing or resisting social order (or a 
particular social order), individuals or groups utilize and embrace particular narratives to navigate attempts 
at psychological belonging.  



 
 

48 

communities possible), but his work contains a few significant problems that make it 

inadequate for my project. First, fixated on the creation of the modern nation-state; 

related to this, crowds out other ways of being not associated with the modern state; 

assumes notions of simultaneity of the evolution of nationalist identities; finally, he 

overlooks key cleavages within communities.  

The one persistent feature of this style of nationalism was, and is, that it is official 

– i.e. something emanating from the state, and serving the interests of the state first and 

foremost” (Anderson, 1983, p. 159, emphasis in original).42 For Anderson even those 

who in his narrative had not yet achieved the status of the nation-state had that in mind as 

an end goal. He noted that all “nations dream of being free, and… the gage and emblem 

of this freedom is the sovereign state” (1983, p. 7). His definition both in defining the 

community of the nation and its goal rests on sovereignty. The imagined community, first 

and foremost for Anderson, is a sovereign community. Consequently, while Anderson’s 

theorization of the imagined community of the nation is related to this project’s 

investigation of identity, its attachment to the state limits the scope of its applicability and 

limits the meaning that can be attached to that community. Anderson argues that the 

nation is a singular kind of identification solely made by capital and time, but in 

formulating national identity in this way, he ignores alternative ways of identifying so 

much so that he places national-identity as the default primary identity. He noted the 

“formal universality of nationality as a socio-cultural concept” and argues that “in the 

modern world everyone, can, should, will ‘have’ a nationality, as he or she ‘has’ a 

gender” (1993, p. 5). 
                                                             
42 Indeed critics of Anderson like Chatterjee argue that his vision of nationalism is actually not an 
investigation of a type of identity “but rather on a difference of the ‘modular’ forms of nationalist society 
propagated by the modern west” (1993, p. 5; see also A. Marx, 2003; Varshney, 2003). 
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A related criticism of Anderson’s formulation of nationalism is that his vision of 

nation identities (as well as their historical rise) relies on fixed vernaculars giving way to 

a “homogenous, empty time.” This notion of simultaneity assumes that people 

everywhere inhabit the same space of modernity, but as Chatterjee (1993, maybe also in 

2003?) points out, that was not a shared experience even within Europe but especially 

outside of it. Rather we have heterogeneous, unevenly dense time where politics and 

ideas of nationality is not the same for all people at the same time. Consequently, the 

narrative provided by Anderson utilizes a false notion of simultaneity and paradoxically 

starts by framing nationalism as an anomaly (p. 4), and by asserting that nationalism is a 

type of universal identity (5).  

Lastly, Anderson conceptualizes the nation as a “deep, horizontal comradeship” 

(p. 7). Nations, indeed most imagined communities, are not, in fact, the horizontal 

communities of equals Anderson presents them as. They often have significant internal 

cleavages, and though Anderson presents imagined communities as inclusive, he neglects 

the exclusionary elements of nationalism, denying or at the very least ignoring the agency 

of members of the nation. Consequently, Anderson’s vision of nationalism presents a 

narrative of what he posits, problematically, as a universal identity. While it is useful to 

embrace the notion of the “imagined” component of a community, the other components 

of nation-identity as presented by Anderson deny autonomy/agency of communities and 

overly fixates on the nation-state. Beyond national-identity, this project is interested in 

those who were and continue to be excluded from these imagined communities and how 

their narratives of self and group provide meaning to their members, spurring them to 

action when that narrative of meaning is challenged. 
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Such meaning permeates our world, and international institutions persist because 

of, are based upon, and garner authority from the dominant organizing concept and 

meaning of state sovereignty. With the application of the term sovereignty, the bounds of 

the state are drawn, and outside of that boundary lie the real and imagined stateless – both 

encompassing those who physically reside outside of any recognized state, but more 

importantly, also those who reside psychologically outside of any recognized state. This 

expansion to include a psychological aspect in statelessness is necessary because of the 

agency and internal characteristics involved in the notion. Traditional legal definitions of 

statelessness have to do with the external application of that label based on formal 

institutions and rules imposing a label on a condition. That condition however, is defined 

by those institutions and may not readily map onto the condition experienced by the 

individual who is labeled. Including the psychological and physical aspects of 

statelessness allows for a definition that moves beyond the traditional category of people 

who formally lack a state to include those individuals who may be claimed by or viewed 

as part of a state but fail to accept or internalize that identity. This project seeks to take 

seriously those whose identities are challenged by notions of state sovereignty and the 

international institutions built on and reifying the principle of state-sovereignty. 

INDIVIDUALS IN A STATE-BASED WORLD 

Locating Identity. Individuals matter as both those impacted by international 

structures and those who respond creatively to international structures in ways that have 

the potential to reshape the system itself. Revisiting the first image is an essential step in 

closing some of gaps in IR literature and improving the explanatory power of the 

discipline as a whole. The first image reversed allows us to see the ways in which 
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attempts to order the international influence the way individuals and groups conceive of 

their own particular identities, and in the return to the first image, the way those 

individuals choose to act accordingly. Individuals, I contend, are significantly impacted 

by these structures and can choose to act in response to threats or reinforcements to their 

identities. Rogers Smith notes that although fields like IR, American politics, and 

comparative politics43 have begun to take up identities that are “among the most 

normatively significant and behaviorally consequential aspects of politics,” the literature 

has not produced a definitional consensus on the concept of identity (2004, p. 302).44 For 

the purposes of this study, I propose that identity is, as Charles Taylor (1994) describes it, 

a dialogic concept that is influenced by others’ conceptions of the individual or group 

identity as much as it is by those holding the identity. This deviates from the prevailing 

notions of identity in much of the IR and comparative literature on identities in two 

significant ways. 

The first deviation comes in the movement away from the state as the primary 

identity association. While some comparative theorists draw distinctions between types 

or levels of identities, their primary focus on shared social identities are located at the 

state level or in subgroups that fit neatly within the nation-state model.45 These models 

are ingrained in the identity of the nation-state model and cannot easily map onto groups 

                                                             
43 Consider Deng (1995), Horotwitz (1985), Laitin (1999), and Smith (1991) who all focus on the role of 
state-based identities in times of conflict. 
44 Fearon (1999) and Gleason (1983) before him, note that while the term identity saw a small surge in 
usage, we lack clarity on the idea cross the subfields of political science.  
45 Brewer and Gardner (1996) distinguish between personal, collective, and relational. Fearon (1999) draws 
a distinction between personal (individualized) and social (collective) identities. Chandra and Laitin (2002) 
distinguish between categories, attributes, and dimensions as the primary components. These studies move 
beyond the traditional constructivist identity accounts (Katzenstein, 1996; Wendt, 1992, 1994, 1999; etc) 
that focus on state identity itself. While the Wendtian strand of constructivism leaves open the possibility 
for a broader identity that might expand to include other states (1999, p. 229), his expansion of identity still 
relies on the state as the aggregating unit for “friends” to build a shared identity on top of state identity.  
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that transcend those boundaries or borders.46 A similar trend focusing on state identities 

in visible in the IR literature, which focuses on the identity of states in influencing 

international relations.47 The second deviation is the notion of external contestation. The 

prevailing notion in comparative and IR theory regarding identities is that contestation 

over definitions of what it means to be a member of a particular group is an internal 

battle. Abdelal, Herrera, Johnston, and McDermott (2009) note when taking stock of the 

literature on identity that identity can be broken down into four types of content 

(constitutive norms, social purposes, relational comparisons, and cognitive models) and 

contestation. I acknowledge that the construction of the content types is significant in 

understanding identity, but I challenge their proposal that we study “contestation as a 

process that occurs within groups, because it is the meanings that groups ultimately 

                                                             
46 These theories also generally tend to focus on the identity of states themselves rather than the members 
of that state. Price and Tannenwald (1996) address what it means to have an identity as a civilized state, 
which constitutes not employing nuclear or chemical weapons. Jepperson, Wendt, and Katzenstein (1996) 
similarly address state identities dictating state practices. While Checkel (2006) goes a step further in some 
senses by addressing the European-ness of states, he still focuses on the normative boundaries that are tied 
to the physical state boundaries of European-ness. Neumann (1999) takes up this expansion to the 
European level emphasizing the necessity of the “other” in the creation of a European identity, but he like 
most of these theorists argues that identity is defined through the primacy and exclusivity of national 
identities that can be subsumed into a European identity. Reus-Smit (1999), Prizel (1998), Horowitz 
(1985), and R. Smith (2003) similarly focus on identities of statehood and fail to explore notions of identity 
beyond the boundaries of a nation, even if such a thing requires the creation of a new state to which an 
identity can be attached. Hadfield (2004) focuses on national-identity as an explanatory factor for foreign 
policy, but troublingly utilizes the concept of identity as a revisionist realist project wherein she equates 
identity to national identity. Wendt (1994) suggests that it might be possible for an international state 
identity, but again relies on the neatly structured system of state identities to build upon to unite states 
under a collective, state-defined identity like Russian nesting dolls. 
47 See for instance the constructivist critiques of realism and state sovereignty that, arguably, take identity 
more seriously than the other mainstream approaches to IR, but still only go so far as to explore state-
identity (Biersteker & Weber, 1996; Katzenstein, 1996; Lapid & Kratochwil, 1996; Wendt, 1992, 1999). 
This is particularly interesting as even where IR scholars discus the idea of identity as potentially broader 
than nation-state identity, they focus exclusively on state-based identity. See for instance Wendt (1994) 
who recognizes that identities are “sets of meanings that an actor attributes to itself while taking the 
perspectives of others… [that] enable an actor to determine ‘who I am/we are’ in a situation and positions 
in a social role structure of shared understandings and expectations” (p. 395). While his initial definition of 
identities seems expansive, it is only applied to state-based identities. Similar definitional narrowing can be 
seen in Wendt’s other work (1992, p. 379) as well as in Katzenstein (1996, p. 59), Clifford (1988, p. 344), 
Finnemore (1996), Deng (1995, p. 1), and Jenkins (1996, p. 4).  
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define for themselves that make up the content of a collective identity” (Abdelal et al 

2009, p. 28). While they acknowledge that identity contestation does not occur in a 

vacuum, the relationship to “others” is not a part of identity formation. They argue in the 

same vein as Tajfel (1970, 1981), Turner (1985, 1987), and Turner et al (1994) that the 

creation of a group identity is an internal process that yields competitive behavior with 

and the devaluation of out-groups in order to attain a position of superiority. 

Fearon (1999) tries to resolve the lack of shared definitions for identity in political 

science, building on Tilly’s work, but his definition still falls flat in these two areas, 

providing a vision of identity that is flat and superficial, descriptive but not mutually 

constitutive. Building on Tilly’s work, Fearon limits the idea of identity as “just a social 

category, a group of people designated by a label (or labels) that is commonly used either 

by the people designated, others, or both” (Fearon, 1999, p. 10, emphasis added). What 

Fearon identifies as “personal identity” and not “typical of academic usage” (p. 11) is a 

deeper sort of identity regarding a “set of attributes, beliefs, desires, or principles of 

actions that a person thinks distinguish her in socially relevant ways and that (a) the 

person takes a special pride in; (b) the person takes no special pride in, but which so 

orient her behavior that she would be at a loss about how to act and what to do without 

them; or (c) the person feels she could not change even if she wanted to” (p. 11). Such 

“personal” identity is discarded as unpolitical and unacademic in Fearon’s work and 

largely in the field. This discarding of the components of identity that are deep and 

meaningful is a significant lapse in the Fearon and Tilly approach to social identities. The 

notions of “dignity or self-respect” that are termed personal by Fearon (and implicitly by 

Tilly) are denied any relationship to the so-called social identity, denying the collective or 
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social nature of the construction of things like dignity and self-respect. Similarly, the 

three-pronged framing of personal identity assumes that there is a lack of agency to 

change one’s personal identity, ignores the role of others in shaping that identity, and 

hints that it is or might be fixed.48  

I embrace the concept of identity as an understanding of who “we” are that is 

formed by the constraints and limits on our culture, that being what “we” do. Therefore, 

one’s identity is formed through identification with a particular group of people to which 

one belongs (or is believed to belong), a particular way of living, and a set of actions that 

one does as a member of that group.49 I emphasize this link between identity and culture 

because to a very large extent how we interpret what we are allowed or prohibited to do 

are perceived as supports or threats to our identity. One’s actions define one’s self, and 

thus identity is dependent upon constraints imposed on the realm of possible actions one 

can take. This linkage allows me to incorporate the idea of habitus to help understand 

challenges to identity. Habitus is a structure of the mind characterized by a set of 

schemata, sensibilities, dispositions and tastes or an internalized notion of accepted 

cultural practices. It is predicated upon the limitations or freedoms to which people are 

privy. Thus, habitus is the discursive knowledge that goes without saying for particular 

groups, and it is the habitus or understanding of “who we are” and of “what we do” that 

is defined, constrained, and often threatened by international politics.50 The growing field 

                                                             
48 Additionally, Fearon’s discussion of personal, moralistic identity demonstrates a devaluing of the idea in 
itself as it focuses on superficial identity characteristics like his unusual height, beautiful hair, personal 
style, talented children, occupation, and so on.  
49 This maps onto Abdelal et al’s types of the content of identity where constitutive norms define 
boundaries and practices of a group, social purposes dictate the actions that one is expected to take as a 
member of a particular group, the cognitive model is the worldview of members of the identity group, and 
relational comparisons that allow individuals to identify themselves as something other than the “other”.  
50 It is important to note here that I am not focusing on memories about culture or previous identities here. 
This dissertation is not about the use of memory or how these events are used or matter in contemporary 
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of IR adds a new level of interaction with the habitus of groups that requires 

understanding and theorizing as their actions play out in the international arena. I 

hypothesize in this dissertation that the habitus of individuals and collectives of 

individuals are influenced in significant ways by international politics through institutions 

and laws that serve as significant others. 

 Significant others: Interpreting difference and threat. Identity then is a 

concept that is shaped by the recognition or perception of the individual by others. It is 

inwardly generated, but it is influenced and shaped through interaction with the 

environment.51 Much like a plant will grow from something internal to its seed, factors 

external to it such as water, sunlight, and soil shape its development. Consequently, one 

can suffer real damage and distortion from misrecognition. Taylor notes that such harm 

can be done “if the people or society around them mirror back to them a confining or 

demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves” (1994, p. 25). Significant others have 

the potential to shape identity because they are by very definition the ones who matter. 

Individuals and groups define their identity in conjunction or opposition with those 

attributes or characteristics that their significant others want to or claim to see in them. As 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
debates. Rather, it is how they were discussed and utilized in the discourse shaping group identity, 
institutional access, and ‘progress’ that we see now that is of interest. Memory of those events is surely 
important and ought to play an important role in how we move forward, but it is not my project here to do 
so. I focus on understanding the important factors that shaped identity and consequently the memories that 
have been preserved today. For interesting work on memory in IR, look at Khalili (2007), Kapralski (1997), 
Katz (2002), and Fonseca (2005). Edkins (2003) work has become particularly important for thinking about 
the place for memory and trauma in the study and practice of world politics – a discussion to which I return 
to in the conclusion. 
51 This reflects psychoanalyst Erik Erikson’s work on social identification from the 1950s where he argued 
that how people come to understand who they are is through the resources provided for them by the forms 
of social life within which they exist (1950, 1958, 1964, 1968). See also Coles 2000. 
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a result, misrecognition is not as Taylor notes just a lack of respect, “it can inflict a 

grievous wound, saddling its victims with a crippling self-hatred” (1994, p. 26.).52  

 In embracing the Westphalian state system, society (and membership within it) 

has shifted from honoring individuals as they are to ensuring equal dignity of all through 

a process of equal treatment.53 This treatment, however, results in a politics of difference 

blindness. The conviction to equal treatment perpetuates the idea that people must be 

blind to the unique attributes of individuals and groups purely for the sake of equality. 

This however is a problem in that in ignoring distinctness, in being difference blind, we 

commit a sin against the ideal of authenticity.54 To do so is to privilege a particular 

identity over others; the difference-blind principles of the politics of equal dignity (or in 

IR, of the politics of mutual recognition of state-sovereignty) are merely a reflection of 

hegemonic culture that is highly discriminatory towards other cultures and identities. 

Coulthard focuses on this process in the context of peoples indigenous to the Americas 

and notes that while such liberal recognition based on equality is hailed as an ideal 

universal, “the politics of recognition in its contemporary liberal form promises to 

reproduce the very configurations of colonialist, racist, patriarchal state power that 

Indigenous people’s demands for recognition have historically sought to transcend” 

(2014, p. 3). Rather than recognition based on the principle of equality serving to 
                                                             
52 This notion is common in the postcolonial literature, notably in Césaire (1955) and Fanon (1963, 1967). 
Fanon’s critique of colonial recognition and its potential devastating consequences focuses on how 
recognition is inherently biased in favor of the interests of the hegemonic participant.  
53 This notion is dominant in the social contract theorist literature which serve both as the historical origins 
of several states but as imagined foundation for contemporary society. Taylor (1994), for one, traces this 
notion of equality and dignity through the works of Hegel and Rousseau, arguing that recognition comes 
from human need for honor when in society with others. 
54 This is not to say that I am proposing we should build a political order on recognizing the distinctiveness 
of gay, Native American mambo dancers or the statement that the distinctiveness of each person’s 
individual identity needs to be recognized at all times for the system to be fair/function. Rather, my appeal 
to authenticity is meant to signal the importance of identities that are often denigrated by the state system or 
consigned to a secondary (or lower) position artificially based on a value-system that professes to be a 
neutral and universally accepted.  
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standardize equal treatment, it serves to prioritize one way of being in the world and 

delegitimize all others. The Westphalian state system is a particularism masquerading as 

a universal. It requires an embracing of state-based identity but pretends to be a neutral 

and value-free category while disregarding those identities that cannot be subsumed into 

the Westphalian model. Thus a sovereigntist approach that assumes collective identities 

correspond neatly with states yields a system that ignores alternative forms of identity 

and collectivity. This neatly ordered vision of the world is made increasingly troublesome 

for those who fall outside of its ordering as the principle of sovereignty brings with it the 

principle of non-interference, leaving those who fall outside the system with few avenues 

to seek protections or place and those who seek to contest imposed collective identities 

with little support from an international community premised upon respect for 

sovereignty. This order leaves both those without a state and those who seek to rid 

themselves of any externally imposed state-based identities outside of international 

society without a path towards membership that respects or honors their vision of 

themselves. 

Categorical difference created by the state system yielding citizens and stateless 

people then constructs a hierarchical opposition between what lies inside of and what lies 

outside of society. In turn, there is a prioritization of what lies inside international society 

(i.e. the nation-state system) over what lies outside, thus masking the cultural imperialism 

that dictates the lines of in and out. In embracing a sort of western liberalism, modern 

international society is engaging in a form of oppression and misrecognition that alters 

the way that oppressed individuals view their own particular identities. Ultimately this 

exchange between the international society and the individuals in particular groups alters 
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the way that those groups conceive of their own identities. These individuals and groups 

are influenced by the difference-blind international institutions in a potentially harmful 

way which might motivate them to act to alleviate the effects of harm. 

The establishment of international institutions was dominated by the western 

states and as such their resulting structures, rules, and laws reflect an effort to preserve a 

general western notion of habitus resulting from the Westphalian model of state-based 

identification. This continues to be true as non-western states largely buy into the liberal 

state system’s institutions and apparatuses in order to be granted full membership in the 

international society of states themselves. This further reinforces a general western notion 

of habitus in the system. Borrowing from Bourdieu (1977), recall that habitus is a 

response to the always-convergent experiences that constitute a social environment. 

While these experiences do not all carry the same weight, each one influences the habitus 

in its own way; as a result, interactions with other actors all matter, but some mater more 

than others. These interactions impact the habitus which is not a particular structure itself; 

that is to say it is not a set of relationships or rules. Rather, it is the impetus for the 

perpetuation of the structure that provides feelings of comfort or normalcy. It is the 

impetus to maintain a status quo of sorts regarding one’s position within a larger society. 

The habitus has a dual nature, one being superficial and the other being deep. At the 

surface, it is made up of observable elements of one’s behavior and is formed explicitly 

and implicitly through mimesis.55 Its depth is comprised of unformulated yet systematic 

general schemata of perception and evaluation of the surrounding reality. The deep nature 

of habitus, according to Bourdieu, is inculcated implicitly, without the realization of the 
                                                             
55 Mimesis being the imitation, representation, or performance of acts that mimic or resemble those around 
you. It is the expression of and presentation of the self in line with an other or others based on nonsensuous 
similarity. 
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unintentional instructor or of the person affected. The habitus, then, is the embodiment of 

the tension between and individual and her significant others. The level of observable 

details is not overly important in itself; rather it is significant as a manifestation of the 

deeper dimension of habitus. 

Habitus is not entirely individualized. Class-habitus exists and is the habitus of a 

whole class of agents as manifested in the ways the life of the group is organized as well 

as the habitus of each of the members of the class as manifested in her personal dealings 

with compatible or incompatible environments (Bourdieu, 1977). Such a collective56 

habitus guarantees the correctness of practices as well as their consistency over time in a 

way that is more reliable than all formal rules or explicit norms of the community. The 

collective habitus then serves as a regimented state of responses to particular situations, 

determining how people are socialized. This to some extent determines their behavior, the 

way they negotiate choices, how they might interpret options, and generally how they 

conceive of their own identities and identifications. 

International institutions (including the state and its various apparatuses) have the 

potential to reinforce or to threaten the habitus of various individuals and groups, acting 

as their significant other in shaping their group identity. In setting the conditions that 

people are to navigate and make meaningful, habitus enables people (and offers them 

guides on how) to respond to new circumstances. One’s habitus can find itself threatened 

by a structurally divergent environment due to miscalculated reasoning, unexpected 

contingencies, or incursions from external forces (or a combination of these). When 

something challenges or is perceived to challenge that which individuals view as their 

                                                             
56 Class and collective are used interchangeably in the English translations of Bourdieu’s work to refer to 
groupings of collectives.  
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self or self-interest, the habitus and normalcy of one’s existence is challenged. When this 

occurs for many individuals within a particular group, it is logical to expect a group to 

respond to the threat to their class habitus. This relates to the concepts of collective or 

social identity in the IR and comparative literature, where internal consistency or little 

internal contestation over the group identity often leads to an assumption that the content 

of identity is “natural” or taken for granted (Abdelal et al, 2009, p. 28). Taking on the 

notion of habitus expands upon this notion of shared identity and shared understanding of 

cultural practices by going the step further to introduce these practices and 

understandings as the habituated or naturalized behavior.  

One might question the relevance of incorporating Bourdieu and his notion of 

habitus into mainstream IR given the proximity of Tilly’s work on identity. Bourdieu and 

Tilly are quite similar in several respects: their subject matter – the study of concrete 

historical process surrounding political domination and struggle, their profoundly 

historical sensibilities (Steinmetz, 2010), and their distaste for and avoidance of civil 

society.57 In his later work, Tilly even moves into the study of identity, joining Bourdieu 

who had engaged with the concept nearly two decades earlier. While there are many 

similarities between Tilly and Bourdieu that might prompt one to prefer to use Tilly, a 

comparative political scientist and sociologist, in lieu of Bourdieu, a verbose sociologist 

and anthropologist, there are significant departures that make Bourdieu’s inclusion in IR 

important. While Tilly began to engage with notions of identity in ways that initially 

                                                             
57 Bourdieu regularly sets aside the idea of civil society citing the analytical challenge of the idea, noting 
that the distinction between “where the state ends and ‘civil society’ begins… [is] as noble as it is empty” 
(2005, p. 163-165). While Bourdieu favors avoiding the topic of civil society, Tilly discards the idea more 
directly, noting that “the concept of civil society is normatively admirable but analytically useless” (Tilly, 
1992).  
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seemed to parallel Bourdieu’s,58 “he never satisfactorily grasped the analytic importance 

of discourse, languages, and vocabularies” as Bourdieu did (Brubaker, 2010). It is this 

component of the use of discourse and relationships in understanding identity where 

Bourdieu and Tilly diverge. Though Tilly does engage with identity in some of his later 

writings (1997, 2002, 2005a, & 2005b), he never develops an account of identity that is 

systematic nor does he tie those accounts of identities to their social construction through 

societal structures (including discourse). Bourdieu, however, does that throughout his 

work with the idea of the habitus that appears in nearly all of his writings. 

For Bourdieu, understanding that system of dispositions and taken-for-granted 

way of perceiving and interacting with the world, the habitus, was significant in his 

theories about political action and engagement with social structures. Unlike Tilly who 

focuses on intentions and choices as manifestations of social identities, Bourdieu focuses 

on the deeper notion of the habitus and the socialized, internalized components of 

ourselves, our psychological existence, that predispose us to act in particular ways that 

cannot be boiled down into Tilly’s social identities that neatly align class, race, and 

gender. Indeed the relationship of social structures reproduced through discourse, 

identities, and violence is barely addressed in Tilly’s work.59 The notion that the state 

(and ultimately the international system of states by extension) monopolizes (or attempts 

to) the legitimate use of force and also the legitimate use of symbolic force is key to 

Bourdieu’s work and absolutely must be included in any discussion of identity in IR. 

Tilly was right to assert that identity must be brought further into political science and 

                                                             
58 Compare Tilly (2005) to Bourdieu (1991) for instance and see that like Bourdieu, Tilly develops an 
account of symbolic construction of groups through boundary-drawing.  
59 In fact, the idea of symbolic violence reproduced through social structures posited as “universal” and 
“good for all” does not appear in Tilly’s work at all, while such notions of symbolic violence through 
exclusion and denial of self are the crux of Bourdieu’s theories (perhaps best articulated in 2001). 
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that “identity claims and their attendant stories constitute serious political business” (p. 

609). He simply did not go far enough to incorporate the complex notion of a discourse 

constructed identity subject to symbolic structure by the state and its institutions into his 

work. Habitus then serves to introduce both a deeper conception of identity that 

transcends Tilly and Fearon’s superficial treatment of the concept and forces us to engage 

with the real and potential manifestations of symbolic structural violence of international 

institutions that is reinforced through discourse but that can also be transcended through 

discourse under certain conditions.  

In the case of international relations, the international institutions created by the 

dominant group preserve their habitus through the law and various legal institutions (e.g. 

courts, decision making procedures). These practices create a boundary clearly defining 

what is in accordance with the larger notion of expected behavior or the superficial level 

of a group’s habitus; at the same time, these practices create a notion of unacceptable, 

inappropriate behavior and a sort of “otherness” that is viewed as hostile to the dominant 

group’s habitus. This otherness (a distinction of difference) becomes normative and 

carries with the idea of an alternative, which implicitly challenges the dominant group’s 

status quo.60 Behaving in a way conflicting with the laws of a group threatens the deep 

habitus of the dominant group. While the laws of the dominant group reinforce their 

habitus, they threaten the habitus of those individuals whose superficial and deep habitus 

embody this otherness. When the habitus of the other group is trapped with unfamiliar 

                                                             
60 This is similar to Iris Marion Young’s idea of cultural imperialism which is premised upon when “the 
dominant meanings of a society render the particular perspective of one’s own group invisible at the same 
time they stereo-type one’s group and mark it out as the Other” (1990, p. 58-59). For Young, such 
imperialism results in the “universalization of the dominant group’s experience and culture, and its 
establishment as the norm” (p. 59). She argues that those who are misrecognized in this way experience a 
paradoxical oppression as they are both made visible through stereotypes and rendered invisible.  
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surroundings, they are expected to conform via performance to the superficial level of the 

dominant group’s habitus, regardless of the deeper commitments they might have to an 

alternative way of life. Put simply, when surrounded and dominated by an international 

society of states, the legally and psychologically stateless are expected to conform to the 

superficial level of nation-state identity regardless of conflicting internal commitments. 

Decontextualizing the meaning of habitus-specific behaviors is part of what gives these 

practices like law this moralistic rather than simply political quality. Some of what is 

prescribed may well be irrelevant or at odds with (not well adapted to) a second habitus; 

in acting as if they are habitus-transcending, international institutions will be deaf to these 

charges or frustrations while seeking to assimilate those whose identities are inconsistent 

with international society. 

When one’s habitus is trapped in such unfamiliar or hostile surroundings, 

according to Bourdieu (1977, 1999b) it creates a sense of hysteresis. This is a situation in 

which a habitus cannot find its place within an environment because it has no place in it. 

When the deep level of habitus is fundamentally opposed its surroundings, a sort of 

anxiety is created that leaves the individual or group at a point of uncertainty.61 When one 

experiences hysteresis resulting from conflict with international institutions for example, 

this state has been forced upon them by some external group and leaves the individual or 

the group feeling powerless to exit the state of hysteresis. This creates a general anxiety 

similar to inquietude, where there is a fear in modern societies or anxiety without a 

                                                             
61 This feeling of “no place” is fundamentally tied to Kant’s notion of longing that is present in modern 
societies.61 Longing for Kant is a fantastic desire that demonstrates that we are aware of the inadequacy of 
our capacity to fulfill our own wishes. Thus, Kant’s longing results in a constant search for something that 
will quiet the mind (and soul) by providing a felling of belonging that never comes.  
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certain object.62 This is akin to the notion of epistemic indeterminacy that characterizes 

the Hobbesian state of nature, where is it not only the fear of death but the fear of the 

unknown that pushes man to seek new forms of social order (see for example Skinner, 

2011 or Williams, 1996). In such a case, international institutions and states act as a 

significant other with more influence than previous others in influencing the way one’s 

habitus is situated and potentially disturbing the long-standing, taken-for-granted habitus. 

 I propose that, as Milner (1997, 1998) suggests, we need to reexamine 

institutions, which are not neutral arenas for cooperation as they are so often framed but 

political arenas for realizing one’s preferences. For my purposes, we must take seriously 

the challenges posed by alternative collectives seeking a place in international society 

without attachment to a state. This means exploring gaps or failures in recognition and 

understanding internal organization and strength of these collectives. Actors that are 

recognized as legitimate members of the political community (generally understood to be 

states) act according to an instrumental logic to preserve their international legitimacy 

and dominance (Ikenberry, 2001; Keohane, 1984). The same may be true for non-state 

actors. In looking at the “international society of states,” one can contend not only that 

state behavior is constrained by the presence of norms and institutions, but that the 

society of states sets up a moment where these norms and institutions (as well as the 

meanings embedded within them) affect the behavior of other actors as well, prompting 

                                                             
62 Inquietude for Rousseau or uneasiness for Locke was a key component of 17th century French thought 
with them as well as Pascal, Nicole, Coste, and Malebranche acknowledging the necessity of “uneasiness” 
for understanding and explaining human motivation. For the French philosophers we are driven to alleviate 
our uneasiness. Locke discusses the notion quite succinctly in noting that, “where-ever there is uneasiness 
there is desire: For we constantly desire happiness; and whatever we feel of uneasiness, so much, ‘tis 
certain, we want of happiness… and whenever a greater uneasiness than that takes place in the mind, the 
will presently is by that determin’d to some new action.” (See Nidditch, 1975, Essay, II, xxi, 39). 
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them to seek out different arrangements for their recognition and ultimately their place in 

that society. 

 

THEORY & HYPOTHESES 

International institutions (including but not limited to states) have the potential to 

reinforce or threaten the habitus of individuals and collectives. In doing so, I argue that 

misrecognition can serve as a virtual trigger for action, eliciting different types of 

political responses as individuals and collectives seek to alleviate the hysteresis resulting 

from misrecognition. As previously noted, Waltz believes that actors seek to ensure their 

own survival. If we take seriously Waltz’s predictions that balancing will happen in some 

form as an effort to preserve and maintain oneself, we can make several predictions about 

the behavior of actors other than states when their face moments that challenge or 

reaffirm their habitus and identity. I assume that actors will seek to ensure their own 

survival, and, here, the concept of survival extends beyond simply the physical notion of 

survival to capture the idea of psychological survival of a state of mind and mode of 

being that is the habitus of the class or collective. 

 It is important to note that holding a particular identity alone does not necessitate 

particular modes of action independent of anything else. There must be a motivation to 

act. Recognition, or misrecognition as the case may be, is a primary motivation for 

action.63 If we can conceptualize security in a broad sense where it is tied to security of 

physical and psychological wellbeing, threats to one’s identity brought about by 

                                                             
63 Recognition itself may not spur as much action as the events that follow from such recognition. For 
example, if a law creates a category, the category itself may motivate some people to respond, but, odds 
are, the implementation of that law and the actualization of the category may prove to be the actual 
motivating force. 



 
 

66 

misrecognition or devaluation can constitute threats to one’s habitus and therefore one’s 

security. Thus we can expect actors who feel their identities and senses of self or place 

threatened to respond to that threat so as to secure their position and alleviate hysteresis. 

 In order to explore the response of individuals to perceived threats to or 

affirmations of their identities, we must explore what form those threats or affirmations 

take. I hold that recognition can vary according to its mode, form, and content. I define 

mode as the way or manner in which recognition occurs. The mode of recognition can be 

made both formally (officially) through an official government or organizational office 

and informally by a member of the organization or an official in an unofficial capacity, 

say through a newspaper interview or a tweet. For the purposes of this project, I will 

focus primarily on formal recognition by those viewed as the legitimate members of the 

political community – states, their formal institutions (IOs and laws), and NGOs, which I 

hold serve as an important significant other for the collective identity of the groups in 

question. The mode of recognition can occur through a unilateral declaration of the 

recognizing state or organization, or it can be brought about by a bilateral transaction 

between a state or organization and the peoples; such recognition embodies a declaration 

of the willingness or unwillingness to enter into normal political, social, and economic 

relations with the group or a statement of particular rights or privileges to which the 

recognized group is entitled (or denied).  

Additionally, recognition can vary in terms of the form it takes. I define form as 

the configuration or arrangement of the recognition, particularly in its legal (or not) 

composition. Consequently, I argue that recognition can take the form of de facto or de 

jure recognition. De facto recognition shall comprise acknowledgement of the existence 
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of the group and a statement(s) of group’s interest or problem. De jure recognition shall 

consist of the acknowledgment of the recognized group’s legal standing, which may vary 

from a protected status to the granting of (or recognition of) statehood to the group. Both 

forms of recognition can range in the length of time that they apply from a temporary or 

conditional period to a more enduring length of time.  

Table 2.1 Variations in the Form of Recognition 

High 
 

Taken for granted as full member of the political community (de jure and de 
facto) 

  

 Full member of the political community (de jure and de facto) 
 Enduring de facto and temporary or conditional de jure of multiple states 

 
Enduring de facto and temporary or conditional de jure of a handful of states, 
IOs, or NGOs 

 
Enduring de facto and temporary or conditional de jure of one state, IO, or 
NGO 

 Enduring de facto but not de jure 
 Temporary or conditional de facto of multiple states, IOs, or NGOs 
 Temporary or conditional de facto of a handful of states, IOs, or NGOs 
 Temporary or conditional de facto of a one state, IO, or NGO 

Low   Neither de facto nor de jure 
 

In addition to varying across mode and form, recognition can vary in terms of 

content. By content, I mean the meaning-bearing substance of the recognition itself. As 

summarized in Table 2.2, the content of recognition can vary from a perfect 

representation of the group’s self-generated identity to a complete distortion or 

bastardization of the group’s self-generated identity. Along this spectrum, recognition 

takes various “affirmative” forms including an approximation but not a perfect match, a 

mimicking (where general notions of the group’s identity generally align with the group’s 

stated identity, but there may be some factual, interpretive, or conceptual errors or holes), 

a positive stereotype of the group’s self-identity, and a naming without reference to 

specific behaviors or interests. Conversely, recognition can take various “threatening” 
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forms ranging from a complete distortion of the group’s self-identity, significant conflicts 

with the group’s perceived self-identity, challenges to the group’s self-identity, and 

negative stereotypes associated with the group’s self-identity. Between the threatening 

and affirmative forms of identity, there can, of course, be no formal recognition of the 

group, which I posit is not necessarily positive or negative, but can still have significant 

impact on the choices of those who self-identify as members of the identity group.64 

Table 2.2 Variations in the Content of Recognition 
 

True Recognition  Mirrors self-identity **ideal type** 

  

 Approximates 
 Mimics 
 Positive stereotype of self-identity 
 Named but lacking content 
 No statement  
 Negative stereotype of self-identity 
 Challenges self-identity 
 Conflicts with self-identity 

Misrecognition   Distorts self-identity  
 
Given such variation in the recognition of some group’s identity, my hypothesis can be 

broken down into the following (represented below in Figure 2.1). There is some 

institution and contained within the content and context of that institution is the 

recognition of some actor(s). That recognition creates a signal about the understood 

identity and subsequently the interests of that actor. The signal of that recognition has 

some influence on the actor’s habitus (threatens, reinforces, etc.). Should the recognition 

of the law take the form of true recognition, it will mirror the identity of those individuals 

under the category and will thus reinforce their habitus.65 Such a membership system or 

                                                             
64 These categories of variation are operationalized in Chapter 3 along with an explanation of how 
statements are coding to determine which category they belong in.  
65 This idea is tied to the notion of concordance where one or more parties signal acceptance or agreement 
with a principled idea, which can be identified by the frequency, framing, and nature of the references to 
that idea.  
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law will result in contentment on the part of the individuals recognized by the law. This 

aligns with the notion of Abdelal et al. (2005, p. 12; 2009, p. 22) that identity is “natural” 

or taken for granted when the identity that others have for someone maps onto their own, 

or in other words when one’s perceived/recognized identity is consistent with the one 

they have for themselves. When this occurs, I argue that one’s habitus is reinforced and 

consequently, individuals experiencing true recognition will not be concerned with 

recognition issues, but rather with redistribution issues.66 As in the case of most 

individuals in the U.S., their identity as a citizen of the U.S. is a form of true recognition 

that coincides with their perceived identity. Thus, their legal status aligns with their de 

facto identity, and we anticipate their behavior to focus on issues of redistribution of 

goods rather than those of recognition. This can be seen in the case of Sweden, where 

individuals experience true recognition as Swedish, but compete over the effects of 

redistribution both externally in the European Union and internally (with regards to the 

North South division over indigenous status) for instrumental purposes for example. This 

is not to say that redistribution and recognition are mutually exclusive alternatives. 

Rather, redistribution is often premised upon and requires recognition, though a party 

may be concerned with both simultaneously. Without standing within the political 

community, the ability to legitimately engage in redistribution issues is threatened if not 

denied. Fraser (2003) builds on Taylor’s model of recognition and emphasizes that 

because redistribution requires the distribution of material goods to depend upon 

contestation of voices, the status-seeking project of recognition creates the possibility to 

                                                             
66 Redistribution issues being those that are focused on the allocation of various resources (rights, services, 
protections, and other goods) to members of particular communities. By redistribution, I do not mean 
reallocation as some sort of social justice or reparations or wealth redistribution project. I mean politics as 
normal focused on the allocations of resources within a community. 
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gain standing in the community that allows participation in redistribution.67 Indeed for 

Fraser, the ability to participate in real distributive or redistributive politics requires true 

recognition to be taken for granted (p. 35-36).  

Figure 2.1 Paths of (mis)recognition 

 

Should the recognition be a form of misrecognition, one would expect the 

individuals misrecognized to experience hysteresis. Given this state, one could 

reasonably expect that individuals and groups experiencing misrecognition would seek to 

alleviate this hysteresis in some way, following the bottom path of Figure 2.1. I map out 

four different conditions of recognition struggles in Table 2.4 that I would expect arise in 

response to hysteresis given varying circumstances. Given the literature on social 

movements where groups seek to renegotiate their categorization, shed an 

unwanted/imposed identity, and improve their legal standing through the alignment of 

their de jure and de facto standing, I theorize that the resources in the form of support 

external to the group and the group’s internal strength are the most important factors in 

                                                             
67 Fraser (p. 9-14) argues that ultimately the Rawls and Dworkin vision of distribution can only be achieved 
once true recognition has been granted to all participants of the distributional game, emphasizing Taylor 
and Hegel’s beliefs that status reciprocity is required for normal politics to occur (p. 10-11). For Dworkin 
(1978), recognition is fundamental to establishing both a procedural and substantive justice. The problem 
with contemporary liberalism that international institutions are founded in for Dworkin is that there is an 
over emphasis on having a “fair procedure” but there is no commitment to ensuring that there is a 
substantive and meaningful commitment to that procedure. So while the international system uses 
sovereignty to “fairly” put everyone into their state containers, that system is deeply flawed in that it has no 
commitment to ensuring that those groupings are meaningful or substantive.  

Institution
(categorical distinction)

True Recognition
(Mirrors identity Reinforces 

habitus)

Contentment
(Viewed and treated as 
legitimate member of 
international political 

community)

Redistribution Struggles
(Identity and membership 
questions are not primary; 

focus on distribution of 
goods)

Misrecognition
(Distorts identity

Threatens habitus)

Hysteresis
(Not a legitimate member of 

the political community)

Recognition Struggles
(Seek to alleviate hysteresis 

and renegotiate identity)
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choices regarding the renegotiating of legal identities. This aligns itself well with Waltz’s 

predictions that states will try to balance power by bandwagoning with another a strong 

state (which he views as unlikely), by joining alliances with other weak(er) states, or by 

building up their own power. He classifies these moves as either external to the group 

(via some form of alliance) or internal to the group (through building own power). I argue 

that these external and internal moves can be applied to actors beyond the state, and thus 

we can expect that groups that perceive such a threat will respond with appeals to rally 

internal and external support. Given the group’s lack of, or ability to achieve, internal 

cohesion and garner external support from the international community, they will act 

differently.68 

 External support shall consist of having the support of a powerful state, a human 

rights regime, or a particular NGO explicitly stated in an official statement, signed in a 

treaty, or acknowledged in some other official document. By internal strength, I mean 

that there is an immediate or local collective to whom an individual identifies herself as a 

member that need not be bound by the confines of a recognized nation-state and that this 

collective or imagined community embraces the label of the collective and understands 

itself to be a coherent whole. There can be a great deal of variation in how central that 

idea of a collective identity is to an individual or even to a subset of that supposed 

collective. As seen in Table 2.3, the centrality of that image of collectivity can range from 

statements that appropriate the collective as the singular point of focus with no mention 

of internal divisions all the way to a near to complete lack of a collective focused on 

                                                             
68 While I have thus far presented these as dichotomous variables of either having external support or not 
and having internal strength or not, I recognize that in reality these are continuous variables with varying 
levels of support. For parsimony, however, I shall create my typology as if they are distinct dichotomous 
variables. 
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problems that might be commonly experienced by a group but are not sufficient to group 

together as a coherent whole.  

Table 2.3 Variations in the Centrality of Collective Identity Expression 

Collective  Appropriates as singular, within group divides not mentioned **ideal type** 

  

 Appropriates as singular, within group divides considered irrelevant 
 Appropriates as primary, lingering references to subgroups 
 Primary but persistent references to significant ingroup divides 
 Over or on behalf of the group 
 Subgroup, behalf of group secondary or in partnership 
 Subgroup, embraces category 
 Subgroup, shared experiences 
 Common Problems 

Atomistic  Individualized Actions  
 

 I, therefore, hypothesize that these two variables, external support and internal 

strength, can vary from low to high (as summarized in tables 2.2 and 2.3, respectively), 

resulting in four steady-state scenarios captured in Table 2.4. In the first scenario where 

the members of international society have misrecognized a particular group but that 

group has both internal strength and powerful external support, I would expect to see an 

attempt to instigate political dialogue in an effort to renegotiate their perceived identity. 

They would combat their hysteresis with politically motivated action within the 

hegemonic state-centric framework, given their wide base of support. Groups falling into 

this situation would be viewed as candidates for "successful" i.e. hegemonic recognition 

by the international society of states, special status, or state creation.69 As candidates for 

hegemonic recognition, these groups are in the position to become recognized as and 

                                                             
69 I categorize this as hegemonic recognition or “successful” recognition rather than purely successful 
recognition as such a term is highly normative in fitting with the elevation of the particular state-based 
identity over all others. While achieving the status of having one’s own state may be in line with many of a 
group’s significant others – i.e. states – it may not be “successful” in the eyes of the community who may 
have sought out a goal substantively different than statehood. Additionally, statehood may provide many of 
the aims sought out by the group (protection from violence, rights, particular social services, etc), it need 
not be a desired form in and of itself. Thinking of hegemonic recognition as successful reflects the 
universalization of state identity as a good unto itself. 
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treated as full members of the international community. Consequently, exchanges 

between groups in this stage and the international community will center around 

achieving that status of a full member of the international community with expressions of 

the group’s identity focusing on appeals to similarity and commonality with other 

recognized members. Should this attempt to renegotiate be unsuccessful (i.e. not an 

acceptance of a non-state-based identity) or should the material benefits of the newly 

recognized identity be of sufficient value, it is likely that one would see acculturation 

where actors adopt behavior patterns of a surrounding culture, exhibiting “outward 

conformity… without private acceptance” (Goodman and Jinks 2004, p. 54). Examples of 

this include Israel (1946-1949) and Eritrea (1991-1993) as well as the potential 

candidates for hegemonic recognition Taiwan and Puerto Rico.  

 In the second scenario of a group lacking in internal concentration but with 

powerful external support, I would expect to see a sort of social mobilization focusing on 

human rights and other protectionist/paternalistic policies on the parts of the population 

itself, the domestic government(s) in which the group finds itself, by powerful states 

supporting the group, and by various NGOs and IOs. Because the group lacks internal 

strength and cohesion, they would have little capacity and leverage for achieving self-

determination or independence. With high levels of external support, however, there is 

awareness of the plight of members of these groups. Consequently, external support for 

these groups would likely result in a focus on their treatment and the rise of civil society 

organizations concerned with the well-being of these groups. These projects will likely 

have conflicting goals with domestic governments and international governing 

institutions pushing for assimilationist policies attempting to bring the now salient group 
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under the realm of the state more neatly that will create a prolonged period of hysteresis 

for the individuals in the contested group. Examples of such contestation would be the 

Roma in the 1980s and early 1990s in Europe, refugees from various countries, and the 

Tibetans. 

Table 2.4 States of Recognition Politics 

Recognition as Full Member 
Yes No 

Anticipated 
behavior: 

contentment, 
ignorance, 

contestation over 
issues of 

redistribution not 
over recognition.  

 
Examples: US, 
UK, Swedish, 

etc. 

 Internal Strength 
High Low 

E
xt

er
na

l S
up

po
rt

 

High 

Candidacy 
 

If support from a powerful 
significant other. Anticipated 

behavior: Candidates for 
"successful" i.e. hegemonic 

recognition, special status, state 
creation,. 

 
Examples: Israel, Eritrea. 

Candidates: Taiwan, Puerto Rico 

Assimilation 
 

If large and/or politically active 
diaspora or victims of widespread 

injustices/violence eliciting support 
from first world. Anticipated 
behavior: social mobilization: 

focused on HRs and other 
protectionist/paternalistic policies, 

expect governments to move 
towards assimilation policies - 
prolonged state of hysteresis.  

 
Examples: Refugees, Tibetans  

Low 

De facto 
 

De facto autonomy, Anticipated 
behavior: if host state is hostile 

expect political mobilization and 
violence, if complacent host state, 

exit from international politics. 
 

Examples: Kurds  

Go-it-alone 
 

Exit from international relations and 
society, going it alone, little to no 

support or mobilization. 
 

Examples: Stateless people, hill 
people of S.E. Asia 

 

  In the third case of a group whose population is concentrated but lacks external 

support, I would expect to observe a sort of de facto state form in the area where the 

population resides where the group utilizes its internal cohesion to establish (or attempt to 

establish) their own community, independent from any potential “host” states where that 

community resides. Given a hostile host state, I would expect political mobilization and 
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violence to ensue as the state responds to and tries to crack down on alternative forms of 

authority in their territory, but given a complacent (or negligent or failed) host state, I 

would expect to observe a relative exit from international and domestic politics as the 

group would be able to function largely on its own without involvement or interference 

from other states or the international community. In the case of a de facto state of either 

sort, I term this category partial recognition as the members of the group identify 

themselves as a member of a political entity that they view as legitimate even if other 

actors do not. An example of a case of partial recognition would be the Kurds in Iraq 

(2002-present). 

The fourth situation for a collective that is misrecognized as a full member in the 

international political community is that there is a lack of both a concentrated population 

and powerful external support. In such an instance, I would expect to observe the 

individuals to largely exit from organized international politics largely with individuals 

going it alone with little to no mobilization or support. This expectation is based on the 

fact that without internal strength or cohesion the collective lacks much of an organizing 

structure or collectivity. Consequently, they are unlikely to be able to mobilize and 

accomplish much together. Additionally, with a fractured group and a lack of external 

support, it is unlikely there would be much mobilization by the international community 

on behalf of these people (this is particularly confounded by the lack of internal cohesion 

of the group, making it difficult for an external actor to speak or act on their behalf. An 

example of such a situation would be the stateless individuals of the world or the hill 

people of Southeast Asia. This along with the other expected results of recognition that I 
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have outlined can be seen in Table 2.4, where those experiencing hysteresis are 

concerned with recognition issues prior to issues concerning redistribution. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter, I developed my theory of recognition as a process of the first 

image reversed in dialogue with the literature. Given the significance and domination of 

the state-based identification scheme derived from the Westphalian model, I 

hypothesized that those who fail to conform to state-based identities will experience a 

threat to their psychological well being and existence when international recognition 

reinforces the otherness of their identities. Consequently, I argue those individuals and 

groups will respond in turn to such recognition with attempts to renegotiate their 

positions in international society and the dominant understandings of their identities, the 

events of which depend on their internal strength and external support. In the next 

chapter, I explain how this theory will be explored in practice. There, I operationalize the 

primary objects of study (recognition, internal strength, and external support), discuss 

case selection to explore this theory in practice, and provide an overview of the measures 

and methods employed in the case-study chapters that follow. 
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CHAPTER 3: PLAN OF INQUIRY: METHODS AND CASE SELECTION 

"Society is a dynamic regime of ongoing struggles for 
recognition.”  

― Nancy Fraser (2003, p. 57). 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN 

This chapter explicates the methods utilized in this study. I also take the 

opportunity in this chapter to address some concerns about the challenges facing research 

of identity. This project utilizes a variety of qualitative methods to study the relationship 

between recognition, identity, and political action. This project is theory-building in 

nature (Gerring, 2004) such that it utilizes discourse analysis to develop and test new 

hypotheses in a previously under-addressed area of international organizations. Rather 

than testing multiple competing hypotheses in order to infer causality, this project 

attempts to answer questions about how misrecognition matters in the identities of groups 

and their political actions arising from such misrecognition. 

For each time significant time period in each case, descriptive inference is utilized 

to explore in detail the variations in recognition, external support, and identity 

expressions that were present in each time period. Such detailed narratives (George & 

Bennett, 2005, p. 209-210), enable understanding of the various concepts of identity, 

habitus, and recognition in each case. I construct a historical narrative utilizing process 

tracing for each case regarding the various instances of formal recognition and the 

mobilized responses in each case. I focused on utilizing thick description of the 

interaction between parties. Such description or detailed narrative (George & Bennett, 

2005, p. 209-212) helps to construct a careful and complete account of the dialectic 

between parties. I create a historical meta-narrative focused on examining the relevant 
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analysis of the histories of each case by triangulating sources from the historical record 

(archives of colonizers, relevant states, IOs, and NGOs) as well as secondary sources and 

compiled interviews/oral histories. To complement these histories, I then explore the 

variations in recognition using discourse analysis. This requires an assessment of the 

external support, which is done by looking at the pervasiveness and activity of 

international organizations and states as well as the frequency and forms of support that 

are given. I engage in a content and discourse analysis of the relevant laws, membership 

rules, and institutional documents that created categories and referred to the identities of 

particular groups, paying particular attention to distinctions between and absences of 

particular groups, prioritization or elevation of particular modes of being, normative 

evaluations of particular modes of being, and consequences attached to particular modes 

of being. In this way, I measure, systematically and with precision, the nature of external 

recognition or misrecognition of each of the three groups under examination in the 

dissertation.  

In order to do so, this chapter is divided into six parts. First, I discuss the role of 

content and discourse analysis in operationalization. I then provide an overview for how 

external recognition and internal expressions of identity are operationalized and used in 

conjunction to understand the larger historical narrative for each group under study. This 

is done through the exploration of deixes present in the recognition documents and 

statements. Deixes are categories or groupings of words that are not fully understood 

without context. Using different categories of deixes, I explain how in the case studies the 

meaning of certain words and phrases with fixed semantic meanings have their 

denotational meaning altered based on use in different contexts. I then provide a brief 
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overview of how these deixes are used in practice to code both an external recognition 

document and an internal identity expression. Following that explanation of coding, I 

outline how different combinations of external recognition and internal identity may vary 

in theory and in practice in the steady states outlined in Chapter 2. I then have a brief 

discussion on the availability and reliability of the documents used for this project for 

discussing the case selection for the chapters that follow. 

 

ON THE USE AND FUNDAMENTALS OF CONTENT AND DISCOURSE 

ANALYSIS 

Contemporary forms of content analysis that focus on meaning generation are 

prioritized, rather than simple quantification of narrative/discourse. Early proponents of 

content analysis (such as Laswell, 1938, 1942, 1949) focused on counting repeated use of 

terms. They chose to simply focus on “what is said” (Lasswell 1949, p. 1). While 

Lasswell and his successors (Altheide, 1987; de Sola Pool, 1952; Janis, 1943, 1949; 

Kaplan & Goldsen, 1949) contributed a great deal to the legitimation of content analysis, 

this approach was criticized by proponents of discourse analysis for not taking serious the 

significance and context of “what is said.” Non-frequency content analysis goes beyond 

simple description of what is said to explore the meaning of what is said. In doing so it 

can provide more accurate information about sociohistorical reality of the content than an 

approach based solely on frequencies. Consequently while I do engage with some 

quantification of external recognition documents and identity statements (focusing on 

trends in the use of particular vocabulary or frames over time as Lasswell and company 

would do), I also focus on the meaning embedded in the statements, looking to how the 
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meaning changes in both the expression of who these groups are and how they are 

understood.  

I also focus on assessing the level and forms of internal strength and external 

support that each group has. The primary focus for understanding internal strength comes 

from an assessment of statements from groups or group representatives about the group’s 

identity and how coherent and cohesive those statements are across statements, 

subgroups, and time. Such expressions of identity are examined in formal reports, 

agreements, laws, agendas, statements, referenda, and resolutions made by the 

representatives or organizations of the group that were found in state archives, 

organization archives, and library archives as well as in supplements to books about 

various leaders and groups. 

I also examined the statements of leaders as captured in newsletters, membership 

letters, newspapers, and official statements at external institutions like the United Nations 

or the European Union. To explore external recognition documents, I collected from 

online repositories, library archives, and national archives formal reports, agreements, 

laws, agendas, statements, referenda, and resolutions made by the relevant IOs, states, 

and international institutions for each case.70 Both external recognition documents and 

internal expression documents were gathered from the 1880s to the early 2000s to capture 

expressions and recognition beginning prior to significant western intervention in the 

case of Palestine and Eritrea and prior to the rise of social organization in Europe on 

behalf of the Roma and running up to the contemporary period.  

                                                             
70 Relevant states were identified as host states as well as states containing large diaspora populations of the 
group and those states that were identified as champion/allies or opponents/enemies through the historical 
narrative. 
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External recognition documents constitute those that acknowledge the group’s 

existence and articulate how their place in international society is understood. Such 

documents constitute formal reports, agreements, laws, agendas, statements, referenda, 

and resolutions. These documents were gathered in three phrases. I first explored the 

colonial archives and host states archives of the group in question as well as the major 

international and regional organizations relevant to the case for documents engaging with 

the group or any of its known subgroups. I secondly looked for specific documents or for 

the archives of specific significant others mentioned in primary and secondary sources 

about the group. I lastly looked for documents or significant others mentioned by the 

internal identity statements of the group in question not captured in the first two searches. 

Internal identity statements constitute those statements containing appeals, claims 

and references to the exclusivity of the group, including appeals to whom “we” or “our 

community” includes or excludes. For internal identity statements, I similarly searched 

for documents in three stages. First, I started by compiling documents from the archives 

of major groups, parties, and individuals associated with the groups in their 

organizational, personal, or related archives. I then looked for documents from 

organizations, parties, and figures identified in the primary and secondary sources writing 

about the group. I lastly looked for documents mentioned by IOs or states in their 

recognition documents. The breakdown of these internal identity statements as well as of 

external recognition documents can be seen in Table 3.1 with more details on the 

breakdown of documents following in each chapter and in Appendix B. 

 

 



   

 
 

82 

Table 3.1 Breakdown of Content Analysis Documents 

Group External Recognition 
Documents 

Internal Identity Statements 

Eritreans 682 253 
Roma 497 488 
Palestinians 948 1206 
 

Internal identity statements. Internal strength is assessed by looking at 

demographic data, exploring the group’s territorial dispersion to the degree possible, 

assessing the group’s network/contact with members (outreach/contact), assessing the 

level of cohesion or fracturing among the group, and looking at the capacity of the group 

(financially, territorial holds, beneficial location, etc) whenever possible. In terms of 

coding the documents pertaining to the centrality of collective identity, the primary 

measure of internal strength, I focused on the variation in the framing of the boundary of 

the group. This consisted of looking at appeal, claims, and references to the exclusivity of 

the group (including appeals to who “we” or “our community” includes and excludes) as 

well as emphasis on the divides within that group. Consequently, I focused on the 

centrality of the label grouping and its prioritization among smaller or competing 

groupings. 

The next step is to distill and understand the expression of social identity to better 

understand the shared understanding of the group’s identity and position as well as to 

juxtapose it against the recognized identity.71 In order to do this, I use methods outlined 

by Henry Brady and Cynthia Kaplan (2009), focusing on historical inquiry, demographic 

                                                             
71 This is not to say that I believe that group identity is unitary. Group identity by its very nature of being a 
collective expression of individual identities and the embodiment of semi-shared social experiences is 
inherently fractured. While those belonging to an identity group share several significant others, that is not 
to say that individuals within the group have identical identities or share all significant others. Group 
identity is a fractured concept, but there are some ways that we can conceptualize of the shared group 
identity as something that transcends the internal fractures present in our individual identities. 
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data72, frames73, events data74, and language knowledge to frame my cases.75 To do this, I 

use text analysis and CATA (computer assistant text analysis) using AtalasTi to look for 

discussions of identity, history, culture and values, and independence to see if they 

increase or converge following recognition moments. Doing so provides context for 

pointing to forms of discontent and evidence of hysteresis. 

Sylvan, Grove, and Martinson’s (2005) develop a coding scheme to construct a 

scale of collective identity.76 This scale, seen in Table 2.3 in the previous chapter, focuses 

on the proclamations regarding the group as referenced by the author of the text. It posits 

that collective identity while varying significantly in content and style (across groups and 

time) shares the trend of the degree to which appeals or statements of identity or interests 

are tied to the collective. I look for claims that range from exclusive individualized 

actions (i.e. to me or to my immediate family or to my village/tribe) to common problems 

that other people “like me” experience, all the way to appropriating the collective and 

positing as the primary. This scale is based on the idea that as the shared identity is 

internalized, it will take more of a dominant position in the discourse rather than tied to a 

subgroup or a particular individual. Thus, as statements of identity take on a more 

collective nature utilizing or appropriating the collective term as the dominant focus of 

                                                             
72 Analyzing censuses, surveys, and administrative records that look at membership and relationships 
between categories. 
73 Using discourse analysis to review and analyze newspaper articles, speeches, and documents from 
members of the groups or quoting members of the groups to show appeals to the collective identity 
category and their relationship to the political discourse. 
74 Looking at participation and action of different identity groups to demonstrate attachment to identity the 
use of attachments to achieve social purposes that preserve their habitus. 
75 Use demographic or survey data to see what language and descriptive terms are used in relation to 
identity and perceived (imposed) identities. 
76 They argue that understanding one’s self image should on be done by looking at (1) centrality of an other 
image, (2) an ordinal scale for the significance for seeing them as others, (3) the centrality of the ingroup 
identity as misunderstood, (4) the exclusivity of the ingroup, (5) the legitimacy of the classification of the 
ingroup/outgroup divide, (6) the legitimacy of the treatment of that group based upon the classification, and 
(7) references to non-participant status in the process. 
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the discourse without caveat as the central image for the identity statements, the sense of 

collective identity is stronger. 

Looking at the variation in the collective identity formation and also to situate 

these variations in a larger social and historical context allowed me to construct both a 

working understanding of the ingroup identity claim at the time of each document’s 

release and begin to explore the official forms of recognition. Exploring this level of 

observable detail in self/group expression is indicative of a manifestation of the deeper 

dimension of habitus. With repeated and sustained consolidation on this scale, a clear 

image of the perceived identity and experience of hysteresis can be garnered. 

External recognition documents. I then turn to the external recognition 

documents, which are coded in terms of the content of the recognition as well as the form 

of recognition. I built on Sylvan, Grove and Martinson’s coding scheme by looking for 

indexical expressions that generate meaning (borrowed from Chilton & Shaffner, 1997). 

While their coding system is useful in terms of constructing an idea of the held identity, it 

was not as useful in constructing a comprehensive view of the content of recognition. By 

adopting some of Chilton and Shaffner’s conditions for meaning evaluation, I incorporate 

an understanding of the content’s social77, spatial78, temporal79, discourse80, epistemic81, 

                                                             
77 The social deixis consists of those expressions, phrases or utterances that generate meaning regarding 
social or attitudinal relations among the author and the object of the phrase. (terms of address, labels, etc) 
78 The spatial deixis consists of those expressions, phrases or utterances that generate meaning regarding 
the place of uttering and the physical distance and divisions between the author and the object of the 
phrase. (Here, come vs there, go vs far apart vs close together.)  
79 The temporal deixis consists of those expressions, phrases or utterances that generate meaning regarding 
the time of uttering/expression, including those that express expediency or interminability. 
80 The discourse deixis consists of those expressions, phrases or utterances that generate meaning regarding 
the sequence of events or conversation leading up to and expected to follow this utterance. 
81 The epistemic deixis consists of those expressions, phrases or utterances that generate meaning regarding 
perceived propositional attitude between the author and the object. 
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affective82, and evaluative83 deixes, which is largely a point of reference or a way of 

understanding meaning based on an understanding of certain words and phrases whose 

semantic meaning is fixed but denotational meaning is altered based on use in different 

contexts. In order to understand how identity is understood both by the members of the 

group of study and by their external recognizers, I combine social, temporal, and 

discourse deixes to determine the form of recognition, and then I then separately combine 

the epistemic, affective, evaluative, and discourse deixes to determine the content of 

recognition. These deixes help to identify the mode, form, and content of recognition as 

well as the expressions regarding the centrality of collective identity. 

Starting first with recognition, recall that we are interested here in recognition that 

occurs primarily in the mode of through official government or organizational offices 

(though some recognition from informal modes does contribute to the historical 

narrative). Focusing on the formal external recognition documents, I use the social deixis 

to help solidify the form of recognition (summarized in Table 2.1), while the spatial, 

temporal, and discourse deixes help establish the endurance and longevity of that form of 

recognition. The spatial deixis was used to code who the recognizing party is, asking 

questions regarding where the recognition document is relevant and does it posit the 

group being recognized is a part of or separate from the recognizing body. This helped to 

group across recognizers like states or particular institutions to see trends within different 

actors but also to help code the content of recognition later in regards to the distancing 

from or inclusion of the group. The social deixis is coded based on the question “Is the 

                                                             
82 The affective deixis consists of those expressions, phrases or utterances that generate meaning regarding 
the author’s normative stance and evaluation of the object and the author’s relationship with the object. 
(May include expletives, prosody, endearments, and the like.) 
83 The evaluative deixis consists of those expressions, phrases or utterances, that generate meaning 
regarding criticisms, praising, blaming, searching or other modes of assessment. 
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document describing a legal form of recognition between the recognizing party and the 

group in question?” While this legal recognition can manifest in a variety of ways, I focus 

on the most basic distinction between a legal recognition and simply descriptive 

recognition. Temporal recognition is used to help code the form of recognition by 

evaluating whether or not the recognition document is describing a temporary or 

permanent manifestation of that recognition. At the same time, the discourse deixis is 

used to assess whether or not there is a pattern or history of recognition by others. 

Combining these deixes together, the variation in the form of recognition can span from 

the low end of having neither de facto nor de jure recognition up through having both and 

being taken for granted as a member of the political community as summarized in Table 

3.2. 

The temporal and discourse deixes similarly help to provide context to situate the 

content of the recognition seen in the epistemic, affective, and evaluative deixes which 

are closely related and often overlapping. Recall that the content of recognition can vary 

from a distortion of the group’s identity to a mirroring of the group’s identity 

(summarized in Table 3.2). The epistemic deixis refers to those statements and words that 

contain propositional attitude between the author and the object. Here, I borrow from 

Fiske et al (2002) who created a framework for understanding attitudinal evaluations of 

the relationship for content analysis. Their ideal types of attitudes towards groups can be 

stated in four different manners for this project:84 the first is that of equality or parity  

                                                             
84 They present an additional position named “envious,” where the recognizer desires to be more like or 
aspire to be like the object, but for the purposes of this project where we are looking at disadvantaged 
groups, this category does not seem useful. I did code documents looking for language fitting with the 
envious/aspirational category, but it was rarely present and ultimately when it did appear was always in 
tandem with paternalistic descriptions that exoticized the group in question, often referencing (with the 
Roma) a narrative of a “simpler life” serving to further Orientalize that group.  





among the recognizer and the object of recognition, which is signaled through use of 

comparison and inclusive comparison phrasing such as “just like us” or “our friends.” 

The second manner is that of admiration which is signaled through language signaling 

high status evaluations or “appropriate,” “respectable” behavior. The third manner of 

epistemic evaluation is paternalistic in that it manifests as a sort of positive stereotype but 

generally is associated with low status qualities. A paternalistic epistemic approach can 

be seen through the invocation of paternalistic frames and language likening groups to 

children or engaging with language “for the good of” or “in the interest of.” A fourth 

manner of epistemic evaluation is the contemptuous evaluation, wherein language is 

invoked to refer to the low status, inappropriate behavior, and undesirable nature of the 

group. Such a position might include criminalized language referring to the “nefarious” 

or “violent” behavior of the group who may be framed as “deviants” or animals in some 

capacity.85 

Closely related to the epistemic deixis in determining the content of recognition is 

the affective deixis, which focuses on the normative stance of the speaker towards the 

group. Here, the affective deixis varies from positive to negative. Unlike the epistemic 

deixis which focuses on descriptions of the character of the group, the affective deixis 

focuses on the relationship of that group directly to the recognizer, potentially framing 

them as “unbearable” or “undesirable.” In a similar fashion, the evaluative deixis focuses 

on the assessment of the group by the recognizer, potentially describing the group as 

“unassimilable” or “virtuous.” The epistemic, affective, and evaluative deixes, by nature, 

overlap a great deal, but contribute to a general understanding of the content of the 

                                                             
85 A more detailed list of language associated with each of these frames in the epistemic deixis can be 
found in Appendix A. 
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external recognition documents. The last deixes used to code external recognition 

documents is the discourse deixes which focuses on the portrayal of events and the 

narrative leading up to events. Here the external recognition documents are coded based 

on their consistency with the presentation of events as well as the interpretation and 

significance of those events.  

These same deixes and categories are used to assess the content of recognition 

found in legal documents, organization rules, resolutions and recommendations to form a 

cohesive image of the recognized group from the recognizing body/organization. To 

observe the dialectic, I code each document or formal expression across these deixes and 

categories as a unique marker. I then aggregate across each day of each year for each case 

as unique moments and mapped the internal expression onto the external recognition so 

that I might see variation in the dialectic year by year. 

 

EXPLORING TWO DOCUMENTS TO ILLUSTRATE 

Let us engage with two examples of how these coding practices were put into 

practice. Take for example a recognition document from October 1, 2010 coauthored and 

cosponsored by the OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities, Knut Vollebaek, 

and the Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe, Thomas 

Hammarberg. The coauthored letter released with a report on Roma migration patterns in 

Europe was coded according to the deixes described above to get at the form and content 

of the recognition. As this was a letter to accompany the re-release of a report, the form 

of the recognition was characterized as formal (as it was an official publication or 

document), undirected (as it does not direct in the language of address [there is no 



   

 
 

90 

addressee on the open letter] or in the content of the letter), temporary (as it is not a 

policy or statement of a change of directive of the organization moving forward), and 

conditional (as it is only reflective of the two organizations who put forth the letter). 

Thus, the document contains temporary and de facto recognition of the Roma by looking 

at the social, spatial, temporal, and discourse deixes. 

The content of recognition was determined for this document by looking at the 

epistemic, affective, and evaluative dexies. On the epistemic axis, we can look to sections 

of the letter that deal with the relationship between the author (and the body she 

represents) and the object of discussion, in this case the Roma. In this letter, there two 

competing epistemologies regarding the Roma. In one instance, the authors indicate that 

the Roma exist outside of European society and the society of the countries in which they 

exist. This can be seen in the second paragraph of the letter, which begins, “To date, 

European countries have not managed to effectively integrate Roma into the society in 

which they reside.” At other points in the letter, the Roma are framed as existing within 

European society rather than separate from it. Take for example, the statement that we 

ought to be concerned on applying legal frameworks “to Roma – and all other EU 

citizens” and the message that the Roma are “the largest and most persistently 

disadvantaged national minority in Europe.” On the affective axis, it is clear that the letter 

frames the Roma as in a disadvantageous position, but not in a demeaning way. Similarly 

the evaluative axis does not place blame on the Roma, but rather it imposes obligations 

on the member states and the two organizations themselves to be more accommodating to 

the Roma to bring them into European society and up to the standards that it entails 

(Organization for Security and Co-Operation in Europe, High Commissioner on National 
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Minorities, October 1, 2010). This gives us a picture of the content of the recognition in 

the document.  

In order to fully understand these evaluations and statements, we have to look at 

how the Roma are expressing their position at the same time to determine whether the 

Roma are positioning themselves as European citizens, do they consider themselves a 

European minority, do they reference their position within European states or just Europe 

writ large, do they view themselves as European Union citizens or particular states, do 

they appeal to or reference these organizations, etc. Thus, we need to shift from coding an 

external recognition document to coding an internal expression document. 

To get an idea of how the Roma viewed themselves, let us look at the statement of 

the ternYpe, the International Roma Youth Network86 from October 6, 2010 to the 

OSCE. This statement was classified and coded according to the criteria listed above and 

was found to be an expression of identity that appropriates the term Roma as primary 

with lingering references to the subgroups. Looking at this document, there are references 

to common problems (such as poverty, exclusion, and stigmatization) and subgroups 

(such as those Roma with EU citizenship, new immigrants, and new migrants). However, 

these are not the primary image or focus of the statement. The statement speaks broadly 

about the Roma as an uncontroversial term within which these variations exist. Similarly, 

the variation that is pointed to is not in reference to a different in internal identity but 

rather that of circumstance. They draw a distinction between Roma with the conditions of 

the Roma in Europe, pointing out those with “refugee status” vs “EU citizens” for 

example just as they point to those in poverty vs those who are “well integrated and well 

                                                             
86 TernYpe is a network of different Roma youth organizations from Albania, Bulgaria, Germany, Hungary, 
Italy, Poland, Slovakia, Spain, Macedonia, Romania, and Poland. 
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educated.”87 The recurrent invocation of the self-identifier of Roma with references to 

these subgroups results in this document being coded as such. 

Expanding on these findings, analyzing the text provides interesting qualitative 

insights into the shift in the content of that collective identity. Take for instance the 

sentence near the end of the document that reads: “As young Roma we want to raise the 

public awareness of our involvement as active citizens and equal actors in society.” 

Consistently in this document, the authors refer to young Roma as citizens and members 

of society. This is important for several reasons. One, while it is unclear whether this 

indicates what they identify as citizens of (be it their particular nation states, of Europe, 

of the EU, of the world), the invocation of citizenship implies a sense of belonging within 

a shared political space as their audience, the OSCE and its constituent members. 

Additionally, the invocation of a mainstream political identity is telling as that was not a 

consistent state of affairs, as will be demonstrated in the pages that follow. Lastly, it is 

worth noting that the invocation of the notion of a shared society and the implication 

throughout the document that this is not only the status quo but a desirable part goes 

against previously held understandings of Romani identity and society. So alongside the 

coding of documents such as this, I have imbued the historical narrative with these 

additional findings to better contextualize shifts in identity expression. 

Now that we have looked at the statement from ternYep, we can finish the coding 

of the recognition document. To recap, that recognition document placed the Roma 

outside of European society and the societies of domestic states, but identified them as 

the largest minority in Europe and indicated that some may have citizenship in Europe or 

                                                             
87 TernYpe. 2010. “Statement of ternYpe – International Roma Youth Network.” Available on OSCE’s 
website: http://www.osce.org/home/71774?download=true.  
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in the EU and ought to be incorporated into European and domestic societies. Given this, 

we can see from the ternYep statement that there is agreement on the point that the Roma 

are a large minority, that some have citizenship status, and that the Roma ought to be a 

part of society (European or domestic). Where there is incongruence is on the recognition 

document’s insistence that the Roma currently exist outside of European society and the 

societies of domestic states. Because of this discrepancy, the content of this recognition 

document is an example of mimicry, where the general notions of the group’s identity are 

consistent with how the group understands itself, but there may be some factual, 

interpretive, or conceptual errors or holes, in this case regarding the integration of the 

Roma into society or not.88 

These two documents give an idea of how coding was conducted across cases. 

The evaluation of the content of recognition was complicated by the number and timing 

of documents produced by various parties. As I am proposing that there is a dialectic that 

takes place between the recognizers and the recognized, I could not compare documents 

day to day. Consequently, I code each document from the recognized as a unique 

observation, but when I compare the content of a recognition document, I do so to the 

average score of all documents/speeches/statements from the group from thirty days prior 

to and thirty days after the date of the recognition document. Doing this allows not only 

to capture a coherent image of the group’s identity but also to account for inconsistencies 

from competing groups within the groups. The statements by the Roma youth network 

                                                             
88 I believe this distinction between whether or not the Roma are integrated into society stems from the 
longstanding distance that the Roma had sought out for religious and cultural reasons. This will be 
discussed at length in the case study on the Roma. The level of integration that the Roma have been party to 
is so far beyond what they had imagined twenty years ago that while their standard of living is not up to 
Western standards, the simple integration of many Roma into communities, schools, and political practices 
is considered integration from the standpoint of the Roma, where it is quite lacking from the standpoint of 
most Western individuals.  
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ternYep, for example, were much more collectivist in nature than a statement by a 

Hungarian Romani NGO released the same date that referenced tribes specifically “who 

are called Roma,” indicating a very different understanding of their identities. I then map 

out the variations and trends in expressions of identity by the recognized group both 

individually (scatterplots) allowing for multiple, potentially competing expressions of 

identity simultaneously as well as aggregated across date (a trend line based on a simple 

average score by date). I then do the same for the external recognition documents by both 

form of recognition and content of recognition. Once I have these trends mapped out, I 

examine dialectical relationships between changes in recognition and the statements of 

the recognized and compared them to my theoretical model. 

 

ANALYZING RECOGNITION, IDENTITY, AND POLITICS IN THEORY AND 

PRACTICE 

If we were to believe that membership in the international community were to be 

based on the simple principle of right to self-determination, so often claimed to be the 

basis for the Westphalian state-system, we would expect recognition patterns to take on a 

particular form. Hegemonic understandings of recognition driven by a state-based 

identity framework would lead us to believe that once a particular group of people 

achieved a particular level of cohesion and organization, the natural trajectory of their 

political mobilization is statehood or full membership in the international community. So, 

once a group was able to achieve cohesion and consolidation of their identity in their 

homeland, recognition would follow naturally in a relatively unchallenged process, first 

with temporary recognition of one state, building temporary de facto recognition of 
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several states, manifesting in de jure recognition of eventually the entire community as 

seen in top left figure in Figure 3.1.89  

 

Recognition is, however, a much more political game, with states and their IOs 

acting as gatekeepers to the international community. Consequently the process of a 

group gaining recognition and being treated as members of the political community is not 

always so clear-cut, often resulting in extended periods of hysteresis. In the simple case 

of a group seeking state recognition, we can imagine a scenario in which there is progress 

towards that recognition but it is inconsistent, with incremental progress towards full 

membership but occasional setbacks (as seen in the top right image in Figure 3.1). 

Similarly, we can imagine a situation in which a group seeks recognition and makes some 

progress, but those achievements are impermanent (as outlined in the bottom left of 

                                                             
89 The metric on the Y-axis for these variables correspond with the metrics provided in Tables 2.1, 2.2, and 
2.3, which are ordinal scales. I do not presume to say that the increase between each value is equal in 
weight or significance either within each metric or across metrics. 
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Figure 3.1). Lastly, we can imagine a situation in which a group has been recognized as a 

member of the international political community but is stripped of that recognition and 

legitimacy over time and loses its standing (as seen in the bottom right of Figure 3.1). 

These are just a sampling of the various combinations that recognition patterns may take, 

demonstrating that recognition is not necessarily a linear, permanent, or inevitable 

process.  

Taking into account the non-linear nature of recognition, which does not occur on 

a particular trajectory towards some end, my theory posits several potential outcomes or 

steady states as seen in Table 2.4. In revisiting this theory briefly, in instances where a 

group has internal strength and coherence as well as external support, this group will be a 

candidate for hegemonic recognition as a full-member of the international political 

community. Where a group lacks internal strength but has powerful support, we expect to 

see benefactor NGOs working on behalf of the group as well as assimilationist domestic 

policies. Conversely, we expect a group who is internally strong but lacks external 

support to receive partial recognition from the international community as a sort of de 

facto member. Lastly, where a group lacks internal and external support, I anticipate the 

group (or rather the members of the group) will go-it-alone.  

When I map out the collective identity as one measure of internal strength and the 

content as well as form of recognition as one measure of external support, one can see the 

steady states of going alone, assimilation, de facto status, and candidacy. In Figure 3.2, 

you can see how the changes in form and content of recognition interact with collective 

identity expression to embody these phases. In figure three, the Y-axis captures the 

possible variations across the three variables of the form of recognition, the content of 
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recognition, and the centrality of identity. Let the red shading capture the area of 

variation on the measure of the form of recognition which can vary from high recognition 

where a group has both de jure and de facto recognition and is a taken for granted 

member of the political community to low recognition where the group has neither de 

facto nor de jure recognition (summarized in Table 2.1). Let the grey shading represent 

the area of variation on the content of recognition which can vary from true recognition 

that mirrors the self-identity of the group to complete misrecognition that distorts the 

self-identity (summarized in Table 2.2). Let the blue area signify the variation in the 

centrality of the collective identity expression of the group from the high collective end 

where the group appropriates one category as their singular identity without mention of 

group divides to the low end where expressions are atomistic, not focused on a collective.  

 Starting with the bottom right of Figure 3.2, we can see that the steady state of 

“go-it-alone” politics reflects a period where expressions of group identity are lacking, 

with low levels of expression of a collective identity that focuses primarily atomistic 

statements or small collectives based on shared experiences. This coincides with a lack of 

recognition from external parties such that there is no de jure or de facto recognition, and 

subsequently that recognition is lacking in content. If a group is not recognized and lacks 

external strength, we would expect them to have few expressions of solidarity or broad 

identity statements. Consequently, members of such a group would embody the state of 

go-it-alone politics where there is little movement to strengthen or centralize that identity 

over time and there is little movement on the form or substance of the recognition that 

they receive from elsewhere. Thus without intervention or change on one of these 

variables, it is likely that the state of go-it-alone politics would persist. 
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If, however a group receives some attention from recognizing groups (where the 

content varied from distortions of identity to positive stereotypes), we would expect to 

see assimilationist policies and benefactor groups arise. This is captured in the top right 

section of Figure 3.290 with the steady state of Assimilation politics. Additionally, we 

would expect with all other things being held equal that this would lead to a consolidation 

of the group’s identity over time as these groups and policies would reinforce the 

boundaries of the group and encourage internal organization. Thus a dialectic is created 

where the varied and protectionist recognition statements would lead to the consolidation 

                                                             
90 The metric on the Y-axis for these variables correspond with the metrics provided in Tables 1, 2, and 3, 
which are ordinal scales. I do not presume to say that the increase between each value is equal in weight or 
significance either within each metric or across metrics.  
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of the group’s identity over time, which may elicit increased recognition from states, IOs, 

and NGOs as the group is more easily identified and organized.  

A third steady state of politics depicted in Figure 3.2 is that of de facto 

recognition. In such an instance, the content of recognition may vary across the entire 

measurement of the variable, but the form of recognition remains limited to less than any 

legal recognition. In such instances, there might be variation in the centrality of identity 

expression, but overtime, I would expect the group’s identity to consolidate over time as 

the group’s de facto recognition more easily enables the group to organize and reifies the 

overarching collective identity. This consolidation of identity, however does not 

necessarily result in a change in the recognition the group receives (particularly if they 

are hosted by states hostile to their existence), but it might result in a shift over time as 

groups learn about the group and “correct” their understandings of the group’s identity. 

Lastly, if the form of the recognition becomes more permanent and takes on a de 

jure nature, I expect the group’s expressions of identity become more solidaristic and I 

expect the content of the recognition to slowly move towards mirroring the group’s 

identity. Thus, as the content and form of recognition shift in response to changes in 

expressions of collective identities which are responding in form, we can expect to see 

the group move in and out of these various conditions due in part to consolidation of 

group identity and in consistency of recognition, but also due in part to exogenous shocks 

that might impact the way the group frames its identity or to the ways in which the 

group’s significant others are able or willing to offer up recognition to the group. This is 

not to say that there is a logical progression or a natural progression from one steady state 

to another; it is possible for a group that is currently in a state of de facto recognition to 
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transition into a period of assimilation or go-it-alone politics (as embodied in Figure 3.1’s 

impermanent and lost models). Figure 3.2, however, models the anticipated steady states 

that result from variations in external recognition and centrality of collective identity as 

an expression of internal strength which I shall explore in the chapters that follow. 

 

A NOTE ON THE AVAILABILITY AND RELIABILITY OF THE ARCHIVES 

In conducting this sort of research project, I acknowledge, as an outsider, my 

situatedness in oppressive systems of power that position me as apart from those whom I 

choose to study. What appears in the following chapters is an analysis of the expression 

of identity and forms of recognition presented by various parties which I recognize are 

highly politicized. I do not claim to speak for these communities as some sort of 

sympathetic anthropologist, to borrow Suheir Hammad’s term (1986). I recognize as she 

does that projects that claim to represent others require reflection to participate 

responsibly. To do so is to note that while there are theoretical and methodological issues 

in engaging with notions of identity and representation of others, it is better to reflexively 

aid “in giving voice to the other [than] to unwittingly collaborate in the process of 

silencing” and marginalization (Farah, 1999, p. 8). I embark on this project in the 

following pages in good faith that I am cognizant of the constraints and impact of power 

on the historical narrative and any projects that seek to study it, such as my own. 

To that end, with a project that depends significantly on the historical record, it is 

important to address the postmodern suspicion of the historical record. History, as it is 

said, is written by the victors, and as such the documents that are chosen to be “kept” and 

are subsequently used to tell the story of a place or a people are not by any stretch of the 
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imagination politically neutral. History is the story of power, and the narrative told about 

that power itself holds power. The archive occupies a unique position in social life as it 

simultaneously affirms the past, present, and future. It is the faithful memory, as Derrida 

notes that is deeply embedded in the story the archivist(s) wanted to tell as they worked 

as “careful concealers” of the unimportant, insignificant, and irrelevant (Derrida, 1995) or 

as Emile Benveniste simply notes, “the census taker is always a censor” (1969, p. 143). 

In preserving the records of the past, the archives embody a potentially dangerous 

position where authorship, accuracy, and intention are often put aside while the hard fact 

of the record is accepted as gospel. 

Reliance on the archives as the sole or primary source of history can be 

problematic as all archives are sanitized by the donors and archivists and some archives 

are intentionally destroyed during war time – take for instance the Georgian National 

Guard throwing grenades into the Abkhazian State Archives; the burning and lootings of 

Iraq’s National Museum, National Library, National Archives, and other repositories in 

the aftermath of Operation Iraqi Freedom; and the intentional destruction of the 

Palestinian archives during the Nakba. The removal of these archives limits our 

understanding of the past and does a sort of violence to the stories we are able to tell of 

past. What remains in the archives – predominantly vetted by the victors - were long 

considered hard and fast facts. Increasingly in scholarship about exploring the archives 

and utilizing them responsibly, the “hard facts have gone soft” (Darnton, 2003). The 

archives are not as it was once largely understood91 “an objective representation of the 

past, but rather a selection of objects that have been preserved for a variety of reasons 
                                                             
91 Perhaps understood claims too much ignorance on the part of historians and social scientists. Whether or 
not they were believed to be the ultimate authority, they were largely treated as such, and such willful 
ignorance in the utilization of these records is as bad as, if not worse than, assuming they are authoritative. 
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(which may include sheer luck.)” (Manoff, 2004, p. 14). As such, most archives, colonial 

archives in particular, cannot be taken entirely at face value; they are a productive of their 

time, place, and circumstance, reflecting the prejudice of their authors.  

I take seriously the limitations, accuracy, and neutrality of the archives in the 

chapters that follow. While I rely on the colonial or victor records for several cases, I do 

so with the knowledge that what is recorded in these records are tainted by the politics, 

perspectives, and personal attitudes of the authors of the texts as well as by the 

institutional culture and social structures that led to their preservation, particularly over 

the preservation of other documents. This is particularly important in the Palestinian case 

where the intentional destruction of the Palestinian archives and the history told of the 

period surrounding the Nakba are highly political and deeply contentious. The history of 

the Palestinian people has been politicized from its initial inception into the academy and 

is criticized for being a largely revisionist history. Much of the sources and history told of 

that period have come into question by the so called New Historians who challenge the 

versions of Israeli and Palestinian history; they are actively acknowledging and 

legitimating counter-narratives that were largely left out of or intentionally erased from 

the historical record for forty-five years.92 Similarly, the archive surrounding the Roma is 

problematic in that prior to the turn within parts of the Romani community to engage 

with the gadje in states, NGOs, and IOs, there is little other than outsider archives to look 

to. The Romani cultural aversion to settlement and integration with European society 

(leading to a high rate of illiteracy among the population that holds today) has left the 

Roma with little formal documentation of their history. This is particularly challenging 

                                                             
92 For examples of some of the new historians’ work on Palestinian history, see: Brand, 1988; Cossali & 
Robson, 1986; Ghabra, 1987; Peteet, 1991, 1993; R. Sayigh, 1979, 1994. 
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for the Roma who rely heavily on oral history and have a culture that places value on the 

significance of using stories to elucidate understood truths rather than facts. I was 

fortunate to gain access to the Romani Archives and Documentation Center, which acts 

as a depository of the more recent Romani documentation but also oral histories and 

objects of importance to the Romani past. While the Eritrean archives post-independence 

are an excellent collection that has been meticulously cultivated with original and 

translated documents from colonization through independence mirroring the meticulous 

character of the colonial archives, most other archives are not so pristine.93 While the 

archives present their share of problems, I believe that these documents are still useful as 

a reflection and a part of the narrative of these peoples. The archives, if taken with a 

healthy dose of skepticism, help to construct the narrative and inform our understanding 

of a particular approach to seeing certain moments in history.  

 

CASE SELECTION AND PREVIEW 

The focus here is on groups that have been misrecognized in the post-Westphalian 

period, consequently, my potential universe of cases constituted every group that that 

does not or has recently not consistently embraced an identity that aligns with a 

Westphalian state-based identity. I similarly decided to narrow my focus on groups that 

exist in some form today rather than those that have been lost to history. This decision 

was tied to the desire to focus on groups who are still taking part in an on-going struggle 

for recognition or who have successfully navigated their way out of recognition struggles, 

but this decision was also tied to nature of the questions and availability of data. By 

                                                             
93 It is important to note that while the traditional understanding of the cultivated colonial archive depends 
heavily on the British and French archives, the Italian colonial archive was much more lax.  
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choosing cases that are ongoing or recently “resolved,” as it were, significantly more 

sources of both expressions of group identity and external recognition would be available 

for study. This also contributed to a desire to choose cases that are salient in 

contemporary politics, thus creating the opportunity to make a contribution to on-going 

real-world problems. I additionally chose my cases by ensuring that my cases represented 

groups from different parts of the world to alleviate concerns about identity struggles 

being more culturally determined. 

Of the groups meeting these criteria, I chose the Roma (in Europe), the Eritreans 

(up to independence), and the Palestinians. These groups were chosen for their current 

variation in the combinations of external support and internal strength rather than though 

a random selection from the universe of possible groups which runs the risk of losing 

variation on the dependent variable. While they each currently seem to occupy one of the 

steady states described in Table 2.4 (the Roma as assimilation, the Eritreans as former 

candidates, and the Palestinians as de facto), each represents a case of misrecognition that 

moved over time through different variations in the combination of external support and 

internal strength, providing interesting with-in case comparisons across the steady states 

as well. It is worth noting that I did not choose a group that embodies the fourth steady 

state as choosing a group that would fit the current conditions of that category would be 

quite difficult given there would be little to no internal sense of self and no external 

support. Identifying a group as occupying that space and yet having salience to be a form 

on going politics would almost entirely, by nature, remove it from that category. For the 

few groups that might truly embody that steady state, such as the hill people of Laos, 

China, and Vietnam that Scott (1998) discusses, there is so little documentation of their 
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own internal expressions of identity that comparable analysis of them would be 

incongruous. 

Of the three cases chosen for this project, each varies in the manner in which they 

were excluded from Westphalia. The Eritreans were excluded from the Westphalian 

moment due to the legacy of colonialism while the Palestinians were part of the 

intentional exclusion of the Ottoman Empire from the Westphalian peace. The Roma, on 

the other hand, existed within several states that underwent the Westphalian moment, but 

their location at the periphery of those European states left them somewhat apart from the 

Westphalian moment. The cases explored in this study are data rich cases that are 

relevant to a variety of current policy problems and offer cross and within case variation, 

allowing for a comparative historical analysis. It is to those cases that I now turn. 
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CHAPTER 4: ERITREAN RECOGNITION AND IDENTITY NEGOTIATION 
 

“A country [should belong] to its people. Eritrea for 
Eritreans…. [We] are begging, suffering and dying to see a 
house return to its owner, a country go to its own people. 
This kind of begging is only too familiar to the world and 
the world community.” 

- Ra’esi Tessema Asberom94  

“The only thing we want is our rights, as other peoples and 
governments would. Because we have developed this 
desire, we should not be regarded as wrong-doers.” 

 - Abdel Kadir Kebire95 

 In April of 1993, 98.5% of the roughly 1.2 million registered Eritrean voters 

turned out for a referendum and voted overwhelmingly for independence with 99.8% 

“yes” votes (Wise, 1993).96 During the following month, Eritrea celebrated its first 

independence day, put in place a transition government to oversee the creation of a 

democratic constitution, and achieved international recognition as a sovereign state. 

While Eritrea is arguably the post-colonial era’s first new African state and the 

independence movement freed its people from a hostile governing state, the story of 

Eritrea is not a “success” story in many senses. Its independence and the progress of the 

Eritrean people is an important turning point for the way we view the use of, interaction 

with, and powers of international actors. The focus on this case is not the achievement of 

statehood as some ideal end unto itself. Rather sovereignty was one of many options 

available to the Eritreans. The question that this chapter hopes to address is how did 

                                                             
94 Ra’esi Tessema Asberom was an Eritrean activist and President of the Liberal Progressive Party and 
Chairman of the Independence Bloc during the British mandate period. He was quoted in Hanti Ertra, an 
Asmaran newspaper on May 24, 1950 (p. 1). 
95 An article in Nay Ertra Semunawi Gazetta on July 3, 1947 quoted Abdel Kadir Kebire, leading member 
of the Muslim League in Eritrea (p. 4). 
96 Details of the UN Referendum process and results can be found in the United Nations Observer Mission 
to Verify the Referendum in Eritrea’s report of the Secretary-General (A/48/283). 
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Eritreans get to a place where they understood themselves to be a coherent people 

deserving of a state with the international community recognizing them as such? 

In order to explore this question, I explore the history of misrecognition of 

Eritreans, focusing on how shifts in recognition from significant others combined with 

changes in their internal notions of identity. These shifts combined in such a way that 

Eritreans, a formerly lose disaggregation of tribes in a contested territory who were 

viewed as uncivilized, colonial subjects, transformed themselves into a coherent group 

with a shared sense of self that claimed their place in international society, demanding 

recognition as such. Today, Eritreans have escaped the condition of hysteresis resulting 

from misrecognition and are viewed as full members of the international community, but 

that has not always been the case. It was only in the early 1990s that the long-

misrecognized Eritreans engaged in candidate politics where they had external support 

and internal cohesion but were still outside of international society, and 100 years before 

that they had neither external support nor internal strength and were engaged in go-it-

alone politics. This chapter explores 100-year transition of the Eritrean people and the 

renegotiation of their identity. 

In order to explore this path to international recognition as legitimate members of 

the political community via statehood, I will examine the history of the Eritrean peoples 

and their interactions with various international actors, primarily, its former colonizer 

Italy, the Ethiopian state, the great powers, the United Nations (UN), and the 

Organization of African Unity (OAU).97 I will argue that these interactions, combined 

with variations over time in their internal strength and external support, led them to the 
                                                             
97 Given my argument in Chapter 1 regarding the creation of the state-system with the Treaty of 
Westphalia, I understand the umbrella term of international institutions to include states themselves as 
international institutions themselves. 
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path of seeking and eventually achieving sovereignty under the shared Eritrean identity. 

As I will show in the chapter, the story of recognition in Eritrea is one that demonstrates 

the dialectic between recognition and collective identity formation. Based on my theory 

laid out in Chapter 2, I predict that changes in external support and internal strength will 

yield different types of politics which will in turn impact recognition and internal 

cohesion of the group’s identity in a dialectic. Where there is misrecognition and a low 

level of support from significant others and the group lacks a sense of collectivity, the 

political behavior of the group will be go-it-alone politics where the members of the 

group are largely absent from international relations and international society with little 

to no support or mobilization. When there are low levels of internal support but some 

external support and recognition, I expect that politics centered on the group will 

transition from go-it-alone to assimilationist policies with a focus on paternalistic policies 

resulting in a prolonged state of hysteresis. Should that state of misrecognition persist 

over time, I anticipate that the group’s collective identity will become consolidated. 

Should that group with a more consolidated identity lose its external supporter(s), I 

predict that the lack of external support and the higher levels of internal strength will 

result in a state of de facto politics where in the presence of a hostile host state, we will 

see political mobilization of the group and violence. Should such violent politics persist 

over time with little support, I anticipate the distinctions in group identity will be 

disregarded and the collective label will come increasingly prominent. Should such a 

group gain external support, their high levels of collectivity will combine with such 

external support and yield candidate politics where the group is positioned such that they 

might become recognized as legitimate members of the international community, 



 
 

109 

realigning their position in international society and resolving feelings of hysteresis. 

Consequently, I predict that in periods where the psychological and physical existence of 

the Eritreans was threatened, they will take on and embrace the imposed identity of 

Eritrean on as a political tool to mobilize against that which threatens their livelihood, 

thus trying to escape their precarious position. Their success in doing so was mitigated by 

variations in external support from various members of the international community. It is 

only once that identity was supported by external actors was it legitimized as a status in 

the international community. The interplay between recognition and identity will be 

explored in this chapter in hopes of finding support for the theory developed in Chapter 2. 

The Eritrean case is interesting as it speaks to the exporting of the Westphalian 

ideals of statehood and identity out of Europe through their colonial entities. Where the 

history of governance is tied to land in Europe, partly due to scarcity, the same cannot be 

said for peoples in Africa. The Peace in Europe tied sovereignty of peoples to particular 

territorial claims, solidifying these notions of identity and belonging in European 

statehood. These claims and beliefs about land were carried to their colonial entities, 

where they were met with much contestation. When colonial powers arrived in Africa, 

they were amazed by the lack of ownership claims on the land as governance in Africa 

had been tied to governing people rather than a limited territorial space (Gebre-Medhin, 

1989, p. 38-58; Pankhurst, 1964a, p. 123 and 131-2; Trivelli, 1998, p. 257-262). As a 

result, European powers had a very different understanding of governance, belonging, 

and identity than African people did. When they moved to colonize the continent then, 

they brought with and sought to impose their understandings of identity, grounded in a 

Westphalian model that conflicted with previous modes of governing and identity 
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construction. This Westphalian model was further codified in the Berlin Conference of 

1884-1885, where European powers decided how to divide the space without much 

consideration of the distribution of peoples and their associational ties (Connell & 

Killion, 2011, p. 125; Förster, Mommsen, & Robinson, 1988; Harlow & Carter, 2003; 

Press, 2017). As we shall see in this chapter, the Westphalian notions of statehood and 

identity that were brought to what would become Eritrea served to shape the policies and 

laws of significant others, challenging and reshaping notions of identity for those who 

would become Eritreans. 

This chapter is divided into six parts (summarized in Table 4.1); the first five 

sections correspond to historical periods in which we see variation in the recognition and 

in the collective identification of the Eritreans, and the last section explores the variation 

over time of recognition and identification during the historical periods. The first 

historical section establishes a baseline for the understandings of identity and collectivity 

prior to Italian colonization in 1881 where the category of Eritrean did not yet exist and 

the soon to be Eritreans identified based on a mosaic of tribal, religious, racial, and 

linguistic lines. The second section from 1881 to 1917 builds on this diverse tapestry of 

identity and explores the experience of the first generation of Eritreans under Italian 

colonization as new forms of recognition apply the label of Eritrean and colonist resulting 

in a perceived threat to the existing social structures among the tribes. Consequently, 

these first two sections constitute a time when the Eritreans have low internal strength 

and low levels of external support. I find that the internal divisions on understanding their 

own identities coupled with a lack of external recognition during the colonial period do in 

fact lead to a state of go-it-alone politics, supporting my theory. 
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The third section explores the variation in recognition experienced from 1917 to 

1951 with the rise and fall of the fascist regime in Italy and their resulting replacement in 

Eritrea by a British Trusteeship. While Eritrean identity remains disaggregated and their 

internal strength is relatively low, the increase in their external support, especially from 

the British military, results in a state of assimilation politics. I find that in this third period 

under British Trusteeship that there is support for my theory. The fourth historical section 

explores the dissolution of the Federation established by the UN following WWII at the 

hands of Haile Selassie from 1951 to 1973. During this time, the Eritreans consolidated 

their identities and embraced the larger category of Eritrean, putting aside or minimizing 

the importance of other tribal or clan-based identities. This occured at the same time that 

the Eritreans lost support from the international community as a consequence of their 

forced federation with Ethiopia. I find that this combination of low external support with 

high internal strength does in fact support my theory and result in de facto politics that 

characterize the federated period, leading to the Eritrean call for a new state. 

The last historical section focuses on the period following Selassie’s removal 

from power when the Dergue98 addresses the Eritrean question up to Eritrea’s 

independence in 1993. During this time period, the Eritreans further consolidated and 

strengthened their identity in opposition to the Ethiopian state and leadership while 

garnering increased international support due in part to the international community’s 

awareness of the scale of the violence and the activities of the Communist Dergue. This 

transition to having both high internal strength and high external support resulted in 

                                                             
98 While some members of the international community referred to the Dergue as the “Derg,” I use Dergue 
throughout, as it is the Amhara word for “committee” which gave the committee of Army officers that 
overthrew Selassie its name.  
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candidacy politics, eventually leading up to the Eritreans earning their own state, 

supporting my theory.   

Table 4.1 Anticipated Politics Across Variations in Recognition and Identity for Eritreans 

      

Centrality of 
Collective 
Identity 

Expressions   Form of Recognition   
Content of 

Recognition   
Anticipated 

Politics 
                
                    
up to 1881 

  
Low, atomistic, 
individualized 

  Temporary or 
conditional de facto 

  Distortion   Go-it-alone 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

    
                    
1881-1917 

  

Low, 
subgroups, 
common 
problems 

  Loss of temporary de 
facto recognition 

  Varies from 
distortion to 
negative 
stereotypes 

  Go-it-alone 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

    
                    
1917-1951 

  

Low, 
subgroups, 
some movement 
towards an 
acceptance of 
label as 
secondary 

  Neither de facto nor de 
jure recognition 

  Varies from 
distortion to 
positive stereotypes 
with one significant 
other moving more 
towards positive 
over time. 

  Go-it-alone 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

    
                    
1951-1973 

  

Variations along 
entire spectrum, 
moving towards 
appropriating as 
singular 

  Loss of recognition 
initially, ends with 
temporary or conditional 
de facto recognition of a 
handful of states 

  Varies from 
distortion to 
negative 
stereotypes 

  Assimilation
ist 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

    
                    
1974-1991 

  

Embraces 
group, 
appropriates as 
primary and 
eventually 
singular 

  Transitions from 
temporary or conditional 
de facto recognition to 
temporary or conditional 
de jure of a few states 

  Varies across the 
spectrum but 
transitions towards 
mirroring over time 

  De facto 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

    
                    
1991-1993 

  

Embraces 
singular  

  Transitions from 
temporary or conditional 
de jure to full 
membership 

  Varies from named 
to positive 
stereotypes to 
mirroring, true 
recognition 

  Candidate 

                    
 

For each of these six periods, I will use historical records from the various 

recognizers and internal documents from the Eritrean liberation movement in addition to 
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accounts of Eritrea and by Eritreans at various points in time supplemented by various 

secondary sources. I will use this information to construct a historical narrative to 

demonstrate the dialectic that exists between the significant others (i.e. the recognizers) 

and the Eritreans (the recognized). To build on these qualitative findings, in the last 

section of the chapter, I explore how these variations in external support and internal 

strength are visible in official documents presented by the Eritreans and their various 

significant others over time. I will present findings from an analysis of 682 documents 

from significant others alongside 253 documents from Eritreans over the six-year period. 

Through this analysis, I will demonstrate that the variation over time in the primary 

sources corresponds with the historical narrative, supporting my theory in each 

permutation of internal strength and external support. I will begin now by exploring 

where the concepts of Eritrean came from and continue on to show how it has evolved 

and been embraced as a political tool and identity for those to which the label was 

ascribed. 

 

ON FALSE “ERITREANS” (PERIOD 1, UP TO ITALIAN COLONIZATION IN 

1881) 

Prior to Italian colonization, there were no Eritreans, not in the true sense of the 

term. The Eritreans were created out of thin air as the Italians drew a line on a map of the 

colony they purchased and labeled those residing in “their” new territory with a whole 

new identity – that of the Eritrean colonized subject. It is important to think more 

expansively about who all those people(s) were before they became Eritreans. The 

history of the Eritrean people is largely tied to the territory upon which the people reside 
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and is characterized by successive waves of colonization leading up to the Italians. With 

each colonizer came a new set of laws over what they viewed as part of their sovereign, 

colonial territory. While there was no Eritrea – or a territory similar to it that simply had a 

different name, the core group of individuals who today identify as Eritrean can be traced 

to the land for centuries regardless of the regular upheavals regarding the conquering 

sovereign of the territory in which they resided.99 Until recently, however, individuals 

from Eritrea or from these distinct areas would not have ascribed to themselves the 

category of Eritrean nor would they have identified all of today’s Eritreans nor those who 

also reside in their area as their brothers and sisters.  

Due to its strategic location on the Red Sea, Eritrea has been the site of successive 

periods of colonization and migration dating back to the Axumite kingdom in the first 

century (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 439-440). This first period of colonization, like all 

other periods up to the moment of Italian colonization, failed to capture all of what we 

know as Eritrea.100 As a result, the people experienced successive and overlapping 

periods of colonization that left varied cultural markers on the people and the territories 

who became accustomed to a constant state of war. Consequently, the area of Eritrea 

remained relatively unstructured, diverse, and in a constant state of turmoil. The tribes in 

what would be Eritrea varied not only in ethnic and religious composition, but also in that 
                                                             
99 The four distinguishable regions of Eritrea (the Medri Bahri, the Barak lowlands and northern highlands, 
the Massawa and coastal area, and the Danakil lowlands) have been identifiable by these names since the 
early 1500s, but have been referred to by description as distinct areas since the first century. While these 
places have a long history, no particular identity as a labeling scheme was imposed on the people in these 
territories or at least no such record exists in modern accounts. 
100 A number of powerful kingdoms dominated much of the area, but never all of the current state; among 
them are the Axumite Kingdom (1st-9th C.), the seven Beja kingdoms (8th-13th C.), and the Bellou Kingdom 
(13th-16th C.). At the same time, a number of smaller powers rose and fell taking control of parts of Eritrea 
at times. This is especially noticeable in the mid 600s push of the Christians out of the area by Islamic 
nomads and Egyptian pastoral people and the smaller areas of control that came under the Ptolemic 
Egyptians (3rd C. BC), the Sennar kingdom (16th-19th C.), the Abyssinian kingdom (14th-18th C., 19th 
C.), the Adal sultanate (15th-16th C.), the Aussa sultanate (16th-19th C.), Egypt under Muhammad 'Ali 
(18th C.), and the Ottoman Turks (16th-19th C.). 
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some had strict class structures, some were nomadic, some matriarchal, and some 

agrarian (Murtaza, 1998, p. 31-42). These conditions contributed to a number of conflicts 

beyond the warring atmosphere surrounding a series of famines in the late 1700s and 

early 1800s (Kebbede, 1988, p. 127; Pankhurst & Johnson, 1988, p. 51; Serels, 2018). 

These issues were exaggerated by the plurality of peoples, languages, religions, and 

cultures that found themselves in conflict over scarce resources and a lack of anything 

other than a nominal administration in some parts of the territory. Consequently, this 

period is marked by an absence of collective expressions of identity as these various 

tribes did not see themselves as a part of a coherent whole. At the same time, the 

individuals within these tribes were had mixed recognition from external parties. Ethiopia 

claimed some of them as tribes of Ethiopia but identified others as independent tribes. 

The Egyptians disregarded then-current tribal identities often asserting that their true 

identities were those established by former colonizers and kingdoms. These two powerful 

players both claimed ownership and understanding of different parts of what would be 

Eritrea and exported their ideas regarding boundaries, territorial ownership, and identity 

to Western powers.  

By the mid-1800s, the Egyptians under Mehmit Ali had taken control of the 

coastal area of Eritrea and gradually annexed many de-facto independent regions of what 

would be Eritrea (Connell & Killion 2011, p. xxxi and 6-7). In 1846, the Italians under 

the advisement of the British began to negotiate with the Egyptians for land, recognizing 

the would-be Eritreans as subjects of Egypt and Ethiopia in different territories. In doing 

so, the British sought to limit French expansion in the region and bring a friendly power 

into the area, while the Italians tentatively sought to join in on the scramble for Africa 
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and secure a port for trade in the Red Sea. As negotiations continued to attain the port 

from the Egyptians, the Italians also began negotiating with the Ethiopian monarchy to 

procure rights to the larger mass of land surrounding the northern port.101 Rubatinno 

Shipping company sent Giuseppe Sapeto, a Catholic priest, merchant, and friend of the 

Italian government, was sent to secure ports and land on behalf of the government 

(Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 325). He purchased land independently in 1881 and 

transferred ownership of the port of Assab to Italy in 1882 (Ramm, 1944, p. 215; 

Selassie, 1980, p. 51-52).  

Under pressure from Italy’s new Prime Minister Francesco Crispi, an imperialist 

dreamer and visionary, Italian foreign policy became much more aggressive in 1887. 

Italy began purchasing surrounding pieces of land near the port of Assab from local 

Egyptians and Ethiopians at a much quicker rate as Crispi sought to commit Italy to 

developing a successful colony in East Africa.102 Under the Treaty of Wuchale (Uccialli) 

in 1889, the Italians purchased the remaining land from the Ethiopians and created the 

Colonia di Asseb to be known as Eritrea.103 At the time, Ethiopian ruler Menelik hoped 

the treaty and sale would protect Ethiopia from European expansionism, while Italy 

hoped it would provide an in for itself as the dominant power in the region with final 

                                                             
101 Ethiopia was a monarchy for much of its history and was only one of two states that remained an 
independent state in the scramble for Africa and only one of four African members of the League of 
Nations. As such, it served not only as a powerful neighbor for Eritrea but also as an important leader on 
the continent and later a well-respected state by the West. 
102 Agreements with the Egyptian government in 1898, 1899, and 1901, determined the boundaries between 
the Egyptian territory and what would be the Eritrean colony, then termed Erythrea (see Agreement 
between the Governor, 1898; Agreement Relative to the, 1899; and Agreement respecting the, 1901).  
103 The boundary of the colony relative to Ethiopia was reconfirmed between the two parties in an 
additional treaty on July 10, 1900 and built on in a convention dated May 16, 1908.  
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control over its new colony.104 The peace in the region between these two powers would 

be fleeting as the language of the treaty was quickly disputed. The language in Article 7 

in Amharic claimed that Ethiopia could use the services of Italy against foreign powers, 

while in Italian the article put Ethiopia under the protection of Rome. With the treaty of 

Wuchale, Eritrea was created but so too were the divisions that would define their 

existence and path forward.105 The treaty placed the would-be Eritreans under Italian rule, 

and assumed that the Egyptians and Ethiopians who brokered the land sales were 

legitimate representatives of the people and recognized them properly. Following the 

Treaty of Wuchale, various treaties between Ethiopia and the UK106 as well as between 

the UK, France, and Italy107 would confirm Italy’s dominion over the territory with little 

to no reference to the people occupying the space, focusing only on Italy’s claim to and 

right to govern the new “frontier” of Eritrea.  

 

FIRST GENERATION ERITREANS (PERIOD 2, 1881-1917) 

Prior to and into the period of Italian colonization, little firsthand information is 

available regarding the identity of Eritreans, and the information we do have paints a 

complicated mosaic of tribes, races, and linguistic groups. What we do know about them 

is that they lived in tribes that varied in size, governing, and culture that reflected their 

previous colonizers and the geography of their residences. Those residing in the relatively 

                                                             
104 The British formally recognized Italy’s control over the territory in April of 1891 with the Protocol 
Between Great Britain and Italy for the Demarcation of Their Respective Spheres of Influence in East 
Africa.  
105 The Italians gave the territory the name Eritrea which is associated with the Greek name Erythraia or 
Ἐρυθραία for the Red Sea (Cumming, 1953a, p. 19).  
106 See the Treaties between Great Britain and Ethiopia and between Great Britain, Italy, and Ethiopia, 
relative to the Frontiers between the Soudan, Ethiopia, and Eritrea, signed at Adis Ababa, 15, May 1902. 
107 See for instance the Agreement between Great Britain, France, and Italy Respecting Abyssinia, signed in 
London, 13th December 1906 or the Protocol for the Delimitation of the French and Italian Possessions in 
the Coastal Region of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, signed in Rome in January 1900. 
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fertile central plateau were a sedentary agriculturalist population who shared Tigrinya as 

a language and Coptic Christianity. Conversely, the arid plains were home to numerous 

tribes scattered about varying in size and origin but were nearly all Islamic, nomadic 

herdsmen with five distinct languages. Those tribes settled in the highlands varied from 

nomadic to landowning agriculturalists to more class-based tribes with strict caste 

systems, while the east and west were home to Hamitic, Beja speaking tribes as well as 

tribes comprised of former immigrants who speak Semitic languages, and a Tigrinya 

block from Arabia (Abbay, 1998, p. 22-25). For many of the tribes at the time of Italian 

colonization, intermarriage was so common because of the history of immigration and 

conquest that the term race had little meaning left (Nadal 1944, p. 8). For a few others, 

strict rules existed against intermarrying and race was a highly protected category.  

While the terrain appeared to draw some likenesses across groups in terms of 

social structure, language was a significant divide among the newly formed Eritrean 

people and among these tribes. At the time of Italian colonization and well into the 

1970s, Eritrea was home to nearly two dozen languages, with eleven dominant languages 

spoken throughout the area.108 Beja and Tigre are also widespread in northeast Sudan, 

while Tigrinya, Saho, and Danakil are common to tribes in Ethiopia. With the exception 

of Arabic, however, the remaining languages are limited to Eritrea, but they are not 

regionally specific or consistent across religions or social structure. Some tribes 

embraced pagan gods, while others practice Coptic Christianity, Catholicism, 

Protestantism, and Islam. Some tribes followed maternal lines, while others strictly 

observed paternal ones. Each tribe had its own sort of autonomy, and consequently under 

                                                             
108 Dominant languages of the tribes included: Beja, Tigre, Tigre Khasa, Tigrinya, Saho, Danakil (Afar), 
Belein, Baria, Kunama, Ilit, and Arabic. 
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varying times of colonization some fared better than others. Some tribes early on banded 

together to make up a conglomerate of tribes like the Beni Amer which was originally 

sixteen different tribes that banded together against the Egyptians. Other tribes like the 

Danakil isolated themselves from others to the point of killing any stranger on sight 

(Nesbitt, 1935, p. 5; Münzinger, 1869, p. 195).  

The tribes varied drastically throughout the new territory, and the medium and 

large tribes in various divisions of the new colony could be considered “different 

‘Countries’ in the true sense of the word, with different history, different character, even 

different customs, and the people of different divisions [were] conscious of these 

differences almost as one is conscious of different nationalities” (Nadal, 1944, p. 67). Up 

until Italian colonization, political distinctions between and within the tribes were clear; 

wars between the tribes centered on food shortages and land rights (Trivelli, 1998; 

Selassie, 1980, p. 48-51). Politically, it was clear which tribes belonged where, and who 

belonged to which tribe; identities were varied but relatively well understood without an 

umbrella category linking them together. As a result, there were very few understandings 

about a collective or coherent whole governing the alleged group of Eritreans. This low 

level of collective expression would change rapidly with the onset of Italian colonization. 

The first major change that occurred under Italian colonization was spurred by changes in 

the relationship of the old tribes with other states and regional powers. Whereas some 

tribes and groups had received recognition as independent or separate from the area’s 

sovereign states prior to Italian independence, states like Ethiopia were quick to cut their 

ties to tribes under the Wuchale Treaty in exchange for dealing directly with the Italians. 

As a result, tribes who had previously had their land rights (territorial integrity) and tribal 
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laws and traditions respected by neighboring tribes outside of “Eritrea” and by other 

states lost many of those relationships and the privileges of trade and travel as they lost 

recognition as members of the regional society in favor of a society exclusive to states. 

 During the initial period of Italian colonization, the reach of the Italian 

administration was rather limited, but the entrée into their new colony was met with 

lukewarm feelings (Taddia, 2005; Pateman, 1998, p. 49). The region had seen cycles of 

war and famine for generations (Kebbede, 1998, p. 127-129; Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 

xxix-xxxi). With the arrival of the Italian administration, pax italiana gave Eritreans in 

Asmara, the new capital, and in Massawa a normal and peaceful life (Gabir 1992; 

Habtemariam, 1999; Tesfai, 1997; Weldemichael 2013, p. 20). Consequently, the initial 

period of Italian colonization was characterized by the contentment109 on the part of the 

Eritreans who resided in the cities and were in close contact with officers, indicating a 

certain sort of acquiescence to the presence of Italians as the so-called Eritreans largely 

opted out of engaging with the Italians who only marginally involved themselves with 

their colony.110 With low levels of internal strength and no external support from the 

neighboring states or other members of the international community, the Eritrean 

colonized subjects engaged in go-it-alone politics with each tribe or collection of 

individuals dealing with the Italians as needed on an atomistic basis. 

As the Italians became more active in their colony and began to modernize the 

ports and the cities, relationships with individual tribes and their colonial subjects began 

                                                             
109 Sir G.K.N. Trevaskis, a senior British officer during the British Trusteeship of Eritrea noted that after 
interviewing several Italian officials and administrators in Eritrea that initially the Eritrean was “content, 
docile, and obedient to [Italy’s] rules.” Eritrea a Colony in Transition. 
110 During the famines of 1888-1892, it is important to note that nearly one third the population of the 
country was lost, and the Italian government did nothing to feed the people. Interestingly, in a number of 
accounts and records, Italian officers fed Eritreans with their own supplies and imports gaining the support 
of the locals on a personal basis rather than through the administration.  
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to change (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 7). For administrative purposes and to weaken the 

local elites, the Italian administration created governing districts by denying autonomous 

status to tribes and villages, and they would co-opt or eliminate local chieftains who 

challenged the decisions. This process became more hostile and more violent as the 

administration moved to appropriate land for roads and factories. Tribes residing on the 

islands like Nocra111 were forcibly relocated and the land was turned into penal 

settlements for political malcontents and rebellious chiefs. Between August 1889 and 

December 1890, the Italians killed about a dozen chiefs with some 800 other notables 

who would not submit (Pateman, 1998, p. 49). In doing so, the Italians reduced the elite 

by nearly half their population (Negash, 1984, p. 317). In several cases, new offices for 

favoring individuals were created and chiefs were replaced by individuals from outside of 

the tribe entirely, while some tribes were forcibly split up or united to limit the power of 

influential rules and elites (Pankhurst, 1964a, p. 65; Caulk, 1984, p. 212; Negash, 1984, 

p. 318). 

 As the colonizers established an administrative structure and began to develop 

modern transportation and communication networks in Eritrea, the new people known as 

Eritreans responded differently. The many elites who contested the administrative 

policies that removed them from positions or took away their power wound up dead or 

imprisoned, while those who acquiesced to the administration lost some respect from 

their tribes (Pateman, 1998, p. 48-56). Others, like Bahta Hagos openly harbored 

resentment for the occupiers, but remained in their positions as chief by working with the 

administration on behalf of their tribe (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 112-113). The 

                                                             
111 The spelling is inconsistent and is occasionally written as Naqura in some sources such as Pateman 
(1998).  
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feelings of the non-elites were similarly varied. Eritreans in the cities had new 

opportunities for paid labor and formal military service, luxuries unavailable to many 

prior to the colonizers’ arrival. With the push against the administrative divisions, war in 

the traditional sense nearly disappeared from the area as tribes focused more on dealing 

with their Italian oppressors than battling each other. One additional area where some 

Eritreans seemed content with their new colonizers was in the administration’s decision 

to eliminate the caste systems in place in several tribes. Thus the first wave of policies 

attempted to level the power categories of previous social structures, but incited 

responses and political action only from some elites acting on their own; though the 

Italians took a aggressive and often violent stance in the dealings with their new colonial 

subjects, the lack of organization and sense of collectivity on the part of those subjects 

made it easier for the Italians to push their agenda, continue to misrecognize their 

subjects, and perpetuate the hysteresis of the colonial subjects. 

 As the Italians increased their modernizing efforts and continued to develop and 

secure the colony, their policies towards the natives became more aggressive. Curfews 

and rationing policies were enacted in the cities. As more poor immigrants from Southern 

Italy were brought into the colony, racial limitations were put in place for most jobs, 

leaving the locals with only a few menial physical labor jobs and the military. More 

chiefs were removed from power, and the districts were beginning to be subject to an 

aggressive tax policy. A series of decrees establishing state land and reserving it for the 

use of Italian colonists were first enacted in May of 1893. Within a year, nearly a fifth of 

all arable land – over one million acres – had been expropriated and the natives had been 

forcibly removed (Negash, 1984, p. 319). Most frustrating for the thousands of Eritreans 
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displaced by these decrees was that the land was used to build large estates for officers 

and administrators rather than for agricultural production (Negash, 1984, p. 319-320; 

Pateman, 1988, p. 16, 50 and 54-56). 

 In response to these policies, there was a rise in everyday forms of resistance, 

especially in the cities, leading to the first observable changes in the sense of internal 

identity cohesion. Elites started engaging with language about “shared” problems across 

tribal boundaries and began to work together in 1893 to negotiate with the Italians and 

established informal schools where the chiefs and leaders of the “divisions” from each 

tribe could meet together to learn Italian as well as discuss how they were engaging with 

the Italian administrators. As the land policies became more aggressive in 1894, Bahta 

Hagos, a chief, who had worked and been armed by the Italians but was still hostile to 

Italian administration, had maintained his position, along with his son and brother took as 

prisoner a commander of an Italian garrison and cut off the garrison’s communication 

(Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 113; Pateman, 1998, p. 51). He made a public proclamation 

to the Eritreans in his division as he proclaimed himself “an avenger of their rights 

trampled on by the Italians… [who] curse us,[and] seize our land; I want to free you… let 

us drive the Italians out and be our own masters.”112 While Bahta Hagos’ rebellion lasted 

only three days and ended in his death, the incident found its place in Eritrean folklore for 

years to come and signaled the start of extensive fighting, unrest, and organized hostility 

                                                             
112 See: Sylvia E. Pankhurst, Eritrea on the Eve: the Past and Future of Italy’s “first-born” colony, 
Ethiopia’s Ancient Sea Province (Woodford Green Essex, New Times and Ethiopia News, 1952) p. 45 and 
Richard Caulk, “Black Snake, White Snake”: Bahta Hagos and his Revolt against Italian Overrule in 
Eritrea, 1894 ed. Donald Crummey, Banditry, Rebellions and Social Protest in Africa (London, James 
Currey, 1986) p. 301. 
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against the occupiers.113 The new leadership of the elites took the form of speaking on 

behalf of their tribes, not in outrage of their individual loss of autonomy/power, but rather 

as appeals against the tribes losing their land and their autonomy as a community.  

 Organization against the Italians increased dramatically as the Italians forcibly 

conscribed men for the army in their skirmishes against the Ethiopians. While the Italians 

were unwilling to employ Eritreans in most civilian jobs because of their reluctance to 

accept the restraints of a “benevolent” European civilization,114 the Eritreans were good 

fighters and the Italians needed support for their military efforts. The Italians withdrew 

thousands of able-bodied men for their army from the agricultural areas to support their 

army; this coincided with the continued appropriation of land, creating the conditions for 

long-term crop shortages. Conscriptions were met with resistance from elites and some 

others, resulting in an embrace of the “collective problems” framework across tribes. 

While most Eritrean male subjects were forced to fight, some were happy to have the 

provisions of meals and clothing provided by service. Conscription in the Italian army 

was not organized by tribal or religious affiliations, but instead, Eritreans were 

intentionally sorted into groups so that they would serve with few if any of their 

tribesmen. While this was an intentional choice on the part of the Italians to weaken tribal 

elites and weaken tribal ties, this served to foster discussions among soldiers of common 

problems and helped to further notions of collectivity among the colonial subjects. When 

in 1896 Italy attacked Ethiopia in an expansionist move, the army was comprised heavily 
                                                             
113 In addition to its presence in the secondary sources and interviews [See: Sylvia Pankhurst (1952), 
Richard Caulk (1984), Roy Pateman (1998), and Dan Connell (1976-1988)], references to Bahta Hagos are 
seen continually in statements of the ELF and the EPLF.  
114 This language (accompanied by references to the Eritreans being barbaric and un-civilizable) is repeated 
in a number of news articles and Italian government documents regarding the administration of the colony. 
See: Italy in “Africa” Boston Journal, published as Boston Morning Journal Date 01-29-1896 Volume 
LXIII Issue 20546 page 6 for example. 
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of Eritrean soldiers who were the overwhelming majority of casualties. In March, the 

fighting came to an end with the Ethiopian victory in Adua, where nearly three-fourths 

the Italian forces were Eritrean. The defeat of a white European superpower strengthened 

Ethiopia’s position on the continent and embarrassed Italy as well as the Eritreans who 

saw themselves defeated collectively along with their colonizers.  

 In response to the embarrassment115 faced in the defeat at Adua, the increasing 

number of defections seen in the army, and the regular confrontations with the organized 

populace, Italy introduced a new round of policies to secure their control over the colony. 

Conscriptions increased, more chiefs were replaced, taxes were increased, 1889 and 1903 

saw more land appropriations from tribes, and a number of churches, temples and 

monasteries were secularized and declared Crownland. Italians continued to emphasize 

their ownership of the colony and assert the collectivity of their colonial subjects even 

while they bristled against it. The colonial subjects responded in a number of ways. Elites 

organized across tribal lines to refuse tax collection, tried to forcibly reclaim land that 

was unprotected, demanded land be returned, and reinstated their own chiefs. Other 

colonial subjects continued to engage in everyday acts of resistance and defections from 

the military increased, to the point where Italian governor Ferdinando Martini reported 

that desertion and small-scale armed confrontations were “il menu quotidiano” – daily 

occurrences.116 Such resistance from the so-called Eritreans indicated an increased 

hostility against the Italian colonizers, but also indicated the beginning stages of 

                                                             
115 A number of news articles, internal Italian documents, and recommendations from economists submitted 
to the court suggest abandoning the colony because of Italy’s embarrassing performance there militarily 
and financially. The Glasgow Herald (October 23, 1899) noted that “if it were not that the abandonment of 
Eritrea and the Somali Coast Protectorate would involve something like national humiliation, there is no 
doubt that Italy would gain by the abandonment.” 
116 Translates directly to “the daily menu.” 
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consolidation of identity as the narrative of common problems across tribes began to 

dominate coordinated efforts of the tribesmen.  

In order to address the increasing hostility and organization of the Eritreans, the 

Italians took on a deliberate “bread and circuses” approach to running their colony to 

further the go-it-alone politics, attempting to distract the people and stop coalition 

building and identity consolidation. They began to develop urban centers by establishing 

publicly administered medical services and public amenities and encouraged displaced 

peasants and former serfs to move to urban areas where domestic jobs were available for 

women and labor was available for men. While conscriptions continued to man Italy’s 

army in Ethiopia, Libya, and Somalia, Eritrean soldiers soon realized their importance to 

the war effort.117 The Italian government passed a decree in 1917, which created a special 

status for Eritrean colonists as something above their other colonists.118 They opened 

schools for the sons of chiefs and notables that mirrored Italian schools, opened schools 

to train Eritreans to fill lowly civil service jobs, and imported foodstuffs to be distributed 

to the various administrative divisions for the chiefs to distribute to the people. As a 

result, violence and everyday occurrences of resistance minimized significantly, and 

cooperation among tribes within divisions remained at a low level and cooperation and 

interaction among tribes across divisions practically disappeared. The cities and ports 

continued to modernize, but so too did the Eritreans who took advantage of new 

                                                             
117 The Italian colonial office and several governors refer to the colonial soldiers as Eritrea’s “principle 
product” (see also Connell and Killion’s discussion of the ascari (Eritrean soldiers serving in the Italian 
army (and irregular forces k nown as banda) (2011, p. 92-94 and 114). 
118 This was reaffirmed by a decree in 1937 that elevated their position as a “reward” for conquering 
Ethiopia. Eritreans were to be addressed as Eritreans, not as natives or colonists as was the case with the 
rest. Furthermore, priority was to be given under both decrees for Eritreans in certain categories of jobs and 
professions. This came after the Eritrean soldiers having served in Italian army and fought in trenches as 
paid conscripts. See Negash (1987, p. 156). 
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communications, services, and goods in addition to embracing the European 

characteristics of “civilization” that the Italians brought with them. Consequently, the 

Italians were able to tamp down the trends towards collectivity, limiting the embrace of a 

collective identity centered upon opposition to the colonizers. With the onset of World 

War I, their ability to maintain the “bread and circus” division technique would falter, 

leading to an increase in the collective expressions of identity among Eritrean colonial 

subjects.  

 

ERITREANS FACE FASCISM, WORLD WAR II, AND THE AFTERMATH 

(PERIOD 3, 1917-1951)  

The period of 1917-1951 is characterized by a continuation of go-it-alone politics 

where low levels of collective identity expression result in individuals or tribes coming 

into conflict with the colonial administration that continues to misrecognize those 

individuals and groups as a part of a collective whole of Eritreans that though above other 

colonial subjects are framed as less than human and more barbaric than their European 

colonizers. These patterns of low levels of identity collectivity and the continuation of 

destructive, negative misrecognition are the hallmark of this time, with some respite 

offered toward the end of this period by the British Military Administration. 

This stability and relative calm offered up by the Italian routine of bread and 

circuses was disturbed by the Fascist turn in Italy that was quickly mirrored in the colony. 

Within five months of Mussolini coming to power in October of 1922, policies in the 

colony became much more aggressive. Eritreans were fired from all but the basest jobs 

and replaced with Italian immigrants who were also brought over to the colony to build 
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more roads and build ports to facilitate the new expansionist government. Conscriptions 

increased drastically so that over forty percent of the Eritrean labor force served in the 

Italian army. Under the February 7 decree of 1923 (the first of a new series of land 

appropriations), Italy took control of an additional 70,000 acres of the colony’s most 

fertile land (Markakis, 1987, p. 58). Six of the rulers of districts resisted the policy calling 

it “land alienation” of the Eritrean people and were immediately dismissed from office. 

Two were never heard from again, and one, Kentiba Tessema, was held as a political 

prisoner (Gebre-Medhin, 1989, p. 108). Schools for Eritreans were closed,119 and a strict 

color line was implemented throughout the colony that segregated all public spaces.120 

The previously relaxed racial policies and attitudes changed drastically and the years that 

followed were filled with Eritreans responding to the racist, alienating policies,121 but 

they did so haphazardly and along tribal lines, recognizing common problems, but failing 

to embrace any solidaristic category. In 1929, a revolt over racial policies in Wollo 

spread to include most of southern Eritrea. The Tarke and Tawke tribes revolted against 

the Italian administrator in their district when they were to be put under a single district 

chief in 1932. Strikes like that in Decamare in September of 1935 protested the racists 

laws like the Organic Law of 1933 that allowed for discrimination based on physical 

characteristics (Pateman, 1988, p. 59). The racial laws were bitterly resented and division 

administrators noted in their reports an increase in the number of actions against the 

enforcement of the policies. In 1935, mass violence broke out in nearly every district as 

Mussolini’s much-hated overlord in Eritrea, General Graziani, expelled all foreign 

                                                             
119 Connell and Killion (2011, p. 7) note that this was done in an attempt to limit the development of the 
Eritrean intelligentsia as a part of the Fascist approach towards running the colony. 
120 The travel journals of Lillian Schoedner noted that not only is the “colorline kept” but the Eritreans 
“were not welcome in public places” (Folder 109 Sequence 1154). See also Connell & Killion (2011, p. 8). 
121  
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missionaries and secularized many of the remaining churches, appropriating their land 

and gold for Italy. He then increased the conscription of Eritrean soldiers and assigned 

them the most difficult appointments in the army as Italy moved to attack Ethiopia again 

in 1935. In response to these policies, former Eritrean soldiers planned and attempted the 

assassination of Graziani. Their failure led to reprisals by the Italian forces as Graziani 

spent the next three days shooting, beheading or disemboweling several thousand people 

(Mockler, 1984, p. 414-416; Sbacchi, 1985, p. 172-173).  

 This violence was coupled with a redoubling of conscription efforts to support the 

Italian army as it attacked Ethiopia in late 1935 through Eritrea. In the attack, the Italians 

continued to place Eritrean divisions and Eritreans at the forefront of the battles, resulting 

in heavy casualties. When in 1936 the Italians forced Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie to 

flee the country, Mussolini sanctioned Graziani to “begin and systematically conduct a 

politics of terror and extermination of the rebels and the complicit population” in 

Ethiopia.122 Graziani took the opportunity to not only carry out these orders, but to force 

the colonial troops to carry out the orders in the form of releasing mustard gas on the 

Ethiopian people, constructing and manning labor camps, killing hostages, and mutilating 

the corpses of the fallen Ethiopian soldiers. Those Eritrean soldiers who refused were 

considered a part of the “complicit population” and suffered the same treatment. These 

policies resulted in a number of defections during the time that Ethiopia was under Italian 

control. In late 1939 and early 1940, as Italy moved to declare war on the British and 

French, the British Military began actively encouraging Eritreans to defect, welcoming 

them to fight on the British side and recognizing them as a coherent group that deserved 
                                                             
122 Telegram from Musssolini to H.E. Graziani July 8, 1936. Alternative translation: “Initiate and 
systematically conduct policy of terror and extermination against rebels and populations in complicity with 
them.” See also Sbacchi (1985, p. 188-190).  
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their own state. They dropped leaflets throughout Eritrea and occupied Ethiopia, 

encouraging defection and motivating action including these claims:  

“Eritreans! You deserve to have a flag!... This is the honorable life for the 
Eritrean: to have the guts to call his people a Nation.”123  
 
“Eritrean soldiers, listen! Desert from the Italians and join us! Whenever we have 
sent you a message you have heard it and responded. We give you our thanks! We 
know the reason you would not fight against us was that you did not wish to be 
ruled by the Italians; you will receive your full reward. You people who wish to 
live under the flag of His Imperial Majesty, Haile Selassie I, and to have your 
own flag, we give our word you shall be allowed to choose what government you 
desire.” 124 

 

The BMA began to meet with Eritrean defectors and elites, encouraging them to defect 

and encourage defection from the Italian military, but as the two pamphlet excerpts above 

indicate, the promise of defections offered conflicting visions of recognition and the 

future for the Eritrean colonial subjects. Some BMA documents and officers emphasized 

Eritrean freedom, using language indicative of an independent Eritrean state, while others 

seemed to vaguely indicate tribes would simply “be free” once Italy was defeated. Others 

still indicated that Eritreans would be “returned” to Ethiopia or allied with Somalia in 

some other new state. Across the board, however, the BMA offered up a vision of the 

future and a recognition of the Eritrean tribesmen centered on their entitlement to 

freedom, devoid of negative images/connotations of Eritreans (Steer 1942, 165-176). 

While such claims continued to misrecognize the Eritreans who had yet to embrace that 

category of Eritrean for themselves, the positive recognition from the British in these 

                                                             
123 Taken from a pamphlet from the R.A.F. (1941, in Steer, 1942, p. 174) used in the Abyssinian campaign. 
G.L. Steer who was in charge of the BMA’s mobile propaganda unit in the Abyssinian campaign during 
WWII recounts the creation of these pamphlets in his memoir on the campaign along side similar messages 
to the Eritreans (p. 165-176). 
124 A pamphlet from the R.A.F. (and a corresponding statement by Haille Selassie dated June 8, 1940) is 
included on page 65 of Pankhurst, Sylvia. 1946 The Ethiopian People: Their Rights and Progress. 
Woodford, Essex: New Times and Ethiopia News Book Department.  
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leaflets and the positive stereotypes in BMA official statements were a welcome 

departure from the persistent negative distortion of identity coupled with violence and 

conscripted military service that came from the Italians.  

The Eritrean experience of Fascist policies did not last long as the British, whose 

strength was vastly underestimated, moved into Ethiopia and Eritrea in 1940, pushing 

Italy out of its former colony by April of 1941. Following the Battle of Keren and the 

close of WWII, much of Africa was liberated from Italian occupation and was 

administered primarily by the British as a UN territory until 1951. For the remainder of 

the war, the colony was a protectorate of the British and became an important center for 

British and American operations in the region. Upon arriving in the country, the British 

governor, Duncan Cameron Cumming noted the peculiarity of the colony (Cumming, 

1953b). Outside the cities, much of colony looked untouched by the modern world, 

lacking the most basic of infrastructure and facilities. In the few cities, Italian colonialism 

had brought with it not only the practical benefits of European rule in the form of modern 

ports, roads, and railways, but also coffee shops, opera houses, and fine government 

buildings as well as a “coherence [the country] had never previously known” (Cumming, 

1953a, p. 21). At the same time, the cities were highly segregated between the Italians 

and the Eritreans, who were diverse in race and language, but were largely segregated 

internally along religious lines.  

Under British trusteeship, the Eritrean colonial subjects experienced a number of 

changes as the British military worked with their colonial counterparts to manage the 

colony.125 Upon arrival, practically no work was available except in the army for 

                                                             
125 The task of management was complicated by the conflicting promises made by the BMA and the British 
Government leading up to the caretaker government. In a report on the first year of the trusteeship, 
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Eritreans and even the most subordinate posts were filled by some of the over 70,000 

Italian immigrant laborers. While the British did not strictly uphold the racial laws, they 

struggled to find qualified natives to assume administrative responsibilities as they found 

almost no educated people, teachers, suitable books or school buildings (Cumming, 

1953a, p. 29). As a result, they relied heavily on the Italian immigrants and appeared to 

have some preferential treatment for the Europeans. During the first two years of 

administration, schools were built, limited freedom of press and political organization 

were given to the Eritreans, and efforts were made to modernize roads and bridges 

throughout the rest of the colony (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 8). BMA documents during 

the first few years of administration emphasize the ignorance of the Eritrean people, but 

did not utilize dehumanizing language or language of criminality or 

barbarity/backwardness. It is worth noting, however that early in the British occupation 

of Eritrea, the Foreign Office was investigating “the possibly of making Eritrea, into a 

Jewish colony” (FO371/354). While the British Military Administration set itself to 

governing Eritrea, the British government positioned themselves to dispose of Eritrea by 

either ceding part (or all) of Eritrea to Ethiopia (FO371/36414) and the Sudan 

(FO371/40601) or settling displaced Jews in Eritrea.126 This position by the British 

government was an early indication that there would be little concern or respect for the 

wishes of the residents of Eritrea.  

During the initial transition to managing Eritrea as a protectorate, the British 

garnered support from the Eritreans by exiling chiefs like Geilani Hussein to the Sudan 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Brigadier Stephen H. Longrigg acknowledges this challenge, nothing t hat “We had unfortunately made 
promises or half-promises before the occupation which we have been unable (or not always willing) to 
implement, thereby giving the natives some grounds for complaints” (1936, p. 6-7). 
126 Either Eritrea or Tripolitania (Libya) was going to be established as a Jewish Settlement (FO371/35414). 
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for their pro-Italian sympathies and paying close attention and respect to the divisions 

between the natives. In a report on the peoples of Eritrea commissioned by the British 

Government, Secretary for Native Affairs S.F. Nadel127 noted that the divisions between 

the colonists were very real, and while the Eritreans were “united by the Italians in 1890 

[they] have never lived under a government of their own together… in other words, the 

communities are still strangers to one another” (p. 88). The British tried to respect 

differences among tribes and took measures to address the “mild protest” they 

encountered when they tried to alter an administrative division to eliminate a 

chieftainship. Several British Military Administrative (BMA) documents and Nadal’s 

assessment make reference to the “alien” chiefs who were given their position over tribes 

to which they did not belong as reward for service to the Italians. Some of these chiefs, 

who the British acknowledged “had not even claim [hereditary] to their office,” were 

removed from their positions. The British also heard and acquiesced to requests from 

chiefs like Ad Sheikh who spoke on behalf of ex-members of his tribe who generations 

prior had become an autonomous offshoot of his tribe that had been put under an alien 

chief and denied their autonomy by the Italians. In identifying these alien chiefs and 

removing them from positions granted by the Italians, the British demonstrated a respect 

for tribal identities and increasingly began to refer to Eritreans by their tribal affiliation in 

both internal documents and laws or policies governing the colony, utilizing language of 

“tribesmen of Eritrea” or “people of Eritrean” rather than Eritreans. 

  Under the British administration, Eritrea and people of Eritrean continued to 

modernize. Tribal lines were clarified and maintained, but at the same time, Eritreans 
                                                             
127 Nadel was an anthropologist with his PhD from the London School of Economics who enlisted in the 
British Army to support the war effort in 1941. He held the positions of Secretary of Native Affairs and 
Deputy Chief Secretary for three years while he was in Eritrea.  
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largely embraced the new institutions the British brought to them. A number of 

newspapers in a variety of languages popped up as people of Eritrea (especially in cities) 

embraced freedom of the press (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 397), and three political 

organizations that cut across tribal lines arose: Mahber Fikri Hager (Association for the 

Love of the Country of Eritrea), the Moslem League, and the Liberal Progressive Party. 

These organizations and newspapers increasingly began utilizing “Eritreans” as a 

secondary grouping category, embracing the term, which served as a shorthand for the 

diverse people of Eritrea, but they imagined the Eritrean community in different ways 

(Abbay, 1998, p. 28).  

When the war came to a close and the British began to take up the question of 

what would happen to Italy’s former colonies with the UN, Eritreans utilized their parties 

and papers to make their varied opinions known. The prevailing idea internationally was 

to unite Eritrea with Ethiopia. Prior to the outbreak of war and again when the British 

took over, Emperor Haile Selassie expressed his desire to ‘reunite’ Eritrea with Ethiopia. 

To some Eritreans, the prevailing belief was that “if Eritrea… does not get united with 

Ethiopia, it will die.”128 These beliefs were tied to the belief that Eritrea could not go-it-

alone. The people were uneducated and a generation of men had died fighting Italy’s war; 

Eritrea itself lacked infrastructure, had prices which were artificially kept down during 

occupation, and lacked natural resources (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 8). Others were 

hopeful about uniting with Ethiopia as the Ethiopians had beaten the Italians, their former 

oppressors. This was complicated for many by fact that Italian army had been comprised 

heavily of and lost many Eritrean recruits. Still others were hesitant to go backwards 

(Abbay, 1998, p. 27-30). Several records in travel diaries, British reports, and newspapers 
                                                             
128 Nay Ertra Semunawi Gazetta. May 29, 1947. p. 4. 
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indicate that the Eritreans considered themselves better than the Ethiopians, almost equal 

to Europeans in that they had been culturally modernized and contributed to a modern 

empire (See for example Ponde, 1936). For many the thought of moving from the 

Italians, to the British and then to the Ethiopians would be a giant step backwards and a 

sort of injustice (Cummings, 1953a, p. 31; Longrigg, 1942). 

While there were many differences of opinion internally and externally about 

what should happen to the Eritreans,129 there was also a great deal of contestation over 

what it meant to be Eritrean (these ideas opinions were not surprisingly linked). Though 

some increasingly embraced the category of Eritrean, some insisted that those who lived 

in Eritrea were simply Ethiopians who had been forced to live under Italian rule, leaving 

them fundamentally no different than Ethiopians.130 For others who believed they had 

been Ethiopians but believed that the former emperor had sold their land and them to the 

Italians, there was a persistent belief that they had become something else, making the 

attachment to tribe or the acceptance of Eritrean appealing.131 Still others, predominantly 

in the south, denied the attachment to Ethiopia, noting instead the tradition of nomadism, 

making the Eritreans more Somali than anything else.132 Less nomadic tribes, particularly 

those settled in areas reached least by Italians in on the plateau, dismissed the claims that 

they belonged to any state or potential state other than their tribe, often noting that 

                                                             
129 See Abbay, 1998, p. 28-31. 
130 See the Nay Ertra Semunawi Gazetta (March 31, 1949, p. 2) where several Eritrean tribal elites are 
interviewed noting the “artificial distinction” between Eritreans and Ethiopians or the interview notes with 
elites in Longrigg (1946, p. 122) wherein Longrigg surmises based on these conversations that “the Eritrean 
plateau-folk are Tigreans [Ethiopians] in all essentials.”  
131 See the Nay Ertra Semunawi Gazetta (July 3, 1947, p. 4) where Wolde-ab Woldemariam (who would 
become a key figure in the Eritrean independence movement) recognizes that there may have been a past of 
“oneness” between the Eritrean and Ethiopian people but that colonialism has left Eritreans something 
different.  
132 See the Nay Ertra Semunawi Gazetta (May 29, 1947, p. 4) where two Eritrean elites penned an op-ed on 
behalf of those who wishes to see unification with Somalia, rejecting the history of the Amhara Solomonic 
Dynasty that was used to back the proposals to unite with Ethiopia.  
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colonizers and empires who demand taxes come and go, but the lifeblood of the tribes 

remain and survive past any of their supposed rulers.133  

Many Eritreans who occupied the cities and had worked (in their eyes) with the 

British to administer the colony (Habtemariam, 1999) thought they were going to be 

granted a state of their own or a trusteeship towards independence (Cummings, 1953ab), 

but pressure from Ethiopia and its new allies, the US and the UK, prevented this. In the 

spring of 1946, British Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin put forth a proposal to the British 

Parliament arguing that they should award Eritrea to Ethiopia under a trusteeship of some 

sort. The Parliament decided to post-pone the decision until the following year. 

Following the 1947 Four-Powers Mandate where Italy relinquished its sovereign claims 

on its colonies, the four powers took up the decision of what would happen to Italy’s 

former colonies in light of the wishes and welfare of the inhabitants and the interest of 

peace and security, taking into consideration the views of interested governments.  

 In response to the proposal put forth by Ethiopia and the Bevin-Sforza partition 

plan, the six largest political parties in Eritrea banded together to form the Independence 

Bloc who argued publicly that “a country [should belong] to its people. Eritrea for 

Eritreans…. [We] are begging, suffering and dying to see a house return to its owner, a 

country go to its own people. This kind of begging is only too familiar to the world and 

the world community.”134 The Independence Bloc “vehemently opposed” the partition 

plans “in a single voice” (Kibreab, 2000, p. 251), declaring that “the whole people of 

Eritrea, without distinction as to race, religion, or political party object to a partition of 

                                                             
133 Connell & Killion (2011, p. 9) have a nice overview of some of the major Eritrean parties and their 
proposed solutions to the Eritrean question. 
134 Hanti Ertra. May 24, 1950, p. 1. (Asmaran Newspaper), quoting president of the LPP, Ra’esi Tessema 
Asberom. 
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the Territory” (The General Secretaries, Asmara, July 25, 1949). While Bevin in London 

was advocating union with Ethiopia, the British Military Governor of Eritrea, Stephen 

Longrigg was advocating strongly against it arguing that “they [Eritreans] hate the 

Amharic rule of the present Shoan dynasty [in Ethiopia i.e., Haile Selassie]; and they 

prefer the enormously higher standards of a European administration.”135. The four 

powers could not agree as this plan was not accepted by the others and vehemently 

opposed by the US especially (Iyob, 1995, p. 62-63). Consequently, the future of the 

Eritreans was put before the United Nations. Following discussion and negotiation on the 

matter, the result was that US and Britain supported the federation of Ethiopia and 

Eritrea, while the Soviet Union and the Arab bloc supported Eritrea’s independence 

(Selassie, 1989, p. 147).  

On September 20th, 1949, Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie went to the UN and 

claimed that Eritrea was a part of Ethiopia which Italian aggressors had stolen from the 

Ethiopian empire in the 1800s. This was viewed by many not as some claim to a shared 

identity or culture, but rather as a strategic decision on the part of the Ethiopians to 

maintain access to Red Sea (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 440). The US and UK were 

quick to support and reiterate these sentiments. While this opposed the opinions of the 

British military officers in Eritrea, the UK’s stance was not surprising considering the 

Winston Churchill had promised Emperor Haile Selassie in January 1945 that he was 

going to give Eritrea to Ethiopia, a promise that was reiterated at an internal meeting on 

July 20, 1948 where the British Foreign Minister said that they had to support Ethiopia’s 

claim to get Ethiopia’s cooperation in securing a Navy oil storage facility in Massawa 

(Foreign Office minutes July 20, 1948; Correspondence from R. Mason to E. Bevins, 
                                                             
135 “Longrigg, Stephen, 1946. “The future of Eritrea,” African Affairs. Vol. 45. 
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October 23, 1948). Similarly, the US had decided to support Ethiopia’s claim due to 

national security interests as they wanted control of a radio station in the area.136  

 Prior to making a decision regarding Eritrea, the UN Security Council sent a fact-

finding commission to Eritrea. In 1950, representatives from Burma, Guatemala, 

Norway, Pakistan, and South Africa were delegated to conduct an investigation and hold 

public hearings.137 The Commission met with leaders of the various towns and political 

parties during their visit and reported back that the largest single party, the Unionist 

Party, supported union with Ethiopia and was supported by three small parties.138 They 

also noted that the Independence Bloc which comprised seven large parties as well as the 

New Eritrea Party, the Italo-Eritrean Association, the Representative Committee of 

Italians in Eritrea, and the Eritrean Chamber of Commerce favored independence.139 

After speaking with some tribes, the Committee reported back that 43% of the people 

preferred union, while 5% preferred return to Italy and 52% supported independence. 

140Upon returning to the UN, the Commission recommended that Eritrea be federated 

with Ethiopia after “taking into consideration: (a) the wishes and welfare of the 

inhabitants of Eritrea… (b) the interests of peace and security in East Africa,.. [and] (c) 

                                                             
136 See the Minutes of the First Meetings Between Lieutenant General Bolte, Personal Representative of the 
U.S. President, and the Officials of the Imperial Ethiopian Government. June 13, 1951. Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Addis Ababa. 
137 For a full list of the 70 witnesses and party representatives who met with the Commission, see the UN’s 
Report of the United Nations Commission for Eritrea (1950, Annex 17, p. 119-127). 
138 The Unionist Party was a group funded by Haile Selassie to push for union with Ethiopia. The Unionist 
party openly supported and funded, through Selassie, the shiftas (bandits) who carried Ethiopian flags 
through the countryside in 1947-1952 terrorizing people. They put pressure on and killed many Eritreans 
regarding the proposed union. They were notorious for two slogans: “Etopiya bel ye, be shimel keyti himel 
ye” (Say Ethiopia, if you do not want to be lashed by a whip) and “Ethiopia or death” (Abbay, 1998, p. 33; 
Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 519; Gebre-Medhin, 1989, p. 119-130).  
139 While the largest single party was the Ethiopian backed Unionist party, the Independence bloc was more 
than three times the size of the Unionist party, a fact emphasized in an early draft of the commission’s 
report, but eliminated in the final draft.  
140 According to the BMA, US, and Italian estimates respectively, 75%, 65%, and 85% of the Eritreans 
supported the Independence Block. These numbers are captured in Merrill’s letter to the Secretary of State, 
No. 1117, 25 August 1949.  
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the rights and claims of Ethiopia based on geographical, historical, ethnic or economic 

reasons including in particular Ethiopia’s legitimate need for adequate access to the 

sea.”141  

  Ethiopia, supported by the US and the UK, continued to claim that Eritrea had 

been stolen by the Italians (a point which the Italians denied fervently) and claimed that 

75% of the Eritrean people supported union with Ethiopia as they were the same people 

simply divided by government administration. In reality, former Attorney-General of 

Ethiopia, Bereket Habte Selassie, contended that, "most Eritreans (Christians and 

Moslems) were united in their goal of freedom and independence” and a confidential 

American survey estimated that 75% of the population supported the Independence Bloc 

in Eritrea.142 Italy argued that “there is no reason why Eritrea should be delayed on its 

road to independence,” while Egypt and the USSR echoed the call for statehood.143 The 

USSR, one of the most vocal supporters of the Eritrean people at the UN, tried to compel 

others to vote to support Eritrean independence in the name of the principle of self-

determination and justice when their delegation made the following claim:  

                                                             
141 United Nations General Assembly Resolution 390A(v), 1950. This is language from the actual 
resolution to federate. In the recommendations, (Progress Report of the United Nations Commissioner in 
Eritrea during the year 1951. November 16, 1951. A/1959.), it is important to note that Burma and South 
Africa suggested “a federation of Eritrea and Ethiopia ‘on terms compatible with self-respect and domestic 
autonomy of both countries’”. Norway argued for a “reunion of the whole territory of Eritrea to Ethiopia” 
with the exception of the Western province which should be “provisionally and for a limited period of time 
be left under the present British Administration.” The remaining two members of the commission, 
Guatemala and Pakistan, proposed a “direct trusteeship by the United Nations for a maximum period of ten 
years, at the end of which Eritrea should become completely independent.” Upon the proposal to federate 
the states being brought to the UN, Guatemalan delegate, Garcia Bauer, (was part of fact finding mission 
for UN), openly opposed the federal link – “During our travels in Eritrea, we were able to see how 
important were the parties which form the Independence Bloc, and that experience convinced us that the 
great majority of the population oppose the idea of federation which the Ad Hoc Political Committee 
approved. Nor can my delegation agree that this so-called federation recommended by the Ad Hoc Political 
Committee can be considered a compromise solution, or a well-balanced solution, as it has been called” 
(UN Official Records of the General Assembly, 5th Session 1950, p. 54). 
142 Department of State, Incoming Telegram, received 1949-08-22, From Addis Ababa, signed MERREL, 
to Secretary of State, No. 171, 1949-08-19 
143 See: Report of the UN Mission to Eritrea, June 8, 1950. A/1285. 
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"The USSR has consistently supported the proposal that Eritrea should be granted 
independence and has continued to do so at the current session. We base our 
argument on the fact that all people have a right to self-determination and national 
independence...The USSR delegation objects to the proposal for the federation of 
Eritrea with another State, as such a federation would disregard the right of the 
Eritrean people to self-determination by preventing the Eritreans from exercising 
that right. The delegation of the Soviet Union bases its position on the fact that 
such a decision is being imposed on the Eritrean people without its consent and, 
hence, in violation of the fundamental principle of the right of self-determination 
of people...The USSR delegation appeals to all the other delegations to vote in 
favour of Eritrean independence, which is the equitable solution to this 
problem..."144 
 

While such proclamations from both sides demonstrated clear understandings of “who” 

the Eritreans were, the Eritreans themselves, while more willing to embrace the umbrella 

category of Eritrean as a secondary identifier, had yet to prioritize that understanding of 

themselves. For some the Ethiopian claims of shared identity were legitimate and 

appropriate, but for others, that was a bastardization of their identity. For others, 

predominantly those in cities, the Soviet and Italian claims that Eritreans were an 

identifiable collective capable of governing themselves carried weight, while others 

preferred to return to Ethiopia and others still wanted to return to tribal rule without an 

overarching government of any type. This inconsistency and lack of internal cohesion 

meant the Eritreans were relatively powerless to present a united front in determining 

their own future. Consequently, it is not surprising that given that Eritreans, while starting 

to organize, were still largely going it alone and had their preferences steamrolled by 

well-organized (and well funded) Ethiopian and US interests.145 

                                                             
144 See: Statement by the USSR delegation on the proposed federation of Eritrea and Ethiopia, December, 
1950. 
145 The American position on the issue was quite clearly articulate in internal State Department memoranda 
that were served as guidelines for the US delegation at the UNGA. See for example a secret internal memo 
September 27, 1948. The American position to support Ethiopia’s claims was a quid pro quo Cold War 
arrangement where “strategic and geopolitical factors, not the welfare or aspirations of the Eritrean people, 
were the primary considerations” (Selassie 1989, p. 33).  
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Under UN resolution 390A decided in 1950, Eritrea was to be federated with 

Ethiopia as one state in 1952. The continued support of the US and the UK pushed the 

federation into existence, and the motivation for much of their support was succinctly 

stated by US chief foreign policy advisor (later to become US Secretary of State) John 

Foster Dulles: 

"From the point of view of justice, the opinions of the Eritrean people must 
receive consideration. Nevertheless the strategic interest of the United States in 
the Red Sea basin and the considerations of security and world peace make it 
necessary that the country has to be linked with our ally Ethiopia."146 

 
The resolution had three important effects. Contrary to the UN Charter, it denied 

self-determination,147 but at the same time recognized the distinctness of the territory and 

the people of Eritrea from those of Ethiopia.148 In fact, the resolution stated that “a single 

nationality shall prevail” in Eritrea, and the resolution stated that “the Federal 

government, as well as Eritrea, shall ensure to residents in Eritrea, without distinction of 

nationality, race, sex, language or religion, the enjoyment of human rights and 

fundamental liberties.”149 While this distinction reinforced the mistaken image of a 

coherent collective Eritrean populace, which as we have seen did not yet exist, it would 

serve as a catalyst to create such a grouping. Second, it defined the legal territory of 

                                                             
146 By December 1950 when the resolution was passed at the UN, the US had already established and 
manned their communication center and gained established a military base in Asmara in exchange for 
equipping and training the Ethiopian army (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 10). 
147 Chapter 1, Article 1, part 2 of the UN Charter states that purpose of the UN Charter is: "To develop 
friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of 
peoples, and to take other appropriate measures to strengthen universal peace." Article 1 in both the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) both read: "All peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue 
of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 
development." This principle is reaffirmed by United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
where in, article 15 states that “everyone has the right to a nationality and that no one should be arbitrarily 
deprived of a nationality or denied the right to change nationality.” 
148 Actual text of the resolution states that “Eritrea shall constitute an autonomous unit federated with 
Ethiopia under the sovereignty of the Ethiopian Crown.”  
149 UN Resolution 390Av (see article 7). 
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Eritrea as distinct from Ethiopia. The language of the resolution indicates that the fixing 

of boundaries with the Treaty of Wuchale defined Eritrea in a distinct moment of colonial 

history making it something distinctly separate from Ethiopia, which would help draw 

ideational boundaries of Eritrea and Ethiopia that would have consequences will into the 

2000s. Lastly, it defined the status of Eritreans as a people distinct from Ethiopian people 

counter to the contention that they were one people with Ethiopia.150 This distinction 

would serve to lay the groundwork for the international community to eventually change 

their position on Eritrea and Eritreans. 

Though the resolution contained three parameters that would eventually serve the 

Eritrean cause, the decision was lamented by many Eritrean people as well as their 

supporters, notably the members of the Independence Bloc and the tribes who had wanted 

a return to tribal autonomy. The resolution ignored many Eritreans' desire for 

independence but guaranteed them some democratic rights and autonomy. At the time, 

Eritrea had a democratically elected government and a constitution, while Ethiopia was 

under feudalist rule. Both governments were equal before the federal government (in 

theory), but many Eritreans feared that their rights would be taken away under the 

muddled federation that had been referred to as the UN’s Bolivian concept of a Swiss 

federation adapted to an African absolute monarchy.151 In anticipation of the federation, 

the people of Eritrea spent the next year preparing the constitution that would govern 

them under the federation. The document, which was penned primarily by members of 

                                                             
150 This was later reaffirmed by the Permanent People’s Tribunal who recognized the Eritreans and 
declared that “The Eritrean people did not constitute a national minority within a state. They have the 
characteristics of a people according to the law of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of the 
Rights of People.” 
151 See: Stewart, Julia. 1999. Eccentric Graces: Eritrea& Ethiopia Through the Eyes of a Traveler. 
Lawrenceville, NJ: Red Sea Press. “Ethiopia: Lion’s Share” October 3, 1952. Time Magazine.  
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the Independence Bloc who had been elected to participate in its construction, 

emphasized individual rights akin to those found in the UN Charter and the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (Iyob, 1995, p. 76-79). Under their constitution, Eritreans 

formally existed with rights, but under the Federal Act (Resolution 390Av), Eritrea as a 

territory was recognized, but the Eritreans were not, a distinction that would be used to 

justify an intentional destruction of Eritrean identity and Eritrean self-government. The 

1931 Ethiopian constitution had no counterpart to the rights provisions and outlined the 

unlimited and indivisible power of the Emperor over all of his subjects (Chapter 1, 

Article 5; Chapter 2, Article 6).152 On February 9th, 1951, when UN Commissioner 

Eduardo Anze Matienzo arrived in Eritrea, he held a press conference in which he 

commented that he hoped the “middle-of-the-road” solution that the UN had decided on 

would “bring happiness, stability and freedom to the people of Eritrea… [and] give 

satisfaction to Ethiopia in recognizing her claims for an outlet to the sea.”153 He 

expressed his hope that the federation would “bring about one great country in Africa, in 

which all the inhabitants will have equal right to live peacefully and to receive legal 

protection.”154 His hopes would soon be dashed as within a year of the federation, it 

became clear that it would not hold. 

 

 

                                                             
152 While the Ethiopian Constitution was revised in 1955, the supreme power of the Emperor remained a 
common thread, and indeed the emperor’s position was considered to be strengthened as it still recognized 
that the Emperor is “sacred, His dignity is inviolable and His power indisputable,” (1955, Chapter 1, 
Article 4) as passage like several others that was taken in whole from the older constitution (1933, Chapter 
1, Article 5).  
153 Progress Report of the United Nations Commissioner in Eritrea during the year 1951. November 16, 
1951. A/1959. 
154 Progress Report of the United Nations Commissioner in Eritrea during the year 1951. November 16, 
1951. A/1959. 
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SELASSIE’S REGRESSIVE FEDERATION (PERIOD 4, 1951-1973) 

In 1951, the British began preparations to withdraw from the Eritrean colony and 

prepare for its federation with Ethiopia. That ushered in a period of assimilationist 

politics as Ethiopia took over and the BMA withdrew from the territory, withdrawing its 

positive recognition of Eritreans at the same time. The Ethiopian government would set 

the pace for recognition of Eritreans by the rest of the international community with 

policies, laws, and statements about the Eritreans ranging from negative stereotypes to 

outright distortion of the Eritrean identities. At the same time, there was increased 

variation in the expression of Eritrean identity which ranged from a complete embrace of 

the category of Eritrean as a primary identity to a continuation of tribal identities without 

any embrace of a collective, particularly on the part of those tribes in remote areas. In the 

face of continued assimilationist policies and practices from the Ethiopian government, 

the category of Eritrean would be reinforced and increasingly embraced, indicating the 

some consolidation of identity.  

On October 4th, 1952, Haile Selassie entered the capital of Eritrea where 

Ethiopian and Eritrean flags fluttered at hundreds of mastheads to celebrate the 

federation. He announced during his visit that “Eritreans will take a full part in 

administering the federation through a federal council” (The Baltimore Sun, 1952). 

Within days of his departure, Ethiopia openly violated terms of the agreement by 

restricting freedom of the press and bringing military forces in to police the capital. 

Eritrean political parties and newspapers were quick to point out the Emperor’s 

violations. By September of the following year, three Eritrean newspapers had already 

been shut down entirely, and the federal high court, whose judges were the Emperor’s 
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appointees, suspended the publication of The Voice of Eritrea, and sentenced its editors 

to six years imprisonment (Iyob, 1995, p. 88-89).155 Additionally, the government put a 

ban on newspapers not sponsored or controlled by the government in early October 

(Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 397). A number of Eritrean political parties sent a telegram 

to the UN on October 12, 1953, protesting the violation of the Eritrean people’s rights 

and the violation of the federation, emphasizing the collectivity of Eritreans. There was 

no UN response. In fact, from the time the UN left Eritrea when the federation began in 

1952 to 1990, the UN did not take up the issue of Eritrea at all, insisting that it was a 

“domestic” issue now that the territory was federated with Ethiopia.156  

In 1955, a new Ethiopian Constitution took effect that made no special mention of 

Eritrea and modified its first article to establish the Emperor’s powers and empire as: 

“the lands and territorial waters under the sovereignty of the Ethiopian crown. Its 
sovereignty and territory are indivisible. Its territories and sovereign rights therein 
are inalienable. All Ethiopian subjects, whether living within or without the 
Empire, constitute the Ethiopian people.” 

 
This modification is particularly interesting as Ethiopia, independent of Eritrean territory, 

had no coastline or territorial waters. As the fifties continued on, the symbols of Eritrea’s 

autonomous existence began to disappear. Under orders of the Emperor, the next nine 

years saw Eritrea’s autonomy ignored and its territory plundered. Factories were 

dismantled in their entirety and relocated to Ethiopia. The few modernized features 

remaining from Italian colonization were taken to Ethiopia, right down to the iron 

telephone poles and porcelain from cafes. The Eritrean institutions established by the 
                                                             
155 It is worth noting that Emperor Selassie had issued a Proclamation on September 30, 1952 violating the 
Eritrean Constitution and laying the groundwork for trampling the right to speech early in the federated 
period by violating the Eritrean Constitution (Article 30, 85, 90) in declaring the federal Ethiopian court to 
be the territory’s first court of appeal (Proclamation 130).  
156 The UN Security Council failed to address the question, but even branches like the UNCHR failed to 
use the language of Eritreans or Eritrea following the UN’s departure and instead referred to the area as 
Ethiopia’s northern province.  
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Constitution were all but ignored. Power was stripped away from so many positions that 

people began freely resigning their powerless posts, and those who contested were 

removed from power. When the Chief Executive, Tedla Bairu, resigned calling the 

government a “dead” one, Selassie directly violated the Eritrean Constitution and 

appointed his replacement, calling him instead the Chief Administrator, the first of many 

assimilationist policies that removed the remnants of Italian colonization and sought to 

integrate Eritreans into the Ethiopian state initially as second-class citizens, eventually 

without even that citizenship (Abbay, 1998, p. 77). 

Political parties were limited and had to be registered according to a 1954 decree 

but were banned entirely in 1956. Several political party leaders who had been involved 

in the independence bloc were exiled from the country. At the opening of the First 

Regular Session of the Eritrean Assembly where Eritreans were hopeful to address these 

wrongs, the Emperor’s representative stated that regardless of what the UN’s federation 

proposed, “there are no internal nor external affairs as far as the office of His Imperial 

Majesty’s Representative is concerned and there will be none in the future.”157 Such 

statements further a misrecognized image of Eritreans as a fundamental part of Ethiopia 

with no distinctions and no tribal identities mentioned. A series of decrees from the 

Emperor alienated the Eritrean population and tried to eliminate any distinct Eritrean 

identity by outlawing the teaching of Eritrean languages, replacing the language of 

business and communication as Amharic, restricting Muslim worship as well as 

encouraging conversions to Coptic Christianity, repressing the trade unions established 

by the British, and restricting access to community health services. December 26th, 1958 
                                                             
157 FO371/113519. British National Archives Document. Speech from the throne delivered on March 22, 
1955 by H.E. Blitwoded Andargatchew Messay on behalf of His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie at the 
opening of the First Regular Session of the Eritrean Assembly. 
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saw the Eritrean flag replaced by the Ethiopian flag.158 To announce this change, 

Emperor Haile Selassie gathered Eritreans at the palace in Asmara and spoke plainly a 

theme that would dictate Ethiopian-Eritrean relations for some time to come: “Eritrea: we 

need its land, not its people” (Abbay, 1998, 79; Weldemichael, 2012, 117). Within the 

year, the emperor did away with Eritrea’s independent criminal code claiming that all 

were subject to Ethiopian law only. Again a number of parties appealed to the UN, which 

in turn did nothing.  

 With the forced Federation with Ethiopia, the international community largely 

withdrew its support or recognition from the Eritrean communities, including the BMA, 

their most ardent supporters, who refused to respond to appeals without the permission of 

the British Prime Minister’s office. The international community recognized Eritrea as a 

federated part of Ethiopia, and consequently, their recognition of Eritreans was premised 

on the illusion of this federation that only nominally existed and the increasing 

acceptance that distinctions between Eritreans and Ethiopians were fleeting and 

insignificant. Eritreans responded in a variety of ways to the shift in international support 

and the changes of Selassie’s government. Strikes and disturbances (such as roadblocks 

and sit ins) were common in the late fifties as Eritreans worked together across tribal 

lines and tried to fight against these reforms. Underground newspapers and political 

parties were formed based primarily on location than tribal identity (though in some 

places these overlapped significantly). Appeals were made to human rights organizations, 

the UN, and other states. Eritreans tried pursuing legal routes within the Ethiopian 

                                                             
158 This change, among others, should not have been a surprise to many as only days after the initial 
federation, Andargachew Messai (the Emperor’s son in law and representative in Eritrea) told the American 
Consul, Edward Mulcahy, that the Eritrean flag-raising ceremony they had witnessed was “illegal” and that 
“Legally, no Eritrean flag exists.” See American Consulate, Asmara, to the Department of State, 
Washington D.C. Dispatch No 36. September 24, 1952. 
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judicial system to appeal the violations of the federated contract. In doing so, they 

embraced the category of Eritrean, which seemed to offer some legal protection based on 

the UN’s federation resolution. In 1958, the Eritrean Liberation Movement (ELM) 159 was 

formed and sought to achieve liberation through political and diplomatic means for 

Eritreans regardless of their tribal affiliation (Iyob, 1995, p. 100; Markakis, 1988, p. 

55).160 They appealed to the UN and other states for support in their cause but received 

little response in return. They organized secretly and attempted to arrange for legal 

counsel and financial support of detainees as arrests and preventative detention measures 

were routinely applied (Iyob, 1995, p. 100-102). In late 1958, Eritreans had popular 

demonstrations in Asmara and Massawa led by students and trade unions. The Ethiopian 

army brutally suppressed them, killing an estimated 500 people at each (Connell & 

Killion, 2011, p. 10). Following the deaths of so many Eritreans from diverse 

backgrounds, the ELM tried to rally people together to appeal to the international 

community (Markakis, 1988, p. 197). The ELM lost support as groups like the Eritrean 

Liberation Front (ELF) formed, taking a more militarized and violent approach to their 

fight. The ELF formed from a combination of former Eritrean soldiers, Eritrean exiles, 

and ELM members who were increasingly skeptical of a diplomatic approach to return to 

autonomy (Iyob, 1995, p. 104).161 In September of 1961, the first major clash between a 

                                                             
159 ELM is the English translation of the Arabic Harekat Tahrir Eritrea. When the organization expanded in 
the highlands where Tigrigna was spoken more often, the organization was also known as Mahber 
Shew’ate.  
160 While the founders of the organization were all Muslim, they were conscious of the religious divides 
that had pitted Christians against Muslims in the 1940s. Markakis discusses this at length, and points to the 
ELM Charter that emphasized the brotherhood among Eritrean Muslims and Christians, and that their unity 
is what made Eritrea a nation. 
161 The former soldiers were significant in the foundation of the group both because they brought with them 
military tactics from their time fighting with the Italians and then the British (after defecting), but their 
background was also significant in that they were a diverse group of Eritreans who because of the Italian 
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group of local fighters and Ethiopian units broke out near Asmara. The fighters 

proclaimed themselves to be the ELF and were fighting on behalf of their “Eritrean 

brothers,” ushering an era of organizing based on brotherhood across tribal lines. Similar 

groups popped up like the Obelites in Barka (aka Eritrean Liberation Forces), the 

People’s Liberation Forces in the Red Sea Area, and Salfi Nasent Eritera (Front for 

Eritrean Independence) in the Akala Guzay region, all of whom embraced or mirrored the 

rhetoric of “Eritrean brotherhood.” This narrative of brotherhood is evidence in one of the 

Eritrean protest songs used by both the ELM and the ELF: 

  Aslamai Kistanai      (Moselm and Christian 
  Wedi Kola Dega      Lowlander and highlander 
  N’Mikhri Tsela’ee      To the enemy’s counsel 
  Ayt’habo Waga      Do not listen 
  Ayt’habo Waga      No not give it value 
  Keyt’khon Edaga      or you may find yourself [being sold] in the  

     market).162 
 
 On November 10th, 11th, 12th, and 13th of the same year, the remaining members 

of the Eritrean Assembly were summoned to session163 and given lectures on the need to 

abolish the federation by the Vice President of the Assembly, one of the Emperor’s 

appointees, while the Ethiopian Prime Minister looked on. The Assembly was surrounded 

by armed Ethiopian guards and each day they were told to vote to dissolve the federation. 

They refused and several members were beaten up. On the 13th, Ethiopian troops staged a 

demonstration in the city with the air force flying low overhead and more soldiers were 

brought in who shouted intimidating slogans such as “to him who refuses give him a 

bullet” (Selassie, 1989, p. 84). On the morning of the 14th, the secretaries of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
policy attempting to break elites meant they served alongside men from other tribes, diminishing the 
distinctions between tribal identities.  
162 The lyrics of the song appear on multiple ELM and ELF promotional materials. Discussion of the song 
and its author who was imprisoned and tortured can be found in Iyob (1995, p. 103 and 167).  
163 Two were killed for refusing to attend, while several others were forcibly brought to session. 



 
 

150 

government entered the assembly and brought forth a motion to dissolve the federation. It 

was tabled but on November 15, 1962 Emperor Haile Selassie issued Imperial Order 

Number 27, 1962 and unilaterally abrogated the federation, making Eritrea Ethiopia’s 

fourteenth province.164 The decree removed all the rights and privileges which Eritreans 

were guaranteed under the Federal Act and the Eritrean constitution derived from the UN 

Resolution. The UN was silent on the issue. The US, which had made a bilateral 

agreement with Emperor Haile Selassie in 1953 to “guarantee the territorial integrity of 

Ethiopia,” continued to ignore appeals from the Eritrean population to challenge 

Ethiopia’s annexation as the charade of federal autonomy for Eritrea disappeared. 

The decree came six months before the first meeting of the OAU which was to be 

held in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia’s capital) with Haile Selassie as chair. Over the next two 

years, as Eritreans acted out violently through organizations like the ELF, the OAU 

remained silent on the issue of Eritrea’s claims, ushering in an era of dramatic 

misrecognition from all possible significant others, African as well as Western.165 Over 

the next two decades, Ethiopia used its regional power to dominate the OAU and used the 

OAU as a sort of extension of its foreign ministry, keeping Eritrea off the agenda 

internationally and attempting to forcibly assimilate them into the Ethiopian state 

domestically. Combined with this international shielding, Ethiopia began to fund the 

shiftas to keep Eritreans in the countryside in line (Gebre-Medhin, 1989, p. 130-136).166 

                                                             
164 Excerpt from the decree: “the federal status of Eritrea and Ethiopia is hereby terminated and Eritrea, 
which continues to constitute an integral part of Ethiopia is hereby wholly integrated into the unitary 
system of administration of our Empire.” 
165 When in 1964, the OAU treaty was signed colonial borders were declared sacred with the exception of 
Eritrea and Ethiopia where the borders in place in 1964 became the legitimate borders of member states 
that should not be violated. The OAU’s failure to address the Eritrean question is unsurprising considering 
the impetus to organize was largely at the behest and support of Haile Selassie, who funded the original 
organization and served as its first president. 
166 See also Iyob (1995, p. 92-93) as well as Foreign Service Dispatches (771a/00/8-3061; 775a.00/10-261). 



 
 

151 

Racial discrimination policies were put in place, limiting the types of jobs that Eritrean-

born people could hold and where they could live. While appealing to the international 

community in aftermath of WWII, Ethiopia had claimed that the territory of Eritrea had 

belonged to them and was a part of Ethiopia in the past; their claims to the “sameness” of 

the people disappeared once they had successfully been granted the territory in the 

federated territory. Long standing racial distinctions between Ethiopians and Eritreans 

that had been overlooked and sidelined during the appeal for unification dominated the 

governance of Ethiopia’s new 14th province (Eritrea),167 and the Emperor’s policies 

sought to solidify that distinction with the creation of class distinctions along those 

lines.168  

During the rest of the 1960s, the ELF continued to fight the Emperor’s 

assimilationist and dehumanizing policies through various strikes and demonstrations that 

were increasingly framed in terms of brotherhood across tribal differences.169 In 1969, 

there was a schism within the leadership of the ELF, the largest and best-organized group 

that reflected persistent tribal affiliations and ties. The struggle was over collective 

decision-making processes, which divided the group fairly neatly along religious lines.170 

                                                             
167 See Pollera 1935. 
168 This was especially problematic for the generation of Eritreans who had grown up under the civilizing 
umbrella of the Italian empire. See: Negash (1987, 1997). It is especially prominent in the descriptions 
Eritreans provided in journals and newspapers of ‘the new Ethiopian masters” arriving in place of the 
British lacking even basic footwear.  
169 Notably these occurred as student protests like that of September 8-10, 1960 following the sham election 
of the third Eritrean Assembly where 400 students went on strike in Asmara under the Eritrean flag. While 
the students were arrested and imprisoned (in Ethiopia), their strike invoked language of shared identity 
and resistance to the Ethiopian regime. A common theme in the protests was a narrative of having been 
better under Italian colonization and having moved “backwards” or regressed under the Federation. 
Consider the lyrics of a popular protest song: Ata Ane’ye Gerimuni, Marcia Indietro’ do, N’kheid Mesiluni, 
Kabzi Khulu’s Mussolini’, do me’Hasheni?, which translates to: I am amazed at what’s happening. I never 
thought we would go backwards in history. Would Mussolini have been better for me? See Iyob (1995, p. 
91).  
170 Many of the original members of the ELF came from the Muslim League and believed that there must 
be a Muslim Revolution. The Muslim League and the original ELF garnered a great deal of support from 
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At the August 1969 Adobha meeting, the up-and-coming, Christian leadership claimed 

that the predominantly Muslim Supreme Council had been absent from the field for too 

long and had no idea of the current struggle, its needs or its direction. Relations between 

the two were severed at the conclusion of this meeting, thus weakening the Eritrean cause 

and fracturing the support base and alliances already constructed. This division was 

amplified as the splinter groups that developed alongside the ELF tried to choose who to 

ally with. Open fighting erupted between the ELF and the newly formed EPLF while 

both sides continued to fight the Ethiopians militarily and diplomatically.171 

Selassie took advantage of this moment of contestation for Eritrean leadership and 

of the core of Eritrean identity by responding with a series of policies aimed at 

weakening and killing not just those he termed rebels and insurgents but civilians as well. 

He issued a decree that established a 10km wide strip of territory along the border with 

Sudan where many Eritreans were fleeing the country. The area was made a prohibited 

zone and those in the area were to be shot on sight. Houses and nomadic tribes who still 

resided in the area were raided and whole families were shot and killed as they tried to 

flee. In response to EPLF forces murdering an Ethiopian general, heavy bombings of 

villages throughout Eritrea were carried out and a State of Emergency and Martial Law 

was implemented creating ten new prohibited zones in Eritrea. Meanwhile, the UN 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Christians Eritreans during the federated period and leading up to the schism largely as a response to Coptic 
Christianity found in Ethiopia that the Christian Eritreans viewed as inconsistent with their own. 
171 In 1972, the Obelites in Barka (aka Eritrean Liberation Forces), the People’s Liberation Forces in the 
Red Sea Area, and Salfi Nasent Eritera (Front for Eritrean Independence) in the Akala Guzay joined 
together with those who left the ELF to form the ELF-PLF, who changed their name a year later to EPLF. 
The ELF/PLF began a campaign targeted at educated elites around the world through writing to academic 
journals, newspapers, and publishers. They convinced the British Military Administration to republish 
Nadal’s text with this forward in 1970 by ELF/PLF official spokesman Osman Saleh Sabbe: 

“I present this book to the English language readers as part of our attempts to introduce fighting 
Eritrea to the world. Because of imperialist conspiracies Eritrea fell victim of a new occupation 
under the phony mask of federal union with Ethiopia. This came in the wake of the termination of 
British Imperialism which replaced Italian imperialism…” Nadal 1970 reprint of 1944 text, p. 3. 
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Security Council held its 1972 meeting in the capital without mention of Eritrea, 

Eritreans, or Ethiopian rebels even after receiving multiple appeals from the ELF and 

EPLF.172 While the UN met in Addis Ababa and a state of emergency was in place, it is 

estimated that 50,000 fled the attacks and violence in Eritrea to the Sudan, but only 

20,000 (mostly women and children) entered successfully as refugees (PDES/2011/12, 

5).173  

These declarations and actions “only served to strengthen the will and 

determination of the Eritrean people,”174 helping them overcome organizational and 

ideational differences. In 1972, the ELF held its first major organizing meeting (the 

National Congress) to unite independence movements throughout Eritrea together again 

invoking the idea of Eritrean brotherhood. As curfews were put in place and orders were 

given to stop subversion by any means throughout Eritrea, the Eritreans benefited from 

two important events. First, it was revealed that a famine had been covered up by the 

government in parts of Ethiopia and Eritrea during 1972 and 1973. This revelation 

coupled with the increased restrictions on movements and association pushed a number 

of Eritreans into the independence movement. So that where in 1970 there were an 

estimated 6,000 Eritreans actively involved in a liberation movement, by 1973 there were 

                                                             
172 See for example the Appeal of the Eritrean People to the 26th Session of the General Assembly dated 
December 3, 1971. 
173 It is worth noting that some members of the international community were helping Eritrean refugees 
who had fled to other states, particularly the Sudan. The UNHCR established a mission to provide 
humanitarian assistance to Eritrean refugees in the Sudan in 1967 and the World Food Program began 
providing food aid to refugees in the Sudan in 1969. While UN institutions offered support to Ethiopia and 
Eritrean refugees outside of Ethiopia during the famines in the 60s and 80s, the UN was silent on the 
violence. This silence is reflected in the Eritrean edition of the UN Blue Book Series. Introduced by 
Boutros Boutros-Ghali (who narrates the history of events), the compilation of UN documents that includes 
all UN documents relevant to the Eritrean conflict and independence movement, and contains documents 
from 1948-1952, but then not a single entry until a 1990 appeal from NGOs on behalf of the Eritrean 
victims of Dergue violence (E/CN.4/1990/NGO/75 1990).  
174 Robert Machida, a peace corps volunteer in Eritrea during the late 60s and 70s, provides a firsthand 
account of his time during the Eritrean Revolution with the ELF and EPLF camps.  
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12,000 and by 1976 there were 25,000. The famine also led to the fall of Haile Selassie 

who was tied to the cover up. Ethiopians in the military as well as in service sectors (cab 

drivers and teachers) went on strike with students in the capital essentially shutting down 

the city for several days.175 A military administrative council known as the Dergue took 

over and ousted Selassie from power. Meanwhile, the Second Division of the Ethiopian 

Army who supported the strike in the capital were unable to control Asmara as the ELF 

and EPLF focused their energies on taking back their capital and could shift their 

attentions away from dealing with assimilationist policies and towards a politics of 

attaining de facto autonomy.  

 

ERITREANS AND THE DERGUE (PERIOD 5, 1974-1991) 

The consolidation of Eritrean identity seen in the 1960s and early 1970s served as 

a buttress against Haille Selassie’s assimilationist policies. That consolidation would 

continue after his fall as the Dergue took power and initially seemed to support Eritrean 

independence (or at least a return to autonomy promised by the 1952 federation). The 

violence directed towards the Eritreans during the 60s and 70s had garnered international 

attention, and with the fall of Selassie and the subsequent withdrawal of US influence in 

the country, the Eritrean cause would slowly garner international support as the Eritrean 

people struggled against the Dergue. The period of 1974-1991, then, consists of a 

consolidation and embrace of Eritrean identity marked by a move towards de facto 

politics where an increasingly united Eritrean people sought autonomy from Dergue-

                                                             
175 Arguably, parts of the military – especially the Second Division of the Ethiopian Army – mutinied in 
February 1974. 
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controlled Ethiopia, whose regime initially seemed supportive but quickly revealed itself 

to be hostile to the Eritrean cause. 

By 1974, Eritreans were fully engaged in an independence movement that the 

international community viewed as a “civil war.”176 Up to this point, the war heavily 

leaned in the favor of the Ethiopians in terms of support from the international 

community who viewed this as a problem of the state to control its “nationals,” but 

international attitudes towards the war began to waiver when a coup in 1974 resulted in 

Ethiopia being controlled by the Dergue, a Marxist-Leninist military group backed by the 

Soviet Union. While the US had been supporting the integrity of the Ethiopian state both 

at home177 and in keeping the issue off the UN’s agenda, the US began to reevaluate their 

stance with the coup. With the Dergue in power, the US withdrew its support for the state 

as well as its explicit opposition to the Eritreans. 

With the initial takeover of the Dergue, there was some belief on both sides that a 

secessionist movement was unnecessary once the Emperor had been removed from 

power (Iyob, 1995). The Dergue proposed a cessation of hostilities immediately, but most 

members of the Eritrean movement were unwilling and uncertain about reaching a 

compromise for the proposed regional autonomy (Murtaza, 1998, p. 78). For many of 

Eritreans, a compromise with the military was unacceptable for people who had “suffered 

continuous barbaric repression that has included the use of free-fire zones and napalm, 

arbitrary arrests and torture, My Lai-style massacres, strangling of children, mass raping 

                                                             
176 What limited news there was about the violence in Eritrea and Ethiopia framed the conflict as a 
domestic issue, utilizing language of insurrection and framing the Eritreans as guerilla separatists and 
“Ethiopian” secessionists. In most news stories, Eritrea and Eritrean failed to even appear in the text, with 
the copy referring instead to Ethiopia’s northern province and often incorrectly identifying all Eritreans as 
“northern Moslems.” See for instance Jeffries (1978) and US News & World Report (1975).  
177 Since the bilateral treaty between the US and Ethiopia went into effect in 1953, the US had pumped 
nearly $600 million into Ethiopia, primarily in the form of military aid. See The Nation (1977).  
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of young girls and a host of other unspeakable crimes and atrocities.”178 While the 

Dergue represented rule independent of the Emperor, for many they were still the same 

individuals who had committed these acts with implicit support of the international 

community and the explicit military and financial support of the US and the UK and 

would now continue similar actions with the backing of the U.S.S.R.  

These fears were validated quickly. On July 8th, 1974, the Dergue produced their 

first statement on the future progress of Ethiopia - known as “Ethiopia Tikdem” (Ethiopia 

First). Over the next few months, the constitution was suspended, Haile Selassie was kept 

under house arrest until his death, and come November 1974, the Dergue executed sixty 

Ethiopian officials, some of whom were viewed as part of the conspiracy to cover up the 

famine and some of whom were viewed as supporters of Eritrean independence (Murtaza, 

1998, 78-79). The mass grave of the former leaders was intentionally created in a highly 

visible location in the capital and was visible from the offices of the OAU headquarters, 

who like their counterparts at the UN remained silent on the domestic issues afoot in 

Ethiopia, signaling a continued lack of external support for the Eritrean people in the face 

of a hostile host state. One of those executed was Lt. General Aman Michael Andom, a 

former leader of the ruling junta, a moderate and an ethnic Eritrean who had sought peace 

with the Eritrean separatists, whose death “hardened their resolve for independence.”179 

The ELF and EPLF put their differences aside forming a common front on January 16, 

1975, using Andom’s death as a rallying call for unification. They began planning the 

Second National Congress for May 1975 to address their shared goal of moving towards 

independence under the Dergue, using language of Eritreans first and often without 

                                                             
178 “Roots of Eritrea’s Struggle: The fight for freedom” The Guardian March 2, 1977 – Jonathan Kendrick 
179 Ruston Daily Leader Wednesday, March 12, 1975. 
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reference to tribal divisions or organizational differences. The last week of January 1975, 

the Dergue put out a series of calls for a peaceful solution to the ongoing Eritrean 

struggle, but then immediately followed up these calls in February with a reinstatement of 

the State of Emergency throughout the whole of Eritrea.  

In May 1976, the Dergue furthered their status as a hostile host state when they 

produced a nine-point plan for peace in Eritrea,180 which was not taken seriously as, they 

organized an armed peasant attack on Eritrea same month.181 Representatives from the 

EPLF and ELF common front appealed unsuccessfully to the UN for support in the 70s 

as the Dergue increasingly used violence on the members of the Eritrean population not 

actively involved in the independence movement by rounding up families into the local 

mosques and burning them to the ground. Sporadic fighting increased and since the 

Dergue did not know who the supporters were it blamed the general population for 

supporting the Front, resulting in reprisals that were largely random and based on the 

assumption that all Eritreans shared allegiances to the Front. The period of 1974 to 1976 

were characterized by a concerted military effort that identified all Eritreans as part of a 

coherent group, complicit with activity of the Front. Such widespread persecution and 

violence united virtually the entire Eritrean population behind the EPLF and the ELF 

(“Ethiopia, Eritrea & U.S. Policy,” 1977). Dan Connell, a reporter who spent most of the 

70s and 80s reporting on the Eritrean struggle from the ground, noted that after 

conducting interviews throughout the Eritrean countryside: 

                                                             
180 See Pateman (1998, p. 80) for an overview of the plan. 
181 Deceit, trickery and kidnapping were used to round up approximately 40,000 peasants from the 
Ethiopian countryside who were forced into the Ethiopian peasant march. Ethiopian troops remained 
behind them on the road and shot any peasant who tried to retreat. The NY Times reported on May 11 that 
Ethiopian peasants had been promised land grants and that the battles were part of a Christian “holy war” 
against Moslem Eritreans. The ill equipped and untrained peasants who descended upon Eritrea were easily 
defeated by Eritrean rebels. See also “Peasants Learn,” 1976. 
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“Nearly everyone expressed support for the guerrillas and resentment for the 
brutal counter-terrorism efforts and undisciplined use of military force… the 
people of Asmara spoke of “the Front” and tended to identify with it. ‘You don’t 
save your life by staying out of the Front,’ one slightly drunk man said almost 
hysterically. ‘I might die tomorrow or next week. Why shouldn’t I fight with the 
Front? What are we doing sitting here while our brothers are dying all around 
us?’” (“US a puzzle,” 1976). 

While the ELF and the EPLF were still divided and battled each other, the language of 

“the Front” became common throughout Eritrean newspapers, speeches, and even in the 

Dergue’s internal documents regarding the movement with an embrace of the united 

Eritrean Front and a near disappearance of tribal references. In 1975, the Iraqi 

government extended its political support to the EFL and EPLF through trying to 

facilitate a merger of the two organizations via the Khartoum Agreement, which 

ultimately failed but helped the two organizations set the terms for working together. 

 Feelings of support for the Eritrean people were echoed by some members of the 

international community and recognition of the Eritrean people as distinct from 

Ethiopians increased. The ELF appealed to the Arab world for support and received 

financial backing from displaced former Eritrean military leaders and Saudi Arabia 

(Selassie, 1980, p. 63-64).182 The EPLF received financial support from members of the 

diaspora but received significantly less financial support but found political support for 

its cause from a number of organizations and liberation movements such as the People’s 

Democratic Republic of Yemen, Polisario in the Western Sahara, the PFLO in Oman, and 

the PLO in the Middle East.”183 Additionally, in December of 1976, Sudan’s Chief of 

                                                             
182 “Eritrean Liberation Struggle Escalates” The Guardian. New York, July 6, 1977. 
183 “Eritrean Liberation Struggle Escalates” The Guardian. New York, July 6, 1977. 
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State General Jaafar Nimeiry publically supported the Eritrean Independence movement, 

allowing for supplies to pass through Sudan to Eritrea.184 

 At the same time, the US withdrew its financial and political support of Ethiopia 

as the Dergue embraced an increasingly socialist agenda (Iyob, 1995, p. 117-118; 

Selassie, 1989, p. 114-117). Combined with the resistance throughout Ethiopia and in 

Eritrea, this withdrawal temporarily weakened the Dergue, allowing for the Front to take 

control of more than 90% of Eritrea, leaving only the capital, Asmara, and the major port 

city, Massawa, controlled by the government (Selassie, 1980, p. 72). This progress was 

short-lived as the Front quickly needed to reevaluate its approach when the USSR 

stepped in to support Ethiopia in the US’s absence and lent military support and arms to 

suppress the Eritrean rebels who opposed the regime’s socialist practices (Iyob, 1995, p. 

118-119). Faced with the new scale of warfare and the presence of well-trained Soviet 

troops on the Ethiopian side, the Front withdrew from many cities which it had controlled 

and consolidated its leadership under the EPLF, pushing any unwilling members of the 

ELF out of the territory (Firebrace & Holland, 1984, p. 54-60; Iyob, 1995, p. 119-122).  

It was only after the Soviets began to back the Dergue that the members of the 

press and statesmen of the international community began to use the language that the 

Eritreans were something other than rebels or insurgents and that the crisis was 

something other than a domestic insurgency. For the first time, the Eritrean cause began 

to be framed not as secession but rather overdue freedom from colonial rule in first world 

media and discussion.185 Additionally, the first references to the EPLF as a patriotic front 

                                                             
184 Unofficially, he had been allowing such practices without statement or comment for three years, but he 
made the decision public in December 1976. See: “Eritrean Liberation Struggle Escalates” The Guardian. 
New York, July 6, 1977. 
185 See for example, US News and World Report (1976, May 31). 
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appeared. 186 As the Ethiopian government continued to receive support from Cuba, 

Libya, and the USSR, the EPLF garnered financial and political support from Egypt, 

Saudi Arabia, the Sudan, and Syria (Firebrace & Holland, 1984, p. 58-60; Medani, 2011; 

Plaut, 2017, p. 17). Additionally, the Eritrean people began to see a push for support in a 

few European countries, notably the UK. While the governments did not take official 

stances, parties like the British Labour Party put forth a program advocating for a 

referendum to allow for the people of Eritrea to choose between full independence and 

the reinstatement of a true federation with regional autonomy. President Anwar Sadat of 

Egypt criticized “the increasing Soviet Intervention, through Libya, to support the 

Ethiopian Regime, which is savagely repressing the Eritrean revolution” (Drew, 1977). 

As the government passed out arms to workers in cities and peasants in the countryside to 

bring the Ethiopian rebels under control, they enacted strict policies limiting the 

movement and actions of all people of Eritrean descent, limiting their access to 

healthcare, education, and government services (Connell & Killion, 2001, p. 12-13). 

They burned down Eritrean homes, schools, and religious sites. At the same time, the 

EPLF stepped in to develop education programs187 and created networks to provide 

health services to Eritreans. They also established a system for distributing food and 

supplies to Eritreans throughout the province while also recruiting members from the 

countryside. The EPLF provided social services and reforms including literacy 

campaigns, land reform, irrigation, health services, and well digging while the Ethiopian 

                                                             
186 See for example Randalwashington (1977).  
187 In addition to normal education programs for children and adults, the EPLF established a special 
volunteer unit of 8-to-15-year-olds called the Vanguards who received both political and military training. 
“Behind Rebel Lines in Eritrea” noted that “One 13-year-old said that one day he and his young comrades 
would lead the revolution, because – having been brought up under it – they were ‘the most revolutionary 
of all’” (1976). 
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army was burning villages and cutting trees with the intent to weaken the ecology in 

Eritrea providing the EPLF with their popular and powerful slogan “We build, the enemy 

destroys.” At the same time, the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal of International League for 

the Rights and Liberation of Peoples188 heard the Eritrean people’s case at the behest of 

the EPLF and the ELF and argued that “no solution other than independence is possible” 

(Proceedings of the Permanent people’s Tribunal, 1984, p. 355). They called upon deaf 

ears at the UN and OAU to maintain international peace and security as well as to 

guarantee the respect of the right of the Eritrean people to self-determination which was 

overdue (ibid, p. 404). Meanwhile, EPLF supporters, President Nimeiri from the Sudan, 

Egypt’s Anwar Sadat, and Somalia’s Siad Barre sought unsuccessfully to mediate the 

conflict between the EPLF and the Dergue, who refused to come to the table, relying 

instead on a militaristic approach (Mohammad, 2013, p. 270). 

Over the next six years, with Soviet, Libyan, and Cuban backing, Ethiopia 

launched eight major offenses against the EPLF in an attempt to quell what they 

continued to term domestic insurgency of the northern province, all of which failed. At 

the same time, the area was struck by a drought and its subsequent pervasive famine. The 

Dergue issued a policy to limit the foodstuffs distributed to the province of Eritrea 

(Murtaza, 1998).189 UNICEF came out and identified nearly 2 million people in 

Ethiopia’s northern provinces (among them Eritrea) who suffered from the famine, which 

they argued was intensified by internal conflicts. During this period, the EPLF made an 

                                                             
188 The Permanent Peoples Tribunal is part of the International Section of Lelio Basso Foundation. Set up in 
June 1979, it is the direct continuation of the opinion tribunals Russell I and II. The PPT is an opinion 
tribunal whose activities include identifying and publicizing cases of systematic violation of fundamental 
rights, especially cases in which national and international legislation fails to defend the right of the people.  
189 The Dergue insisted on controlling all food all distribution programs, rejecting a significant amount of 
aid where agencies demanded greater control of distribution (CDS, 1988; Duffield & Prendergast, 1994).  
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effort to move aid from the Sudan throughout the provinces, feeding many of the Eritrean 

people denied food by the Dergue’s policies (Firebrace & Holland, 1984, p. 35-41; Iyob, 

1995, p. 110-135). They did so without distinction of tribe or religious differences and 

gave food to all communities, including those who had not embraced the Front (Firebrace 

& Holland, 1989, p. 34-36; Murtaza, 1998, p. 82-85). This food distribution project 

garnered a great deal of support from communities who had maintained distance from the 

“Eritrean” movement, notably the nomadic tribes in the West. In early 1988, the EPLF 

enjoyed continued success culminating in taking the second largest city in Eritrea, Keren 

and a boost in Front participation of Eritreans from formerly remote tribes and nomadic 

groups that had been reluctant and unwilling to embrace the identity and cause. 

Following these events, the Ethiopian army was forced to withdraw from several cities 

and towns in the western lowlands, and the Dergue made a conscious choice to switch its 

approach to the Eritrean problem (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 13).  

 Dergue military leader Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam made a public statement 

in which he promised to “crush” the Eritrean movement and openly vowed to deliver the 

“final solution” in Eritrea by wiping out the EPLF and its supporters which comprised the 

overwhelming majority of the Eritrean people.190 He added further that “we must be 

cruel” to those who do not understand their place below, using dehumanizing language to 

describe the Eritrean “animals” that threatened Ethiopian supremacy. At this point, the 

Dergue undertook two approaches. The first was a targeted detainment, torturing, and 

often murdering of Eritrean intellectuals and businessmen. The second was a series of 

massacres of the Eritrean people on a large scale. The massacres began at She’eb on May 

                                                             
190 These statements are a reiteration of his belief that the movement cannot be diverged from the people as 
a whole, and both need to be crushed in their entirety. See: “Col. Mengistu Haile Mariam,” 1986. 
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12th 1988 with tanks and armed guards claiming over 400 lives and increased 

significantly over the next few months with nearly 2,500 people dying June 22 at 

Hauzien from burning liquid and cluster bombs.191 Widespread indiscriminate violence 

continued until 1990 when the EPLF captured the port of Massawa at which point the 

Dergue began shelling and bombing the city, which they continued to do well into 1991 

(Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 365). 

While organizations like the UN (including the UN Office for Emergency 

Operations in Africa and the UN Office for Emergency Operations in Ethiopia), Doctors 

without borders, War on Want, International Federation of the Red Cross, OXFAM, 

Cultural Survival, Christian Relief Development Agency, Organization of African Unity, 

and the World Food Programme condemned the actions of the Dergue under the heading 

of human rights associated with the famine they were silent on the violence,192 they 

posited the problem as that of the state and failed to step in.193 During the attacks in 1988, 

                                                             
191 Massacre at She’eb as reported by the EPLF – “Thursday May 12 [1988], 8 o’clock people were busy 
with their daily lives as usual. Soldiers with 15 tanks encircled She’eb. Panicked people tried to run away, 
but they could not because it was completely surrounded by soldiers. Soldiers told the people to gather and 
listen to some speeches. They assembled under a big tree. Tanks began rolling toward the crowded 
assembly. Wondering what the tanks were going to do, the people froze. The crying of babies and children 
filled the air. While all this was going on, there was no humane reaction on the face of the human-like 
animals. It was a gruesome behavior. Tanks from four corners were rolling forward and backward grinding 
people into the ground. The chains of the tanks carrying the human flesh mixed with dust got wet with 
blood. People who tried to run away could not escape from the bullets of those who encircled the town and 
who were shooting non-stop. The noise, crying, and yelling gradually faded. One could only hear the noise 
of rolling tanks and the conversations and laughter of the soldiers who regard massacring civilians as their 
victory. That was not enough for the army. To make sure that no-one survived they kept on showering 
bullets on the piles of corpses. Finally, they raced for jewelry on the ears and noses of the dead women.” 
Sagem. August, 1988, p. 9. For verification of events: Amnesty International August 24, 1988 and Evil 
Days p. 238-239. A fifty seven year old survivor, Blatta Aregawi, recounted the ordeal at Hauzien in Evil 
Days, p. 258-259. 
192 One notable exception was Amnesty International that was highly critical of the Dergue’s use of 
political violence. See: AFR 25/09/78.  
193 In most documents, their discussion focused on the Dergue’s handling of the famine rather than the 
targeted killings and other violence. See for instance the October 17, 1989 report from the UNECOSOC on 
Human rights and mass exoduses at the height of the violence that only mentions “the flow of refugees 
from the Eritrea and Tigray Provinces of Ethiopia to the Sudan as a result of drought” (a/44/622, p. 13). In 
none of the documents regarding the Ethiopian famine in the 1980s does the UN use the phrase “Eritreans” 
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the US declared Ethiopia a communist state but failed to intervene or take a political 

stance on Ethiopia’s treatment of the Eritreans. Neighboring Somalia organized with the 

independence movement to coordinate an attack on Ethiopia on two fronts hoping to 

weaken them and give Eritrea the chance of driving them out of what they now viewed as 

their territory, but the attempt failed. Fighting continued, but Ethiopia’s international 

support began to wane as the Eritrean Front gained strength and success in holding 

Eritrea’s major cities and borders.  

Following the formal withdrawal of the Soviet Union 1988, the United States 

began to take interest in the Eritrean cause. With the support of the United States, peace 

talks between the two parties were facilitated by former President Jimmy Carter in 1989 

but they were unsuccessful in negotiating peace. Such talks initiated a period of de jure 

support for the Eritrean cause by Western states like the US and UK, but also ushered in a 

period of support from unlikely allies. The Soviets in 1989 and into 1990 began pushing 

for a “political compromise” which they deemed to be the “realistic method of settling 

the Eritrean question” (1/45/135 1990, p. 2). While the Soviets continued to refer to 

Eritreans as “the population in the northern part of Ethiopia,” they used language around 

national solutions and mutually acceptable forms of self-governance that indicated a 

willingness to recognize Eritreans as apart from Ethiopia (ibid). Such de facto recognition 

from unexpected parties (Cuba included) signaled a readiness of the international 

community to realign their understandings of who Eritreans were once the conflict ended. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
or “Eritrean people,” in fact, “Eritrea” appears only three times, each time with a descriptive qualifier 
similar to “the northern Ethiopian province of.”  
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ESTABLISHING AN INDEPENDENT ERITREA (PERIOD 6, 1991-1993) 

Violence continued until May 1991 when the EPLF liberated and took control of 

the entirety of Eritrea. At the same time as the Dergue was overtaken in Eritrea by the 

EPLF, they were overtaken by the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front 

(EPRDF) in the capital. As the EPRDF established their own transitional government in 

Ethiopia, the EPLF established their own in Eritrea and declared themselves independent. 

They immediately began rebuilding industries and laying down the structure for 

education, health, and transportation services.  

Initially, the EPRDF challenged Eritrean independence and engaged the narrative 

of a shared past, continuing to insist that Eritreans were Ethiopians who had been 

mistreated and that Eritrea was an extension of Ethiopia. Consequently, the EPRDR was 

in favor of reintegrating Eritrea as a province in Ethiopia with full rights reinstated and 

restrictions on Eritreans removed, offering up a real federated system akin to what 

Selassie had denied the Eritreans so many years prior (Iyob, 1995, p. 136-137). When the 

US delegate visited Ethiopia in July 1991 to help Ethiopia form the transitional 

government, the US encouraged Ethiopia to invite Eritrean independence leaders to 

attend as formal observers (Abbink, 2000). Under pressure from the US, the new 

transitional government agreed to hold a referendum on independence for Eritrea, 

granting them de facto independence until then. With international support from a 

number of states and from donations from the diaspora, the EPLF funded their own 

referendum under the supervision of the UN. Leading up to the referendum, the US 

helped facilitate an information campaign to inform the Eritrean and Ethiopian 

populations of the changes that would come if such a referendum passed. Additionally, 
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the US supported many of the leaders of the independence movement and facilitated the 

construction and improvement of their headquarters (Iyob, 1995, p. 136-137). 

Supervision of the referendum by UNOVER (the United Nations Observer 

Mission to Verify the Referendum in Eritrea) was the first legal engagement of the UN 

since the 1952 federation. The groundwork for the UN’s involvement with the 

referendum was laid by the World Food Programme working with the EPLF in 1990 to 

move emergency food aid into the region. Boutros Boutros-Ghali noted that this 

cooperation with the EPLF was “notable for having been reached between the United 

Nations and an anti-Government movement” (1996). This recognition of the EPLF’s de 

facto control of Eritrea would soon be paired with a de jure recognition of their standing 

by the UN, but only after the successful collapse/overthrow of the Ethiopian government 

when its replacement government “agreed that Eritrea had the right to determine its 

future, including independence” (Boutros-Ghali 1996, p. 17).  

In April of 1993, the Eritrean people voted almost unanimously for independence, 

and the next day the US State Department Spokesman announced that “we welcome 

Eritrea into the family of nations” (Boucher, 1993). Within days, Egypt, Italy, Sudan, 

France, Canada, and a handful of other states recognized Eritrea’s independence as well 

(Iyob, 1995, p. 45). On May 3rd, Ethiopia formally recognized Eritrea as a state194 and 

used language indicating the distinctness of the Ethiopian and Eritrean peoples. A few 

weeks later, the United Nations formally extended membership to Eritrea (A/RES47/230, 

1993) with the OAU (Hadas Ertra, 1993) and many states following suit in July. Over the 

                                                             
194 While the transitional government voted to recognize Eritrea on April 29 and announced publicly on 
May 3, their public statement did not get released until the following day. See the Statement of 4 May 
1993, where the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Transitional Government of Ethiopia “accepts and 
recognizes Eritrea as a sovereign state” but also acknowledges that Eritrea’s independence “represents a 
new landmark in relations between two peoples.”  
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course of two years, the Eritreans, who had long embraced the singular identity of 

Eritrean, garnered international support from a variety of actors and transitioned their 

politics of that of candidate for full recognition as members into the international 

community to fully recognized members of international society.  

 

“ERITREA FOR ERITREANS”: AN ANALYSIS OF ERITREAN 

RECOGNITION 

 In this section, I transition from an exploration of the historical narrative of the 

Eritrean people and build on the narrative provided thus far with a systematic analysis of 

internal identity statements and external recognition statements over the time periods 

outlined above. The Eritreans are a particularly interesting case for this project as they 

largely created and embraced an identity that was instrumental for their survival while 

lacking a shared history, language, culture, and religion as well as financial and natural 

resources. For a long time, the would-be Eritreans imagined their community in different 

ways, focusing on religious, territorial, and/or cultural divisions. While the Italians had 

not fully modernized the technology or landscape of the country,195 the period of 

European colonization and trusteeship had modernized the values of the people in the 

cities (Abbay, 1998, p. 25-27; Firebrace & Holland, 1984, p. 17).196 The elevated position 

above other colonized people that Italy had bestowed upon the Eritreans for their military 

                                                             
195 Longrigg (1945, p. 132) noted that like other colonial administrations, the Italians had not fully 
developed the colony, but they had done much more so than other colonial powers, noting that the 
“material equipment and modern services [were] far ahead of usual colonial standards.”  
196 Selassie (1980, p. 53-55) discusses that while the values were modernized in the cities, Italian rule also 
had a marginalizing effect with the construction of shantytowns and dehumanizing policies that treated 
Eritreans as the best of the colonial subjects, but still less than human. Selassie attributes the development 
of class-consciousness and the desire to modernize on the part of the Eritreans to the Italian modernization 
of the cities (p. 54). Firebrace and Holland take a similar position expanding the unification beyond just 
Italian modernization and adding that the Ethiopian destruction of that modernization in the federated 
period made this divide all the more real (1984, p. 24-25). 
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service combined with the civilizing effect of Italian administration to put the Eritreans in 

a privileged position, if only in their minds. There was a sense of being modernized with 

changes in values, attitudes, and expectations that was shattered with the rule of the 

Ethiopians who they did not view to be as progressive technologically as their European 

predecessors nor culturally progressive as the Eritreans viewed themselves (Firebrace & 

Holland, 1984, p. 18-19; Iyob, 1995, p. 48).197 The Ethiopians entered Asmara as new 

masters, claiming access to the sea and land that happened to come with people on it. 

What would prove to be a short-lived federation with Ethiopia was viewed as a large step 

backwards by many of the Eritreans. While the Italian experience had not been exactly 

peaceful or constructive for many Eritreans, they were still proud of the experience of 

colonization – that being the culture and ownership of their social institutions that were 

furthered during British administration.198  

The backwardness/pre-modern attitude of the Ethiopians helped solidify the 

Eritrean identity with its semi-modern values, making the divide between Eritreans and 

Ethiopians one that was marked by a modernization lens. This was reified by the use of 

Italian words that Eritreans began to further embrace and increase the usage of as a form 

of pride. They began to romanticize their occupation by the Italians relative to the lowly 

                                                             
197 This is especially notable with the references to the Eritrean comments regarding the arrival of the new 
Ethiopian masters after British trusteeship. Several accounts refer to them as dirty, uncivilized, barbaric, 
and nearly all accounts reference their lack of proper footwear as a sign of their backwardness. Many 
publicly spoke out (and wrote in newspapers) that the Ethiopians were not fit to rule because they were less 
civilized than the Eritreans. Consider Eritrean elite, Qegnazmatch Berhanu Ahmedin writing in the Ertzra 
Semunawi Gazetta (May 29, 1947, p. 2), arguing that, “The living standards of the Ethiopians are well 
known… To call Ethiopia a backward and an undeveloped country is not meant to insult her; it is stating a 
matter of fact.” Abbay (1998, p. 86-94) contains excerpts from interviews with Eritreans about the arrival 
of the Ethiopian army, focusing on the “backwardsness [sic] of the people who were going to be our next 
rulers” (p. 87).  
198 “The Eritreans and the Somalis are proud to belong since a long time to Italy, and to have contributed to 
the conquest of the Empire. [They] enjoy a great prestige in all of A.O.I. They consider themselves, in front 
of the Abyssinians [Tigrini, the Amari, the Soloani], almost equal to the Italians…” See Lillian’s notes as 
well as BMA officer reports, news stories.  
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Ethiopians. Where they had previously “preferred the devil to the Italians,”199 the period 

of Ethiopian federation and its dissolution allowed them to reimagine their past by 

focusing on what the Italians had given them and how they had brought the Eritreans 

together. This imagining was furthered by the Ethiopians’ insistence and 

institutionalization of policies that professed that there was a racial divide between the 

Ethiopian people and the Eritrean people, contrary to their prior claim at the UN. These 

policies, combined with the attempts to dismantle Eritrea and Eritrean identity through 

the destruction of institutions, the banning of Eritrean languages in schools, and 

restrictions on religions, threatened the psychological existence of the new Eritrean 

people, which was reinforced by the implicit and explicit international backing of the 

Ethiopian regime and the denial the Eritreans were anything other than Ethiopia’s 14th 

province.  

 The Ethiopian government in its iterations following the British administration 

and the Italian colonial period emphasized that the “name of ‘Eritrea’ was given only 

after Italian colonialists… seized those parts of Ethiopia…. [and] prior to that there never 

was and history knows nothing of a region, separate from Ethiopia and known as 

Eritrea.”200 The ELF and EPLF as well as their predecessor the ELM never claimed 

otherwise, and instead they argued that their interactions with powerful states and 

institutions had led to the creation of a new people. While Ethiopia argued that Eritrea 

was a territory created and was not a true nation-state, the Eritreans argued the “under 

                                                             
199 Taken from an interview conducted by Abbay (1998) with an Eritrean elite (p. 33). 
200 1984. The Eritrean Case: Proceedings of the Permanent People’s Tribunal of the International League 
for the Rights and Liberation of Peoples, Session on Eritrea May 24-26. Rome Italy: Research and 
Information Centre on Eritrea, 368. See also: The Ethiopian Revolution and the Problem of Eritrea (Addis 
Ababa, July 1977) and Speech delivered on Ethiopian Radio and television, June 7 1978 by Col. Mengistu. 
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Italian colonialism Eritrea was not formed as a nation-state but as a multi-national 

state.”201 

 While Eritreans may not have existed as a community when the Italians arrived in 

East Africa, by their departure in the late 1930s, an entire generation of Eritreans had 

grown up with that label under the relative peace established by the Italian colonial 

system. While there were still disagreements about what it meant to be Eritrean 

internally, those contestations do not indicate a lack of identity, but simply indicate that 

the identity and label that is ascribed to them had yet to be solidified or fully accepted. 

The departure of the Italians created an opportunity where Eritreans were engaged in 

defining what it meant to be Eritrean as they tried to participate in the decisions regarding 

their future. While much argument surrounded what should happen politically with 

Eritrean and the Eritreans, the label of Eritrean had taken hold, and one can see people 

expressing collective consciousness of their identity.202 As the reports from the UN 

Commission indicate, there were inconsistencies in what that meant throughout the 

country. That confusion was echoed on the international arena as a handful of great 

powers neglected the category of Eritrean as an independent one and subsumed it in a 

political power play under the category of Ethiopian.  

 These changes and inconsistencies over time can be seen in the figures below 

where I use the typologies constructed in Chapter 2 to trace the evolution of recognition 

                                                             
201 ELF international Memorandum April 1978. 
202 See for example Abdel Kadir Kebire’s statement regarding proposed federation with Ethiopia: “We do 
not have any enmity with Ethiopia... The only thing we want is our rights, as other peoples and 
governments would. Because we have developed this desire, we should not be regarded as wrong-doers.” 
(Nay Ertra Semunawi Gazetta. July 3, 1947, p. 4.) – Abdel Kadir Kebire was a leading member of the 
Muslim League. 
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and collective identification.203 If we were to believe that recognition was a top down 

mechanism where once a category is applied to a people from the international 

community they are “correctly” or formally recognized, we would expect recognition in 

Eritrea to look like Figure 4.1 (reminiscent of the hegemonic understanding of 

recognition found in Figure 3.2), where the Eritreans who had no standing in the 

international society of states in the early 1880s, gained temporary de facto recognition of 

some states through land sales brokered by Ethiopia and Egypt. Those land sales served 

as the first forms of recognition for what would be Eritrea and Eritreans, and introduced 

conditional recognition on those places as objects of sale. As the Italians accumulated 

lands and established their colony, the Eritreans gained recognition (mistaken thought it 

may have been) as colonial subjects with both de facto recognition and de jure 

recognition from Italy and the international community. Thus according to the logic of 

hegemonic recognition following from the Westphalian system, once Eritrea fell under a 

colonial power, its status as a colony was recognized. That recognition as a member of 

the political community under its colonizer, Italy, could be interpreted to be equal then to 

its recognition as a protectorate under the British, and as a federated territory with 

Ethiopia and as its own state. The recognition of the individuals in the colony, 

protectorate, and federation are all understood to be equivalent given the Westphalia 

system. This approach towards recognition is reflected in the UN’s engagement with 

Eritrea. It was involved when decisions needed to be made about its decolonization 

following WWII, but once it was settled that Eritreans fell under the umbrella of the 

                                                             
203 Each primary document was coding according to the coding rules in the appendices, with recognizing 
documents being coding based on the form, mode, and content of the recognition while the documents of 
the recognized were coded based variation in collective identification. Each document was also coded by 
year, month, and date and serve as the data points in the data points found in the figures below.  
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Ethiopians, the UN did not involve itself again until the Eritrean state had been 

established. Those to whom the label of “Eritrean” would be applied were mistakenly 

believed to belong and be represented in international society in turn by Italy, the UK, 

Ethiopia, and eventually the new Eritrean state regardless of the lived experiences of 

those people as represented in Figure 4.1204 where each dot signals the status of 

recognition of Eritreans each year. 

 
 

This is an overly simplified understanding of how recognition functions as well as 

how rights, privileges, and protections are extended to recognized peoples. If we explore 

actual statements of (mis)recognition (or their absence), we can see a quite different 

picture. What follows is an exploration of the formal external recognition documents and 

                                                             
204 Here the y-axis represents the range of variation from Table 2.1 ranging at the high end from being a 
taken for granted member of the political community with both enduring de jure and de facto recognition to 
having neither temporary or conditional de facto or de jure recognition at all.  
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internal expressions of identity for the case of Eritrea from 1881-1993. In this section, I 

explore 682 recognition documents in the form of formal reports, agreements, laws, 

agendas, statements, referenda, and resolutions made by various states (like Italy, 

Ethiopia, the UK, and the US) and organizations (like the OAU and UN) as well as 253 

similar documents made by representatives or organizations of different Eritrean tribes or 

Eritrean political organizations.205 These documents were collected and coded in 

accordance with the process outlined in Chapter 3 and use various frameworks of 

understanding to explore how the form and content of recognition as well as the 

expressions of collective identity vary over time. 

Figure 4.1, above, portrays the hypothetical hegemonic understanding that one 

might have of the history of the Eritreans, and it assumes that once a group is subsumed 

into a category or state that the members of that group are recognized in the international 

community. This assumption is based on the notion that the process of recognition is 

complete and equal to that of any member or group of any other state. We know from 

practice, however, that the status of an Italian citizen in 1931 was not equal to that of an 

Eritrean in 1931. The same goes for comparison of that Eritrean with a British citizen in 

1948 or an Ethiopian citizen in 1953, 1962, or 1976. Those individuals, those identities, 

are not interchangeable and are not privy to the same sort of recognition or equality in the 

international political community. 

 If we take into account recognition of Eritreans as full members of the political 

community as the primary identity, the pattern of recognition looks drastically different. 

We see a very different story in Figure 4.2 where we see the coding of external 

recognition documents from 1881 to 1993, coded on the variation in the form of 
                                                             
205 A breakdown of these documents by type and decade can be found in Appendix B.  
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recognition (from Table 2.1) ranging at the high end from being a taken for granted 

member of the political community with both enduring de jure and de facto recognition 

to having neither temporary or conditional de facto or de jure recognition at all. 

 
 

Prior to and at the beginning of Italian colonization, some tribes and parts of 

Eritrea were recognized as independent by neighboring states and tribes. Thus with the 

arrival of the Italians in the area, they lost standing as members of the international 

political community. The low level of recognition holds through the colonial period, and 

it is not until the period during the British Trusteeship where we see Eritreans gain 

recognition from some states like the USSR and groups like the BMA. Upon federation 

with Ethiopia and the denial of the push for self-determination, however, they lose that 

standing and go through another long period where they lack standing in the international 

community. An upward shift in recognition appears in the late seventies when more states 
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recognize the standing of the Eritreans and eventually escalates quickly, in 1993, they 

receive full membership in the political community.  

 

The variations in recognition by states and international intuitions, such as the UN 

and the OAU, depicted in Figure 4.2 obviously did not happen in a vacuum. As the case 

study explained, the variations in recognition were a part of a dialectic with the internal 

strength and external support that the Eritreans had. Figure 4.3 helps visualize some of 

these variations in external support that occurred over this time period. Using the same 

documents represented in Figure 4.2, Figure 4.3 represents the breakdown of variations in 

external recognition broken down by the type of recognizer, focusing on international 

institutions and states, non-governmental organizations, the British Military, and Eritrean 

organizations in the diaspora. The British Government in 1939 and 1940 supported 

Eritrea, perhaps only superficially, to garner military support and encourage Eritrean 

defections from the Italian army. During the period of British Trusteeship that followed, 
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the British Government withdrew its support and recognition of Eritrea in favor of its 

new ally Ethiopia. The British Military Administration, however, continued to voice its 

recognition of the Eritrean people as deserving full membership in the political 

community. Figure 4.3 also shows that as the diaspora and NGOs became involved in 

supporting Eritreans, we see shifts in the recognition granted by states and later 

institutions. 

Figure 4.3 is additionally illuminating as while the support of the diaspora, NGOs, 

and a handful of states sees an upward tick in recognition in late 70s and early 80s, the 

US’s involvement cannot be ignored. While the US did not formally recognize Eritrea or 

the plight of Eritreans until the day after the referendum vote in April of 1993, the five 

red lines indicate five moments that US involvement or lack of may have contributed to 

recognition of Eritreans. The first moment indicated is following the fall of Haile Selassie 

which coincided with the US’s de facto end to supporting Ethiopia, and then shortly after, 

the second line indicates where the US de jure ended support to Ethiopia financially and 

in an advisory role. The next three lines indicate the US’s declaration in 1988 of Ethiopia 

as a communist state, the attempt by President Jimmy Carter to broker peace talks 

between Ethiopia and Eritrea, and the US encouraging the Ethiopia rebels in 1991 to 

allow the Eritreans to hold a referendum for independence. We can see in Figure 4.4 that 

the role of external support from a few states, an active diaspora, and active NGOs 

correlates strongly with changes in the formal recognition of Eritreans. 

 We can expand our understanding of the variation of recognition by beginning to 

parse out the changes in interpretation of identity in the various forms of recognition that 

we see. As seen in Figure 4.4 (which codes the same documents by the content of their 
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recognition rather than the form), the changes and variations across time of recognition 

and misrecognition tell us an interesting story that interacts with the variations in the 

group identity’s evolution over time, pictured in Figure 5. Figure 4.4 depicts the ranking 

of the recognition documents (sorted by type of recognizer) and demonstrates a 

substantive shift in the language used to identify and refer to the Eritreans. While 

recognition from institutions and states remains relatively static as a distortion of Eritrean 

identity, changes in content of recognition on the part of the BMA, NGOs, and the 

diaspora correlate with the changes seen in both the form of recognition and the content 

in the long term. While the modal statement by recognizers contains a distortion of 

Eritrean identity, the British Military Administration introduces variation in that 

recognition during the trusteeship. That turn towards less egregious misrecognition 

(mirrored by some states) in the 1940s is impermanent, however, as with the 1952 UN 

decision to forcibly federate Eritrea with Ethiopia returns to a distortion of Eritrean 

identity. This distortion is perpetuated by the regressive federation that denies Eritreans 

the autonomy promised by the UN resolution. When, however, the government of 

Ethiopia is threatened by famine and the Dergue overthrow Selassie, more positive forms 

of recognition appear from the Eritrean diaspora organizations, NGOs, and ally states, 

with more states and institutions lagging behind in a transition towards a more positive 

recognition of Eritreans. This is followed by a quick turn towards true recognition as the 

Eritreans declare their independence and the Ethiopian government is again overthrown 

in the early 1990s. 
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As external understandings of Eritreans changed over time (Figure 4.4), so too did 

their standing in the international political community (Figure 4.3). Alongside both 

variation in the form and content of recognition, there was significant variation in the 

expression of collective consciousness of the Eritreans as seen by a coding of the internal 

identity expression documents. In Figure 4.5, expressions of collective identity have been 

mapped based on the coding of these documents regarding the frame of exclusivity and 

centrality of the Eritrean identity using the coding system laid out in Chapter 3. 

Statements by group representatives, official statements of groups, statements by heads of 

Tribes or political parties, and similar statements found in the Eritrean National Archives, 

US State department archives, newspapers, and various party and religious group 

archives were used to explore how prominent the category and label of Eritrean 

manifested over time.  
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As this figure indicates, Eritreans did not take to the concept of a collective identity at 

first. Well into the 50s, we see Eritreans failing to even take on the label while making 

statements about their interests or appealing to the various administrations. With the push 

of Italian colonial policies in the 1890s, however, tribe leaders and elites who make 

statements and appeal to the Italian administrators begin to utilize language to reflect at 

first common problems that tribes share and then an acknowledgement of a shared 

experience and position. With the imposition of the bread and circuses policies in the 

1900s and 1910s, we see less of these sorts of statements or proclamations of a shared 

experience, let alone a shared identity. With the switch to Fascist policies in 1922 under 

Mussolini and his colonial henchman, Grazini, we see a jump to statements that begin to 
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express a belief that there is a coherent group, identifiable as Eritrean.206 This, however, 

was not permanent across the board, and we see a great deal of variation in identification 

moving forward. There is a noticeable jump indicative of the dialectic between the 

recognizers and the recognized. This is especially true following the British trusteeship, 

which saw an increase in civil society institutions like political parties and unions that cut 

across tribal or religious lines. 

In the period where the UN was considering the fate of Eritrea in the late 1940s 

and early 1950s, we see a significant shift in statements made by Eritreans, political 

parties, religious groups, and unions reflecting variations of identity from those that 

embrace Eritrean as their primary identity to those that still cling to tribal ties. These 

variations are minimized when Haile Selassie annexed Eritrea as its fourteenth province 

in 1961, but then diverges once again as violence is enacted against the Eritreans, appeals 

to the UN and OAU are ignored, and the Eritreans struggle organize a collective front. 

Following the schism between the ELF and EPLF in 1969, Eritrean identity is 

consolidated and embraced as the primary identifier. These images allow us to see that 

while collective consciousness and or an embrace of collective identity is not consistent 

overtime, it does fluctuate in response to recognition and internal cohesion. What we see 

is a consolidation of the expression of the identity. References to individuals or specific 

tribes or religions begin to disappear, as Eritreans embrace the category of Eritrean as a 

primary one.  

If we map the variations in recognition onto the evolution of group identity 

(Figure 4.6), we can see that when there are low levels of formal recognition and high 
                                                             
206 It should be noted that there were significantly fewer documents available from the period of 1921-1926 
as the rise of Fascism in Italy was reflected in the colony with a deliberate effort to suppress political 
organization and a crackdown on Eritrean presses.  
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levels of misrecognition that distorts or stereotypes a group’s identity, the group’s 

identity becomes more consolidated and increases towards an embrace of the collective 

identifier. Figure 4.6 juxtaposes the average ranking each year of internal expressions of 

collective identity (blue dotted line), superimposed over the content of recognition (in 

solid grey) and the form of recognition (in solid red). There is obviously a lag early 

during the colonial period before the group embraces the collective identifier. This makes 

sense as though there was no collective understanding of what it meant to be Eritrean 

initially, through interacting with colonizers, great powers, and institutions, Eritreans 

developed an Eritrean political identity. By interacting with laws, institutions, and armed 

manifestations of those two that sought to destroy Eritrean identity, the collective identity 

was consolidated and became the primary reference points for the group. While external 

recognition remained formally low for much of the history of the Eritreans (with the 

exception of the immediate post WWII period), the manifestation of that recognition 

through times of violence and oppression signals key shifts in Eritrean identity. The first 

major spike in prior to 1900s signals the introduction of the Italian colonizers into the 

area while the second in the early 1920s signals the turn towards aggressive management 

policies during the rise of Fascism in Italy. The next spike in identity occurs following 

the increase recognition by the British Military Administration and the subsequent loss of 

that recognition coinciding with the forced federation with Ethiopia (as well as its quick 

destruction). While the Eritreans embraced and expressed a sense of collective identity 

from that point on, the recognition from the international community would lag several 

decades behind, appearing first as adjustments to the content of recognition during 

Selassie’s (late 1960s) and then the Dergue’s (1970s and on) violent campaign against the 
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Eritreans. The shift in content of recognition of the Eritreans slowly began to 

approximate how they viewed themselves, paving the way for the form of recognition to 

transition from conditional or temporary de facto recognition to full legal standing as 

members of the international community.  

 

The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal similarly argued in its support for Eritrean 

independence in the 1980s that: 

“struggle against Italian colonizers, and subsequently, against the British 
administration incited several Eritrean groups to take cognizance of their common 
interests and their common political aims. Thus a political consciousness 
progressively developed which acted, like a binding cement, as a unifying factor 
of the various groups.’” (Proceedings of Permanent People’s Tribunal, 1984) 
 

I believe that this is consistent across not only those who remained in the area of Eritrea, 

but also for those who left based on several descriptions of the diaspora’s relationship 

with the ELF, the EPLF, and the provisionary Eritrean government during the 
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referendum.207 The role of the diaspora along with other external supports coincides with 

the bump in the form recognition and the changing nature of the content of recognition in 

Figure 4.6.  

 In examining the changes in recognition and the subsequent changes in the 

embrace of collective identity, there is evidence for the argument that misrecognition that 

challenges the psychological and physical existence of individuals will encourage them to 

embrace a collective identity through which they can seek to alleviate the experience of 

hysteresis. Identifying not only changes in external support, but also the manifestation of 

that support in meaningful ways (like the persecution of the population by a colonizer or 

hostile state) serves as a catalyst and a virtual trigger for action. As the recognition of 

significant others is coupled with systemic and physical violence directed toward that 

group, that recognition becomes more significant in influencing the hysteresis of the 

group, serving, in this case, to help consolidate Eritrean identity. The internal strength of 

collective identity combined with both the external support and periods of negative 

manifestations of external support (or opposition), culminated with the Eritreans 

achieving recognition as a coherent collective with full membership in international 

society through asserting their independence as a sovereign state. 

 Figure 4.7 shows the within case variation that occurs overtime that correlates 

roughly with the stages identified in Table 4.1. For the first three phases, taking us from 

the late 1800s to 1941 (and the arrival of the British in Eritrea), there was a general lack 

of both internal strength and external support, thus we see Eritreans in the “go-it-alone” 

                                                             
207 See for example, Abbay(1998) notes that “Even those who left Eritrea with no sense of collective 
consciousness, were made to develop an Eritrean political identity” (p. 95).  
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phase. During the British Trusteeship and under federation with Haile Selassie’s 

Ethiopia, we see internal strength is increased, but there is a lack of external support. 

 

As predicted, we see the Ethiopian government instituting a series of assimilation 

policies that are de facto supported by the other members of the international community, 

perpetuating the misrecognition of the Eritrean people in a period of assimilation politics 

from 1941 to the early 1970s. Then, under the Dergue and the schism between the ELF 

and the EPLF, we see a period where there is a mixture of assimliationist policies and the 

Eritreans wavering between fighting collectively and tribally as the schism divides them 

in the seventies. As the EPLF began to rally support and eventually dominate in the late 

1970s, internal cohesion increases resulting in a de facto state of politics where at one 

point the EPLF controls 90% of Eritrean territory. As NGOs, other states, and the 

diaspora lend support, the Eritreans transition from a state of de facto politics that 

eventually pushes the Dergue and their predecessors out entirely in 1991, transitioning 
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into a state of candidate politics characterized by both internal and external support. It is 

at this point in 1993 with strong external support from NGOs, IOs, states, and the 

diaspora combined with internal cohesion and strength of the 99.8% of Eritrean voters 

that Eritrean achieves statehood and becomes a full member of the political community 

with sovereignty and formal membership in organizations like the OAU and UN.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In Chapter 2, I suggested that various combinations of external strength and 

internal cohesion result in different politics of misrecognition. Looking at the roughly the 

past 100 years of Eritrean history, I have found support for those claims, but also some 

surprises (as seen in Table 4.2). As anticipated in a period marked by a lack of internal 

cohesion and persistent misrecognition, Eritreans engaged in go-it-alone politics. This 

was most obvious in the early stages of Italian colonization up to 1917 when rather than 

embracing the externally imposed identity of “Eritrean” that the Italians placed on them, 

the people of Eritrea remained attached to tribal identities, interacting with colonial 

institutions and neighboring states individually, attempting to alleviate their hysteresis 

atomistically rather than collaboratively. This changed slightly as the administration of 

the colony mirrored the rise of Fascism back in Italy, with more direct, repressive policies 

managed the state and as Eritreans were party to dehumanizing language and negative 

distortions of their identity on the part of the Italian administration that went beyond 

simply distorting the identities of Eritreans. Consequently, during WWI and WII, the 

Eritreans were still in a position of go-it-alone politics with little external support and a 

lack of internal cohesion, they were increasingly understanding the ties that bind them to 

one another, slightly shifting their sense of self. 



 
 

186 

Table 4.2 Summary of Findings for Eritreans 

Internal 
Strength 

External 
Support 

Anticipated 
Politics 

Findings for Periods 
meeting Criteria 

High High Candidacy Support 
(1991-1993) 

High Low De facto Support 
(1974-1991) 

Low High Assimilation Support 
(1951-1973) 

Low Low Go-it-alone Support 
(1881-1951) 

 

 This sense of collectivity was further bolstered by the arrival of the British who 

took temporary charge of the colony after Italy’s defeat in WWII. With the shift towards 

positive treatment by the British Military Administration and the their recognition of the 

significance of tribal identities and divisions, the Eritreans experienced their first shift in 

external support. After a protracted period of go-it-alone politics, the forced federation 

with Ethiopia in the 1950s served to catalyze the Eritrean identity and we saw a 

consolidation of internal strength occur in response to the withdrawal of BMA support 

and in face of Halie Selassie’s assimilationist politics that resulted in the persistence of 

Eritrean hysteresis. This period of assimilationist politics, however, would be relatively 

short lived as the rise in collective identity on the part of the Eritreans would be met with 

a loss of external support as the legacy of support from the BMA and the UN would 

slowly disappear with the annexation of Eritrea and the silence of the international 

community. With a lack of international support and a rise in the Eritrean identity, the 

ousting of Selassie would usher in a new era of de facto politics where the Eritreans 

struggled to define themselves in opposition to what would prove to be a hostile Dergue 

ruling party. The persistent opposition and misrecognition from the Dergue would serve 
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to win the Eritreans some external support, initially on issues of human rights concerns. 

Those allies supported an Eritrean population that increasingly understood itself to be 

part of a coherent whole such that with the fall of the Dergue from power, the Eritreans 

were able to successfully renegotiate their position within international society, moving 

from a state of de facto politics and into a state of candidate politics, eventually becoming 

fully recognized as members of the international political community alleviating their 

hysteresis. 

 In the case of the Eritreans, the type of misrecognition politics that they were 

party to changed, as we saw different combinations of external support and internal 

strength often tied to exogenous events. These combinations and opportunities presented 

by changing world events created opportunities for the Eritreans to renegotiate their and 

the dominant understandings of their identity in the international community. One 

important finding from this chapter was that it was not only certain changes in the content 

or types of recognition that would impact the political activities and sense of internal 

cohesion of Eritreans, but it was the realization of that recognition in the lives of the 

Eritreans that served as a catalyst for action. While Italy, for instance, had long 

misrecognized the Eritrean population, lumping the diverse tribes into a singular unit, it 

was not until they put in place policies and practices that reinforced that negative image 

of the self that we saw a response from the Eritreans to slowly begin to consolidate their 

identity and sense of collectivity. The same trend can be seen with the formal 

misrecognition of the Eritreans when they were “rightfully returned” to Ethiopia in the 

eyes of the international community. While the UN might have thought they were acting 

in the interest of the Eritreans (contrary to US State Department and BMA documentary 
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evidence), that forced union and the subsequent aggressive assimilation policies served to 

consolidate Eritrean identity. 

 This importance of the realization of recognition is connected to a surprising 

finding from the case study regarding the divergence in recognition between the British 

Government and the British Military Administration. While the British Government 

maintained a fairly consistent misrecognized image of the Eritreans during WWII and up 

through the decision to federate in 1952 (for strategic, geo-political purposes), the BMA 

took a significantly different approach towards recognition and altered that position 

significantly during the trusteeship. The British Government held a consistent picture of 

Eritrean identity as a people who were fundamentally Ethiopian, and while the BMA 

entered the country functioning under this impression, they quickly adjusted their 

recognition of Eritreans, dropping the persistent attachment to Ethiopia and embracing 

the significant tribal and linguistic divisions that dominated the ways Eritreans thought of 

themselves. Perhaps the BMA made these adjustments as a strategic choice to make the 

population easier to deal with, but even if a strategic choice, the departure was significant 

both in how the Eritreans responded (decreased everyday violence) and in the conflict it 

presented with the British Government. It appears that through administrative contact 

with the Eritreans, the BMA learned to respect the varied and complex identities of the 

peoples of Eritrea. This distinction, however was not internalized by the British or by the 

United Nations as global strategic interest won out. But the BMA’s “correction” on the 

recognition of Eritrean identity and subsequent petitioning for the Eritreans in opposition 

to the British Government at the United Nations was notable and indicates that there is 

space for real renegotiation of identity if those in positions of power are willing to try to 
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understand and respect identity. Unfortunately for the people of Eritrea, their history is 

marked by colonial powers, international institutions, and host states who were unwilling 

or uninterested in respect for identity over or alongside geopolitical concerns. This is 

particularly interesting when considering the United Nations’ role in the history of 

Eritrean identity evolution. While the founding documents of the United Nations 

(especially the Charter) emphasize ideas of self-determination (Article 1, 2) that seem to 

provide an alternative path towards recognition for those that deviate from the 

Westphalian state-based identity model when it came to the implementation of that 

vision, they fell quite short when geopolitical interests conflicted with that ideal. 208 For 

many, “the United Nations is, or should be, a conscience of the international community" 

(Selassie, 1989, p. 27). In the Eritrean case, the UN failed to serve that role, raising 

questions about the institution’s (and the international society is represents) commitment 

to the principle of self-determination when it not in the direct interest of powerful states. 

For some people, Eritrea’s independence is a sign that the sacrosanct norm of non-

interference in state sovereignty and state sovereignty in its own right might be on the 

way out. If this is the case, then organizations like the UN and the OAU as well as states 

themselves have cause for concern. This, however, may not be entirely the case. While 

the US and other states were reluctant to support “dividing up” Ethiopia to grant 

independence to Eritrea as it may have set off a chain reaction in Africa with similar 

conflicting ethnic claims and confusing histories, the lesson of what happened by denying 

that recognition is as important as the chaos they assumed would come from affirming 

their independence. Recognition, though often overlooked in international relations, is a 

                                                             
208 A similar thread of the importance of the principle of self-determination is found in the charter of the 
OAU (1963), but was similarly disregarded in the case of Eritrea seemingly to appease Ethiopia. 
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part of a dialectic that as the Eritrean case demonstrates can result in significant political 

upheavals if paired with internal strength and external support. 

 While the Eritreans gained a place in international society through the 

establishment of their own state, their story since independence has not been a rosy one 

nor one that embodies that collective sense of self. When Eritrea achieved independence 

in 1993, the category of Eritrean has been embraced publicly as the primary identity of 

nearly all political parties, organizations, and groups. That vision of what it meant to be 

Eritrean, however had not been resolved beyond an embrace of the term and its tie to the 

land. While the united Front had served to bring together the Eritrean people having them 

put aside significant differences, many of the core issues of the group’s identity were 

never resolved and its hostile relationship with Ethiopia have persisted. Since 

independence, these unresolved issues have come back with a vengeance, making Eritrea 

“one of the world’s most oppressive governments” (HRW, 2017). 

When EFLP leaders formed the provisional government on May 29 1991, an 

estimated 575,000 Eritreans had died in the conflict with an estimated 600,000 

individuals left internally displaced, and over 450,000 Eritreans taking refuge in the 

Sudan (Iyob, 1995; Mesfin, 1990; Pool, 1993) following a douht that had left 85% of 

Eritrea’s three million people dependent upon food aid (Connell & Killion, 2011, p. 

14).209 The military government had no experience in political office and largely 

distrusted the institutions of government that they had inherited, but had a great deal of 

work to do to repatriate Eritrean refugees and help IDPs. After receiving speedy support 

on their path towards independence from the international community, the provisional 

government, led by Isaias Afwerki (the first, current, and only president of Eritrea) went 
                                                             
209 See also Markakis (1988) for an interesting discussion of the IDPs in 1987. 
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about establishing the referendum to confirm their independence while also clearing the 

land literally and figuratively for Eritreans to return or settle in Eritrea (Murtaza, 1998, p. 

97-109). The EPLF had expelled the Ethiopian army from occupation of Eritrea in the 

last two years of the conflict, but during the early days of the provisional government, it 

(having renamed itself the Peoples Front for Democracy and Justice) went about evicting 

the Ethiopian civilians and Ethiopian sympathizers (real or suspected) from its soil as 

well, forcing some 120,000 Ethiopians out of Eritrean territory over the course of a year 

and a half, many of whom had spent their entire lives in Eritrea (Plaut 2017, p. 25). This 

expulsion along with border contestation would serve as the first point of contention 

between the new state and Ethiopia that would trigger another twenty years of violence 

between the two. 

The looming threat of Ethiopian aggression would influence many of the new 

government’s decisions. The Front’s discipline and achievements in providing protection 

and services under Ethiopian occupation resulted in a general confidence that the Eritrean 

government would be able to produce similar results (Leshilo, 2016). Divisions over 

religion, language, representation in government, gender politics, and tribal autonomy 

would come to plague a nascent government with no experience governing that shared a 

contested border with its former occupier. Consequently, following the elections for the 

provisional government in 1991, the military government treated the new country as an 

extension of the military. No more elections would take place, the 1997 constitution 

would never be implemented, and the legislature would be all but ceremonial until it 

ceased existing in 2002, leaving many to remark that the country is marked by a complete 

absence of the rule of law as a military dictatorship. Fears of Ethiopian aggression 
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resulted in the 1995 policy of mandated military service for every Eritrean with many 

conscripts being forced to serve 20+ years with little to no pay, no judicial system, and 

little oversight of higher military officials.210 Military service has been likened to slavery 

by some and to others has turned the country into an “open prison” for its own citizens 

(Naib, 2014). Beyond issues of conscriptions, the country is marked by a complete lack 

of free press (being ranked last in its press freedom score by Reporters Without Borders 

for 10 years running) and political opponents of the regime are jailed, tortured, and 

executed regularly, often for challenging religious persecution, preferential treatment for 

certain tribes, and linguistic/religious practices in schools and government institutions. 

The UN has noted that “Eritrean officials have committed the crimes of enslavement, 

imprisonment, enforced disappearance, torture, reprisals as other inhumane acts, 

persecution, rape and murder” (GEN/G16/093/42, p. 11). Additionally, there is a great 

deal of violence committed across tribal lines, by civilians over religious grounds, and 

over political disputes. These crimes and offenses are indicative of the fact that while 

Eritreans came together to embrace their shared notion of what it meant to be Eritrean, 

the center of that identity was fairly hollow, leaving unresolved issues about the 

meaningful components of one’s lived identity to fester in the new state.  

                                                             
210 This has led to a great deal of abuse and sexual violence with little or no options of recourse for 
conscripts. 
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CHAPTER 5: ROMANI IDENTITY, EXCLUSION, DENIAL, AND RESISTANCE 

IN EUROPE 

“The time of the wandering gypsies has long passed, but I 
see them.”211 

– Papusza (Translated to English in Ficowski, 1956) 
  
“Some images dwell In us and shape us. They direct our 
ways of being and seeing from far behind us and from deep 
down.”  

– Tchalai (1985, preface) 
 
“The greater danger is to disappear.” 212 

- Manush (quoted in Fonseca, 1995, p. 299) 
 

 In Spring of 2014, European Parliament (EP) elections took place ushering in a 

new season of elections throughout Europe. For the first time, EP ballots included Roma 

candidates in five countries (France, Belgium, Germany, Spain, and Romania). 

Previously, only one Roma sat at the EP. Following this election, two of the 751 MEP’s 

were of Romani descent. That election season saw grassroots mobilization led by the 

European Agency for the Fundamental Rights and Spain’s Romani Union, resulting in 

major parties making space on the ballot for Roma candidates. While this did not mark 

the first time that a member of the Roma ran for the EP, it did mark the first time there 

was a concentrated effort of Romani candidates backed by the Roma community entering 

the race. The 2014 EP elections marked a previously unheard occasion where people 

                                                
211 Papusza (Bronislawa Wajs) was one of the most well-known Roma poets in the twentieth century. She 
became a point of reference for the Roma who pointed to her work as expressions of sorrow that their 
community felt.  
212 Manush, a Romani playwright and puppeteer, was one of the first three gypsies to be elected to 
Bulgaria’s first free Parliament, and the only one who admitted he was Roma. Many Bulgarian Romani 
criticized his involvement in mainstream politics as it was defiling and thought he ought to be lynched. He 
got involved in Bulgarian politics after the 1958 settlement laws prohibited nomadism. He fought for 
separate Romani schools and communities along with the retention of their languages in schools arguing 
that while some gadje thought this might lead to a gypsy ghetto, “the greater danger [for the Roma] is to 
disappear.”  
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across Europe ran for positions in the EP united not in their politics, state, or party but in 

their common non-state identity. This was a fascinating development for the Roma as it 

reflected a shift in the way that members of this group engaged with non-Roma and 

signaled an internal shift in the foundation of Roma identity.  

In this chapter, I examine the ways in which variations in recognition change the 

way the European Roma conceive of their positions relative to various international 

institutions. While they are a largely disaggregated and controversially defined group, I 

look at their shifting notions of identities that are in conflict with or ignored by the law 

and the international legal order as represented by the UN, the Council of Europe, the 

European Union, various NGOs, and the countries in which they live and work. Building 

on the theory laid out in the second chapter, I expect to see variations in Romani political 

behavior in accordance with fluctuations in their internal strength and cohesion as well as 

in their external support (see Table 5.1). In times where the Roma are unorganized, 

dispersed, and lack external support, such as the times prior to and during World War II, I 

expect the Roma to be in a state of go-it-alone politics. In times when the Roma gain 

external support but are relatively weak internally, I expect them to engage with and 

respond to a rise in protectionist and assimilationist policies domestically as well as an 

increase in pro-Romani organizations organized by outsiders. Should the Roma gain 

internal strength but lack external support, I would expect to see the Roma organize 

internally to negotiate with host states for better rights, protections, and legal standings. 

Should the Roma gain both internal strength and external support, I would expect to see 

the Roma become candidates for hegemonic recognition, taking part in mainstream 

policies and moving beyond political actions specific to the Roma and distancing 
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themselves from their alternative identity while embracing more traditional nation-state-

based identities.  

 In the following chapter, I explore Romani identity and its relationship to internal 

group cohesion and external support from significant others in six sections. I begin by 

exploring the myth of the Roma leading up to WWII and find that when the Roma had 

low levels of internal support and low levels of external support that they did in fact 

participate in go-it-alone politics as my theory predicted. In the second time period from 

1945-1971, the Roma in Central and Eastern Europe have relatively low levels of internal 

support and high external support. As my theory predicted, the CEE Roma’s combination 

of low support and high external support results in a state of assimilation politics. The 

Roma in the West during this time period experienced go-it-alone politics as my theory 

predicted by their low external support combined with low internal strength. A similar 

pattern of assimilation politics in the CEE states and go-it-alone politics is seen during 

the third period, 1971-1985, yielding support for my theory. 

 The fourth period from 1985-1999 explores collapse of the Soviet Union and its 

impact on the Roma communities in CEE states and the West. This period yields mixed 

support for my theory.  As the Western Roma increase their external support but the CEE 

Roma lose theirs. While the Western Roma with low internal strength and high external 

support experience the expected anticipated politics, the combination of low internal 

strength and low external support for the CEE Roma does not result in go-it-alone 

politics.  Instead, they curiously experience assimilation politics. These mixed 

expectations carry over into the fifth time period, 2000-2007, with the Roma 

experiencing assimilation politics expected in the West and unexpected in the CEE states.  
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Table 5.1 Anticipated Politics Across Variations in Recognition and Identity for 
the Roma in Europe 

      

Centrality of 
Collective Identity 

Expressions     
Form of 

Recognition     
Content of 

Recognition     
Anticipated 

Politics 
                   
                          
up through 
WWII 

 

  

Atomistic, 
individualized 
actions 

 
  Enduring de 

facto and 
temporary de 
jure of a handful 
of significant 
others 

 
  Challenges and 

distortion of identity 

 
  Go-it-alone 

                          
1945-1971 

 

  

In West: atomistic, 
individualized 
actions, common 
problems.        In 
CEE states: 
acknowledgement of 
subgroups but 
reference to shared 
identity 

 
  Western SO: 

Enduring de 
facto and 
temporary de 
jure of a handful 
of significant 
others.      CEE 
SO: Enduring de 
facto but no or 
only one de jure 

 
  Western SO: 

challenges to and 
conflicts with 
identity as well as 
consistent use of 
negative stereotypes. 
CEE SO: challenges 
to and conflicts with 
identity resulting in 
the distortion of 
identity 

 
  CEE states: 

Assimilation, 
Western states: 
Go-it-alone 

                          
1971-1985 

 

  

In West: subgroups 
with limited 
reference to larger 
category.                  
In CEE states: 
embrace of larger 
category with 
persistent references 
to internal groupings 

 
  Western SO: 

Enduring de 
facto and 
temporary de 
jure of multiple 
significant 
others.     CEE 
SO: Enduring de 
facto but no or 
only one de jure 

 
  Western SO: 

challenges to and 
conflicts with 
identity as well as 
consistent use of 
negative stereotypes.                
CEE SO: challenges 
to and conflicts with 
identity 

 
  CEE states: 

Assimilation, 
Western states: 
Go-it-alone  

                          
1985-1999 

 

  

In West: subgroups 
with limited 
reference to larger 
category.                  
In CEE states: 
embrace of larger 
category with 
persistent references 
to internal groupings 

 
  Western SO: 

Enduring de 
facto and 
increasing de 
jure recognition.       
CEE SO: 
Enduring de 
facto but only 
one or a handful 
of de jure  

 
  Challenges to and 

conflicts with 
identity 

 
  Combination 

of Assimilation 
and Go-it-
alone 

                          
2000-2007 

 

  

In West: subgroups 
with limited 
reference to larger 
category.                  
In CEE states: 
embrace of larger 
category with 
persistent references 
to internal groupings 

 
  Enduring de 

facto and de jure 
of multiple states 

 
  Fewer challenges to 

and conflicts with 
group identity, some 
negative stereotypes 

 
  Combination 

of Assimilation 
and Go-it-
alone 

                          
2007-today   

  

In West: subgroups 
with limited 
reference to larger 
category.                  
In CEE states: 
embrace of larger 
category with 
persistent references 
to internal groupings 

    Full member of 
the political 
community 

    Transition from 
challenges to identity 
to negative 
stereotypes and a 
mimicking of the 
group's identity 

    Assimilation 
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In the final period from 2007-2016, the Roma throughout Europe experience low internal 

strength and high external support, resulting in the anticipated politics of assimilation. 

For the first six sections of the chapter, I will explore the case of the Roma, 

focusing on variations over time in internal strength and external strength, and explore 

the historical narrative to which I apply my theoretical framework. In order to do this, I 

will later use historical records from the various recognizers and internal documents from 

Romani communities and groups in addition to accounts of Roma and by different 

Romanis at various points in time supplemented by secondary sources. Presently, I will 

use this information to construct a historical narrative to demonstrate the dialectic that 

exists between the significant others (i.e. the recognizers) and the Roma (the recognized). 

In the final section of the chapter, I build on this historical narrative to show the variation 

over time in the primary sources that correspond with the historical narrative. I explore 

488 internal expressions of identity made by Roma and 497 external evaluations of 

identity offered by significant others to explore the variation in identity and recognition 

across the six time periods, finding similar patterns of support for my theory as found in 

the historical narrative.  I will begin now by exploring the origins and persistence of the 

concept of Roma as well as how it has evolved and been embraced as a political tool and 

identity for those to which the label was ascribed. 

 

THE MYTH OF THE ROMA 

 The Roma occupy a unique position as one of Europe’s largest minority groups. 

The estimated 12 million Roma comprising 1.36% of Europe’s population (Council of 
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Europe, 2012)213 are a group that was, in a sense, quite recently created as an understood, 

unified whole. This creation of the category of Roma was done in part through a series of 

laws even though that understanding failed to match onto the diverse lived realities of 

several different tribes of people. The creation of that category was also, in part, tied to 

the newly identified group’s attempt to carve out a social and political space for a 

protected existence. Their voice in the dialogue that formed and continues to form their 

identity was nearly non-existent for much of their history but has been growing in fits and 

starts with some Roma communities embracing the category and the protections it 

(potentially) offers and others struggling against the label. The delay and inconsistency in 

their involvement in this political dialogue is tied to the history of the category of Roma 

and the institutionalization of that term to describe this group. 

With the imposition of the Peace of Westphalia and the spread of national identity 

as one’s primary identity, individuals who failed to subscribe to a particular national 

identity were left in a rather precarious position. Those who were (or considered 

themselves to be) stateless occupied a tenuous position, as statelessness became a 

condition with no place within international society or history. As the Roma “failed” to 

identify with their national identities (and in many cases still do), they were placed 

outside of history in the seventeenth century and have remained at its periphery ever 

since.214   

                                                
213 For a list of the countries with the largest populations of Roma and the countries with high percentages 
of Roma in their population, see Table 5.2 later in this chapter. 
214 The description of the Roma existing “outside of history” is a common one in the literature on the Roma 
(See for example: Crowe, 2007; Ficowski, 1980; Moscaliuc, 2004) and popular imagination about the 
Roma often goes so far as to say that they are a people “without history.” Trumpener (1992) has an 
excellent and detailed description of this narrative device. While I do not mean to suggest the Roma have 
existed outside of history or that they lack their own history, I mean to point to the fact that their (somewhat 
self-imposed) exclusion from international society placed them in a nebulous space of existence with 
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Consequently, conversations and politics surrounding the Roma have evolved 

with two particularly problematic results. The first is that the Roma are recognized as a 

coherent whole with some imagined history that somehow leaves them simultaneously 

“without history” and “with a deep (but misunderstood) history.” The category of Roma 

is a sweeping term that was and continues to be applied to a series of tribal and clan-

based groups with varying practices, languages, and religions that are spread throughout 

most of continental Europe.215 Anthropological (Lee 1997), linguistic (Hancock 1997), 

and genetic (Bernasovky, Jurickova, and Ferak 1994) evidence points to a common 

ethnicity and ancestry coming out of central Asia in 250 B.C.E. Since their exodus out of 

India in 1000 C.E., they have splintered into a series of smaller groups (Crowe, 2007, p. 

33).216 Most Roma, up till recently, would not consider themselves to be “Roma” but 

rather ascribe to a tribal identity of the Domi, the Lom, the Rom, the Zigeuners, the 

Tigani, the Gitans, the Chigani, the Tsigəni, the Gitanos, the Zingari, the Machavaya, the 

Ciganos, the Kalderash, the Çingeneler, the Sigøyner, the Jinganos, the Cikán, the Sinti, 

the Lambani, the Lambadi, the Lovari, the Churari, the Romanichal, the Rabari, the 

Ghajar the Nawar, the Qereçí the Tzigane, or the Dom just to name a few (Wheeler, 

1999; Iliev, 1999; Crowe, 2007; Fraser 1995). In fact, until the 1990s, Romani, which is 

largely considered the official language of the Roma, did not even exist in a written form 

and most Roma do not speak what Western European scholars have label their “mother” 

                                                                                                                                            
attachments to identities that would not fit well within the habitus of the world that would come to order 
our concepts of self, society, and history. 
215 There are an estimated 2 million Roma living outside of Europe, notably in the Middle East, North 
Africa, and the Americas (especially Brazil). For the purposes of this project, I am concerned with the 
Roma living in Europe.  
216 There is some debate about the exact timing of their departure from India. Crowe’s estimation of that 
time is consistent with the vast majority of the literature and draws upon references to gypsies and Tigani in 
Western sources to validate these claims, but some Romani writers like Hancock (1986, 1987, p. 7-10) 
insist that the Roma left the subcontinent as early as 800 B.C.E. 
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tongue.217 At least 80 percent of the Roma in Hungary, for example, could not speak this 

so-called shared language of the Roma at all when it was identified as their “primary” 

language by the state (Barany, 1988, p. 148). 

While many Roma primarily identify with their tribal identities, there is 

significant resistance to the category of Roma as an umbrella or overarching term. Most 

Roma do not consider themselves part of a cohesive ethnic group that share a history with 

all other Roma groups that are identified by international institutions and states as their 

supposed kin (Marushiakova & Popov, 2001, p.34); in northeastern Bulgaria alone, there 

are nineteen Romani tribes who deny a shared ancestry, each with its particular customs, 

traditional trades, unique language, and other distinctive features (Barany, 1988, p. 148). 

The German Sinti have long rejected the label of Roma which they see as tied to the 

German Vlach Roma who view themselves as superior to, unrelated to, and more 

authentic than the Sinti (Gheorghe & Acton, 2001, p. 58). This generalization of the 

various clans and tribes into one overarching group is an act of harm that denies 

conceptions of particular identity and reduces these peoples’ identities to an artificial 

collective. Thus through the forced unification of the group of Roma, the difference of 

the particular groups is denied and the habitus of these individuals is challenged by this 

misrecognition.  

A second process at work here is the devaluation and often dehumanization of the 

Roma; they have been and are often recognized as something less than those who ascribe 

                                                
217 Hancock (1987) argues that the Roma actually comprised three different linguistic communities when 
they left India and thus were fractured linguistically from their original departure, making the convergence 
of one “shared” language not a surprisingly late development. That development, some argue was traced to 
the German intellectual study of one local gypsy dialect, which became the subject of study of Augustus 
Pott in 1844. Pott became known as the father of Romani linguistics, but popularized (in academic circles) 
one version of the language.  
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to a nation-state identity. Narratives about the “criminal activities” and the “stinking 

presence” of the Roma are fairly common across Europe even among some party leaders 

and government officials like Per Sandberg in Norway and Jean-Marie Le Pen in France 

(MacGuill, 2013; Mezzofiore, 2013). Other narratives about the Roma are more explicitly 

dehumanizing. Take Valeri Simeonov who was deputy prime minister of Bulgaria when 

he was found guilty of hate speech for a speech he made in parliament where he referred 

to Roma as: 

“arrogant, presumptuous and ferocious humanoids, demanding wages without 

labor, demanding sick-leave benefits without being sick, child benefits for 

children that play outside with the street-pigs, and maternity benefits for women 

with the instincts of street bitches” (Vaksberg, 2017; ERIO, 2017). 

While Simeonov was found guilty of hate speech, Bulgarian society was “unfazed” by 

both his statements and conviction. He was not asked to step down from his post as 

deputy prime minister or from his chairmanship as head of the Bulgarian Council on 

Ethnic Minority Integration. Similar explicitly dehumanizing language can be found in 

Hungary where Zsolt Bayer, co-founder of the Fidesz Party, said that: 

“A significant part of the Roma are unfit for coexistence. They are not fit to live 

among people. These Roma are animals, and they behave like animals. When they 

meet with resistance, they commit murder. They are incapable of human 

communication. Inarticulate sounds pour out of their bestial skulls. At the same 

time, these Gypsies understand how to exploit the 'achievements' of the idiotic 

Western world. But one must retaliate rather than tolerate. These animals 



 

 

202 

shouldn't be allowed to exist. In no way. That needs to be solved — immediately 

and regardless of the method.” (Verseck, 2013). 

Such dehumanization has plagued the Roma since their arrival in Europe, and continues 

across multiple countries. Indeed, the Roma are often referred to in popular media as 

Europe’s “most hated” people (see for instance: Vice, 2014; Polovina, 2018).218 Such 

hatred has meant the long-term persecution and exclusion of Roma from international 

society. 

The Roma, it is said, are thought of only negatively, if they are thought of at all. 

Thus, the description often used for the Roma is quite telling; they are Europe’s forgotten 

people.219 They are forgotten because they do not have their own nation-state or 

homeland, they are forgotten because they have lived in the peripheries of their host 

nation-states, and they are forgotten because the category that they are identified as was 

manufactured for them, ignoring the difference among them to see them as a collective 

other. This misrecognition, the notion of a homogenous Romani identity, is more of a 

political project than a political reality. The term Roma has seen applied to these groups 

in varying intervals of history, but it was in widespread use by governing officials and 

domestic institutions along with the term gypsy to describe a particular ethnic group of 

undesirables by the mid-1800s. The language of ‘Roma’ and ‘Romani’ was further 

solidified in the minds of stated people when non-Romani, pro-Romani organizations 

started to organize ‘on their behalf’ in the late 1800s, thus it was imposed on the Roma by 

a variety of significant others. The category, however, was not adopted by these people 

                                                
218 Other popular narratives focus on the “unwanted” nature of the Roma. See, for example, Lichfield 
(2013), SPIEGEL (2014), Fichtner (2010), Astier (2014), Rujevic (2015).  
219 This is a common description by European Parliament and the Council of Europe. See for example 
Directive 2004/58/EC. 
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until significantly later and has not been uniformly adopted. While some tribes began 

utilizing the imposed category of Roma early in the 1960s in conversation with 

government and their attempts to “settle” the Roma, we do not see a widespread embrace 

of the term as self-description until the early 1990s. The term gypsy dominated political 

discussions across Europe well into the 1970s. The political elites within the growing 

Romani movement pushed for a use of the word “Roma” instead in 1971, and it became 

the category with which they would speak of themselves at an organizational level and 

references to tribal distinctions increasingly disappeared.220 This trend, however, 

occurred in some Roma communities but not others who unlike some wanted to remain 

separate and apart from mainstream European society. In the late 1990s, Romani groups 

take a step further by describing themselves as “a nation scattered throughout the entire 

world,”221 generally embracing the “oneness” of the Roma population though some 

communities remained reluctant to embrace the appellation or outright rejected. 

This project argues that while embracing the Westphalia state system, powerful 

states enacted a sort of violence upon those, like the Roma, that do not fit neatly into the 

state system. In doing so, they triggered a series of traumatic events where the habitus of 

these individuals has been challenged as their notions of self and place increasingly came 

into conflict with the state system. The creation of the Westphalian system as well as the 

events that follow World War II, the rise and fall of the Soviet Union, and European 

Union accession are all significant (arguably traumatic) events to the Roma as a whole, 
                                                
220 It is worth noting that the term gypsy has derogatory connotations within most Roma communities. 
Stewart (1997) found during his fieldwork with Hungarian Romanis that nearly every clan made a 
distinction between “cigany” and their tribal identification where “cigany” or gypsy referred to someone 
who maintained a condemnable lifestyle. He noted that the Hungarian Romanis would note that they had 
been forced out of desperation and poverty to live as cigany or gypsies but they would like to stop being 
cigany with no intention of ceasing to be Romani (Stewart, 1997, p. 114).  
221 See for example UNDoc E/CN.4/Sub2/NGO/99. 
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but were significant to different tribes and groupings in slightly different ways that have 

left some Roma in a position of prolonged hysteresis and have brought others through 

hysteresis to be integrated into mainstream European society with a new “normal” 

habitus. These events are traumatic in that they are events “powerful enough to alter the 

mind’s experience of time, self and the world,” thus challenging and altering the habitus 

of those individuals (Povinelli, 2000, p. 33). The creation and persistence of the modern 

nation-state system produced by Westphalia produces a sort of anger within people that 

resonates across cultures and manifests itself in political violence on the part of both 

insiders and outsiders, which is readily apparent in the history of the Roma. What results 

is a history rife with confusing and fluctuating understandings of these people for both 

insiders and outsiders leading to varying political responses of those communities and of 

the host states those communities reside in. 

 

WEAK AND ALONE – ROMA AND WWII EUROPE 

 The Roma have been subject to violence as a result of misrecognition throughout 

their long history from their enslavement in the vassal principalities of Wallachia and 

Moldova (Petrova, 2003) to the Habsburg’s aggressive sedentarization policies under 

Empress Maria Theresa and from Ottoman attempts to settle and disperse the Serbian 

Roma (Fraser, 1995) to Interpol’s 1936 anti-gypsy campaign to fight against the “gypsy 

menace” (Hancock, 1987). Keeping in mind the constraints of this chapter as well as the 

availability of sources, I will take time only to discuss the recent past of the Roma in 

Europe since the end of WWII. Their position as a discriminated minority was 

reinvigorated in many countries in Europe following the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
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again following the economic recession of 2008. To fully understand the recognition and 

activity of the Roma following those two critical moments, it is imperative to understand 

the moment that preceded it and laid the groundwork for both, WWII. When World War 

II broke out, there were an estimated 2 million Roma living in Europe in both the 

physical and psychological periphery of European society.222 European states and the 

residents who lived under them had long internalized nation-state identities set in motion 

by the Peace of Westphalia such that nationalism and national identity had culminated 

into two massive world wars.  

Following the devastating treatment of the Roma leading up to and during the 

Holocaust where between a fourth and a third (600,000) of all Roma living in Europe 

were killed (Strom & Parsons, 1978, p. 220; Thurner, 2007, p. 56) and countless others 

were subject to discrimination, expulsion, experimentation, sterilization, forced labor, and 

imprisonment,223 what would become of the Roma following World War II would 

depend significantly on whose sphere of influence they fell under in the post-war world. 

For some Roma this was largely an accident of where they happened to be following the 

war. Many of the Roma that survived the Holocaust224 found themselves freed from 

camps in countries far from where they had lived or traveled prior to the war with little 

means to return to their homes or communities and little welcome from their new host 

                                                
222 There is significant debate over this estimation. With some (Strom & Parsons, 1978; Thurner, 2007) 
estimating the number to be somewhere between 1.8 and 2.4 million Roma others like Hancock (2005) 
estimate that the number was closer to 5 million. 
223 Scholarly estimates vary significantly with 500,000 at the low end. Other estimates are upwards of 2 
million (Moreton, 1999). Hancock notes that “while this amounts to a tenth of the number of Jewish 
victims, in terms of the genocide of an entire people, the proportions are nevertheless similar” (1987, p. 
81).  
224 The Roma refer to the Holocaust as Porrajmos or Porajmos (meaning the devouring or the catastrophe in 
Romani) (See Novitch, 1984). The widespread embrace of the term came before the embrace of the shared 
language, and was notably embraced due to initial denial and erasure of the Roma and gypsies from the 
narratives surrounding the Holocaust (Hancock 1987; Stauber & Vago, 2007; Weisenthal 1986). 
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states. Others who had fled and escape internment or death had moved either east into 

what would be Soviet controlled territory or West into Franco Spain. The locations of 

various tribes of Roma at the end of the war would have significant consequences for the 

fate of their communities.  

 

THE ROMA AND THE REDS (1945 – 1971) 

At the start of WWII, there were an estimated 1.5-1.8 million Roma in Central 

and Eastern Europe (Hancock, 2005).225 When the Red Army liberated the Roma from 

Nazi occupation, the new era under Soviet hegemony was referred to as the dawn 

(Lacková, 2000, p. 1). The Communist Bloc states saw the Roma throughout Central and 

Eastern Europe as a group that had been oppressed in past capitalist societies, but the 

Soviet vision of society meant that the Roma (and other ethnic groups) would be ridded 

of their pesky ethnic identities and would integrate seamlessly into the new world offered 

up by the People’s Republic (Crowe, 2007, p. 92). Communist and Socialist leaders made 

intentional efforts to include the Roma in the new age of Socialism in Eastern Europe. 

Under Communist rule, the Roma were protected from formal and institutional violence 

to which they had previously fallen victim. Communist party leaders held a collective 

line across countries that there was no basis in Marxist-Leninist ideology for any inherent 

prejudice against the Roma and as a result the culture and treatment of the Roma had to 

change (Crowe, 2007, p. 23). 

                                                
225 Hancock’s numbers are the mostly widely used, but there are few agreed upon numbers when it comes 
to estimating the Roma in Central and Eastern Europe prior to WWII. The US Holocaust Memorial 
Museum relies on Sybil Milton’s estimation of 976,200 Roma, which is generally considered to be a low 
estimate. Others, estimate that there may have been upwards of 3 million Roma in Central and Eastern 
Europe (Vermeersch, 2006).  
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 Party leaders wanted to ensure that physical violence would not be enacted 

against the Roma and that notions of what it meant to be Roma would be stripped of the 

stigmatism held for over a century prior. In order to do this, Party leaders took a 

paternalistic and protectionist approach to safeguarding the Roma, but these policies 

often meant a destruction of what they perceived to be gypsy identity and way of life. In 

attempting to bring the Roma into society and subsequently into history, the Communist 

Bloc states sought to destroy the category of Roma. This manifested in a movement to 

settle the nomadic Roma in an attempt to assimilate them and remove their “otherness.” 

Over 20,000 Roma families were assigned to and received plots of land as well as 

given financial assistance to build houses and collective farms (Kostelancik, 1989; 

Ringold, 2000, p. vii). The censuses stopped including Roma or tribal identities in official 

statistics entirely, and in several countries, there were intentional polices designed to 

destroy Gypsy self-identity as nomads. Governments began issuing policies like Law No. 

74 in 1958 in Czechoslovakia – Act of Permanent Settlement of Nomadic People or 

Bulgaria’s Decree No. 258 that prohibited Gypsy nomadism and facilitated “settling.” 

Other policies intended to “do away once and for all with the harmful residue of the past 

in the consciousness of all Turks, Jews and Gypsies” (Crowe, 2007, p.22). Bulgaria and 

Czechoslovakia took the most aggressive and repressive campaigns to erase ethnic 

divisions. These included schemes of “dispersal and transfer” meant to resettle the Roma 

by scattering them throughout mainstream communities (Fraser, 1995; Poulton, 1991). 

While some policies like Bulgaria’s made nomadism illegal, other policies such as that in 

Czechoslovakia simply claimed to provide a structure to alleviate the need for the Roma 

to be nomadic while discouraging nomadic behavior (Cahn, 2003; Crowe, 2003; Petrova, 
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2003). These acts and decrees were paired with national policies226 that promoted 

integration (i.e. allocating apartments and jobs in non-Roma communities)227 (Lucero & 

Collum, 2007, Marushiakova-Popova & Popov, 2015; Silova, 2009; Stewart, 2001). 

 These acts were predicated on the notion that Roma identity was a tangible, 

unified category centered around the nomadic lifestyle. This notion of nomadic lifestyle 

as a core of Roma identity was so pervasive that in Poland the settlement law was known 

as the Great Halt (Mayall, 2004, p. 252). This, however, was a fundamental 

misconception. The attempt to settle the Roma was misguided in part because it 

mistakenly assumed that the Roma were in need of settling. It similarly was misguided in 

that it equated settled with a slew of other cultural changes that looked like integration. 

These sorts of policies highlighted the condition of being other as stateless on the Roma; 

those that belonged to a nation-state and unconsciously equate settled national identities 

as normal and right misrecognized the Roma because of their failure to identify 

themselves with a particular nation-state and because of their failure to perform that 

expected identity. In reality, while those we now call the Roma were indeed scattered, the 

vast majority of the Roma were already settled. In fact, by the beginning of Communist 

rule, particularly in Bulgaria, Hungary, Slovakia, and Yugoslavia, the majority of Roma 

had been sedentary for centuries (Barany, 2002, p. 188). Additionally, the settled Roma 

communities were being disbanded in many Central and Eastern European countries as 

the Romani people were being “integrated” into non-Roma communities. This meant a 
                                                
226 The policies were organized around the idea that gypsies constituted a social rather than an ethnic 
grouping. Consequently, they were the targets of central planning projects and general welfare programs 
aimed at rectifying what the Communist Bloc states saw as historical wrongs and social antagonisms that 
might create problems for the new proletariat class if allowed to fester (Bathory, 1988, p. 615).  
227 Other policies were restrictive, placing limits on travel or gatherings of Roma (Bartosz, 1994, p. 16-17) 
or in promoting sedentarization by confiscating their gold, horses, and wagons (Helsinki Watch, 1991, p. 
17-19; Barany, 2000, p. 426). 
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massive reorganizing effort where many Roma were shuffled across state lines. While 

most Czech Roma were rounded up and killed during the Holocaust (Novitch, 1984), 

Slovakian Roma had largely escaped extermination during the war (Nir, 1993). 

Consequently, many Slovakian communities were relocated and dispersed throughout 

Czech territories in the early post-war period (Center for Human and Civil Rights, 2003; 

Novitch, 1984;). The 11,000 Romanian gypsies who survived their evacuation to 

Transnistria during WWII were dispersed (often against their will) throughout Moldova, 

Romania, and Poland following the war, but they were often met with suspicion as those 

evacuated by the Antonescu government had been those identified as “problem elements” 

(Achim, 2007, p. 89-91).228 Similar relocation programs took case across the CEE region 

as parts of modernization programs that attempted to settle and integrate Roma (Barany, 

2000; Guy, 1975; Sedivy & Marosi, 1996, p. 21).229 In some instances, this meant 

destruction of long-standing communities and villages as Roma were pushed out of the 

countryside and into cities like Budapest (Kostelancik, 1989; Ladanyi, 1993).  

Reformers in Eastern Europe saw this as an emancipatory project, freeing those 

people who “lived outside history” (Fonseca, 1995, p. 8). This interpretation or 

misrecognition of a fundamental aspect of Roma identity stems from the perception that 

the movement of the Roma was due primarily to a desire to remain mobile, when in 

reality, the extended history of the various clans demonstrates that the previous centuries 

                                                
228 The Antonescu government actually evacuated some 25,000 gypsies they identified as problem elements 
including non-settled gypsies, settled gypsies with criminal records, and those with no means of support (as 
well as their families). The list originally included some 40,909 people (comprising 20% of Romania’s 
estimated gypsy population in 1942), but those problem elements identified as potential soldiers were 
allowed to stay. Of the 25,000 evacuated, 11,000 died on their way to Transnistria (Achim, 2007).  
229 In fact, the dispersal was so intentional in some places that authorities in Czechoslovakia encouraged 
local Slovak administrators to ensure that no community include more than 5% gypsies (Barany, 2000, p. 
424). 
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of nomadism was rarely, if ever, a matter of free choice, but actually the result of 

persecution. Repeated expulsion like that seen in the Middle Ages when the Roma were 

mistaken by Christian Europeans as Muslims from the Middle East or North Africa 

(Duijzing, 1992; Hancock, 2002) is a primary feature in Romani history that was 

reinforced during the Holocaust. The disaggregation of the various tribes that settled in 

different areas at different times is indicative of the difficulty the Roma faced in settling 

over time. This long history of rejection, exclusion, and victimization left them largely 

apprehensive about integration with other communities. While traditional communities 

were largely destroyed when Roma were pushed into cities throughout CEE, Roma 

communities remained apart from mainstream society as groups often did not speak the 

dominant language and wanted to maintain their way of live away from outsiders as 

much as possible (Ladanyi, 1993). Thus, the Soviet-era settlement laws served to threaten 

the habitus of the Roma in a manner reminiscent of their long past. The so-called 

“emancipatory” project served to further the Roma’s hysteresis causing the Roma to turn 

inward in their attempt to alleviate the stress of this threat. 

 The process of forced integration posed serious challenges to the Roma identity, 

but to some extent served to reinforce the identity as threatened groups clung to their 

jeopardized culture. For most groups considered under the heading of the Roma, there 

was an important tie to Hinduism that required particular patterns of behavior and notions 

of purity or spiritual cleanliness that were violated when separated from the group and 

when too close to gadje, or outsiders who were considered to be mahrime, polluted.230 

                                                
230 Gadje (or gadze, gaje, or gadjo) is a term used to refer to a person who is not Romani. The term denotes 
a degree of impurity for those who fail to live the Roma way and keep the traditions of the community. 
Consequently, while Roma is often interpreted pejoratively to mean something akin to barbarian, fool, 
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While not all Roma communities maintained the Hindu faith, the core tenets of purity and 

cleanliness are a common center of different Roma communities throughout the world. 

Consequently, integration and true assimilation were dangerous as they threatened the 

notion of baxt, which “is the occupying idea among Roma on this earth” (Fonseca, 1995, 

p. 12). The notion of baxt is tied to how one keeps traditions, to how one maintains the 

purity of self and community, and to how well one embraces the destiny or fate of one’s 

people. In this way, baxt is the habitus of the Roma that is in jeopardy through interaction 

with gadje and their assimilationist policies. Attempts at integration were often 

challenged violently by protests from Roma communities; these were often short-lived as 

many of the communities that rose up were forcibly split up and dispersed among the 

settled in an attempt to transform the Roma into little Hungarians, Romanians, or 

Russians (Crowe, 2007, p. 296), furthering the assault on Romani habitus, worsening 

their hysteresis. 

  Not only can we view this treatment under the Soviet law as misrecognition and 

an attempt to destroy an entire category through assimilation, it is also a mechanism for 

securing the public by establishing boundaries of inclusion. In posing the stateless and 

territorially transient in opposition to the normal stated and territorially anchored, these 

laws reproduced the idea of an abject body against which the proper public body could 

stand. Settlement laws produced an image of the Roma as unsettled individuals that were 

less than and outside of what is normal and legal through the establishment of the laws. 

These policies solidified the line between the stated and the stateless that had been drawn 

                                                                                                                                            
outsider, or yokel, the term indicates a distinction of otherness. Primarily the term is used to describe non-
ethnic Romani outsiders, but it can be used disparagingly to describe an ethnic Romani who has chosen to 
live outside of the culture.  
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with the Westphalia system centuries before. Not only did they reaffirm the line of what 

it is to be within one state or another as Westphalia had originally intended, settlement 

laws drew a temporal line around those that inhabited and therefore belonged to the 

territory and those who were perceived to fail to inhabit the world properly. Westphalian 

lines were concretized through the traumatic events of the settlement laws and attempted 

to impose an identity of nomads onto the Roma. 

At the same time that they were being stripped of their ethnic identity231 that had 

been allegedly holding them back, Roma were the target of specific policies because of 

that label, which to some extent compounded the psychological damage of 

misrecognition, strengthening feelings of inferiority and self-hatred (even for a 

misrecognized self) (Guy 1975, p. 223-4; PER 1992, p. 8). Take for example Hungary’s 

practice from 1954-1963 of issuing black passports (as opposed to red passports) to 

Roma (Stewart, 2001, p. 75; Vermeersch, 2006, p. 51).  

Settlement laws were only the first step in Soviet attempts to “emancipate” the 

Roma and only one of the ways Romani habitus came under threat. A secondary project 

aimed at spreading the national identity and culture of Soviet states sought to alter if not 

destroy the baxt of the Roma through educating or rather reeducating the Roma children 

in local school systems. While the Communist Bloc states had some successes in 

increasing the attendance, graduation, and literacy rates of Roma children, Roma children 

were often channeled into segregated schools intended for children with mental and 

physical disabilities (Crowe, 2007; Fraser, 1995; Lucero & Collum, 2007; Ringold, 

                                                
231 It is, perhaps, worth pointing out that there was an exception to this denial of ethnic identity. The 1968 
Prague Spring brought a relaxing of several Communist Bloc state policies in Czechoslovakia including a 
temporary reprieve where the Roma were recognized as a legal minority (Bancroft, 2005, p.10-12). That 
liberalization like so many others of the Spring was, sadly, short lived.  
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2000). Appeals to allow the Roma children to be educated in their native tongue or in 

schools led by Romani teachers were viewed as “incorrect” and “harmful” as such 

practices to develop a Roma identity were thought to be “harmful, because they 

perpetuate[d] the separate position of the Gypsies and slow down their adaptation to 

society” (Translation of a decision of the Central Committee of Hungarian Socialist 

Workers Party 1961 found in Vermeersch, 2006, p. 53). 

These sorts of programs directly threatened the habitus of both individual Roma 

and Romani communities. While Roma identity and culture were in jeopardy, these 

integration policies meant that Roma families became less isolated which led to fewer 

instances of violence against the Roma were reported (Crowe, 2007, p. 225). Some began 

to integrate into CEE communities, “adopting local moods and hierarchies in order to 

sustain their ever-precarious prestige” trying to blend their way of life within the 

Westphalian defined place of living (Fonseca, 1994, p. 14). At the same time, those who 

tried to maintain practices viewed as “too gypsy” or anti-modern or deviant were 

penalized heavily. The Czechoslovak Republic, for instance, put in place a campaign of 

forced sterilization of Roma women that came into effect in 1950 (and was in used 

selectively well into the 1980s). The state sterilized women who were viewed as 

inassimilable or deviant, as well as the wives and daughters of Roma men who were 

found to be incompatible with party and society (Center for Reproductive Rights and 

Center for Human and Civil Rights, 2003; Crowe, 2001; Kostelancik, 1989; Novitch 

1984). Consequently, Roma in many CEE states became integral parts of the state, and 

those who failed to conform were heavily penalized and prevented from helping to create 

the next generation. While they largely remained separate in the outskirts of cities (or in 
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some cases in their own small towns), the Roma became crucial parts of society in CEE, 

essential to the functioning of the state, especially for providing much needed manual 

labor. This adoption of some values and integration signaled a shift in Roma identity in 

Eastern Europe that would set them on a different path than their counterparts in Western 

Europe. 

 

Roma in Post-war Western Europe (1945-1971) 

The Roma in Western Europe numbered far fewer than those in Eastern and 

Central Europe even before WWII with only an estimated 71,000 Roma in 1939 in 

Western and Northern Europe.232 That number was severely diminished by the end of the 

war with estimates of only 19,000 Roma emerging into the post-war period (Fraser, 1992; 

Kenrick & Puxon, 1972; Milton, 1995). While the Soviet states took a near uniform 

approach in dealing with their significantly larger Roma population following WWII, in 

Western Europe a confusing array of policies were enacted that left the Roma uncertain 

as to their legal status at any given time. While the Nazi-controlled Vichy Regime fell in 

1944, Charles de Gaulle’s provisional government kept over 6,000 Roma interned in 

French camps set up by the Nazis during the war until late in 1946 under concerns for the 

public good and stability, a fact which the French government has only recently 

acknowledged (AFP, 2016).  Upon their release, the Roma in France were encouraged by 

the state to leave France to live amongst larger communities of Roma in Eastern Europe 

(Bartov, 2001; Fogg, 2008, p. 327; Kenrick, 1998, p. 62).  

                                                
232 This includes the roughly 35,000 people identified as gypsies in Germany and Austria (Kenrick & 
Puxon, 1972). 
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Rather than having settlement laws to promote assimilation, following World War 

II, most Western European states followed France’s model and encouraged and enforced 

nomadism, uprooting settled communities that had been established for over a century 

(Liegeois, 2009). In the United Kingdom for example, the local gypsies and Roma were 

required to stay on the move and were only legal while in motion under a series of laws 

solidified first in the 1835 Highways Acts which were called upon and then extended in 

the post-war years (Mayall, 2004, p. 253). This was a stark reversal from the interwar 

period in the UK where during the war, England provide caravan sites and housing to 

families of Roma who were either in the army or were working the land (Richardson, 

2006, p. 12). After the war, however, those sites were cleared and the housing was 

repurposed for returning non-Roma army men and the Roma were pushed back onto the 

roads (Richardson, 2006; Kenrick & Clark, 1999). Similarly, Roma in Spain and Portugal 

were forced onto the roads, with restrictions on Roma land ownership and organization. 

In Franco’s Spain, for instance, gitanos were restricting from working, studying, or 

gathering in groups larger than four (Cala, 2010) and the Guardia Civil (military police) 

would break up encampments set up too close to cities or that stayed in one place for 

more than two consecutive days (Daley & Minder, 2010).  

Within a short period of time, national governments in France (1954), West 

Germany (1956), Spain (1955), Portugal (1959), and the United Kingdom (1957) 

reversed their previous decisions; whereas they had tried to keep the Roma from settling 

near cities and towns even for brief periods of time with the anti-settlement acts 

immediately following the war, they quickly changed course and decided to enact 

settlement policies. These policies attempted to outlaw nomadism but unlike under the 



 

 

216 

Soviet states, there were no provisions for integration into communities and the policies 

were inconsistent and impermanent. The approach was “one of trying simultaneously to 

make the Roma settle and to drive them away” (Thurner, 2007, p. 56). In the UK, in 

1957, the government enacted a series of settlement policies aimed at restricting the 

ability of Roma to travel, requiring permits and restricting areas of the country as well as 

types of roads for travel or for parking for prolonged periods. Beginning in 1958, the 

British government began to actively clear campsites and caravan sites which were 

deemed inhospitable or that were believed to be hotbeds for criminal activity, reducing 

the number of sites where travelers could stay and failing to provide direction or 

resources on where they ought to go. Shortly after, the UK passed the 1960 Caravan Sites 

Development Act which prevented new sites from being built without permission of local 

city or town councils, further restricting the ability of Roma to find a safe place to settle, 

all while Roma were frequently imprisoned and fined for violating travel restrictions 

(Kenrick & Clark, 1999). With a restriction on their movement and no sites for them to 

settle on, the Roma in the UK were caught between a rock and a hard place. They were 

punished for settling and for moving. While eventually in 1968, the UK government 

created the Caravan Sites Act, requiring local authorities to provide sites for Roma, 

gypsies, and travelers to settle, it was never fully enforced and some communities created 

sites but made it clear that they were not to be used (Richardson, 2006). 

A similar story played out throughout Western Europe as governments sought to 

settle but also drive out the Roma communities by enacting pre-war legislation to force 

the Roma into travel and then introducing settlement policies inconsistently with little 

support to aid in settling. Consequently, Roma communities formed on the outskirts of 
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cities throughout western Europe and erupted in local violence as communities let the 

Roma know that they were not welcome to settle in “their” community. The Roma were 

often denied work and access to local services and education because they remained 

viewed as outsiders, an image perpetuated by the nomad laws that preceded the 

settlement laws and the settlement laws themselves which created ghettos and squatter 

communities on the outskirts of major cities. The Western confusion over settlement laws 

reinforced the precarious position of the Roma. They were in violation of the law if they 

moved and travelled, but they were in harm’s way if they stayed. There was no safe place 

for the Roma qua Roma in Western Europe.  

Much like those in Eastern Europe, the settlement laws in Western Europe were 

aimed at a misrecognized other. The Roma were first forced into a nomadic lifestyle that 

disrupted many settled communities, thus imposing upon the Roma a way of life that was 

perceived as belonging to them, but in actuality was not a practice. In reversing the 

settlement laws, the Roma were legally prevented from being mobile, but they were kept 

from working, prevented from taking advantage of local services, and largely kept out of 

educational systems. Thus, the settlement laws in Western Europe resulted largely in 

criminalizing those activities necessary for the Roma to live. National laws introduced 

punitive approaches to dealing with the “Roma problems” through a new field of 

legalities that sought to deny them a place through public space ordinances and legal 

definitions of normal behavior that the Roma could not perform (and were prevented 

from performing). 

These attempts to deny the Roma a place in Western Europe were coupled with 

active programs to ensure that those Roma would could not prove they had been settled 
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in Western Europe prior to WWII were deported. Austria (1948) and later France (1952) 

and Spain (1953) began active deportation campaigns for all those Roma who could not 

provide citizenship papers or evidence of previous right of permanent residence (Thurner, 

2007, p. 63). This was particularly problematic for the Roma who had be freed from 

concentration camps where the Nazis had confiscated and destroyed these documents 

(Thurner, 1983).233 These early post-war deportations would be the first of a series of 

deportations to countries like Romania, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia where Roma who 

had never had residence in these Eastern European countries were “returned” there in an 

attempt to rid Western Europe of their small yet undesirable Roma populations. 

While fewer in number, the Roma in Western Europe had a challenging post-war 

experience. While the Roma in Eastern and Central Europe had their identities threatened 

through intentional policies aimed at integrating them into Soviet society, they received 

education, jobs, and housing (albeit not perfect or unproblematic). The Roma In Western 

Europe, however, were kept removed from mainstream society entirely restricting access 

of the Roma to education, jobs, housing, or stability of everyday life. While the Roma in 

Eastern and Central Europe experienced hysteresis as the Soviet model sought to strip 

them of their “otherness” as Roma, they saw significant improvements in their standard 

of living and experienced some stability in the post-war world. At the same time, the 

Roma in the Western world experienced persistent threats to both their physical and 

psychological existence with little of the stability their Eastern counterparts knew. 
                                                
233 Thurner (2007) details the difficulty of Roma who were freed from Zigeuner-Anhaltelager (Gypsy 
internment camps) in Burgenland and Salzburg where foreign gypsies from seven different countries had 
be brought. She notes that for those who were not deported, they had difficulty getting access to basic 
social services and help from the government when they sought it, noting that instead of granting aid to the 
Roma and Sinti who had suffered at the hands of the Nazis, the Austrian Federal Ministry of the Interior 
targeted Roma as “swindlers” who were out to take advantage of benefits and support offered to interned 
Jews. 
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Consequently, though the Roma in Western Europe were largely able to maintain their 

cultural distinctness and the relevance of tribal and kinship identities (Petrova, 2003, p. 

132), they lost out on many of the benefits that the Soviet model offered Roma in Eastern 

Europe.  

 

THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY SLOWLY TAKES NOTICE (1971-1985) 

The international community drew little attention to the plight of the Roma in the 

post-war period. In fact, the Roma were only first referenced by a UN organ in a brief 

note incorporated into Resolution 6 of August 31, 1977 where a sub-commission appeals 

to the countries to ensure that Roma have the same rights as the rest of the population 

(UNESCO 1994). Prior to that, little mention was made of the Roma at the UN or in 

regional European organizations. The 1977 resolution borrowed carefully crafted 

language from a special rapporteur’s (Capotorti) report on minorities in Europe and 

acknowledged the presence of gypsies (Roma) in many countries who experienced vague 

“minority issues” ((UN DOC E/CN.4/Sub.2/384/). This framework set the stage for how 

the international community would view and treat the Roma for the next fifteen years. 

The gypsy population in Europe was acknowledged as existing and as comprising a 

minority population in several states, consequently the Roma in Europe were initially 

viewed as the problem of each state (occasionally each city) to deal with as they saw fit. 

This recognition acknowledged the existence of the Roma population as “gypsies” but 

did so without developing a sophisticated understanding of the group, and it called for 

states to accord the Roma the same rights as the rest of their domestic population, which 
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many states took as an impetus for or a confirmation of their policies to “normalize” the 

Roma. 

While the international community began in the 1970s to cooperate to achieve 

change in CEE states in the areas of human rights generally, they would not directly 

address the needs of the Roma or acknowledge them as a significant population until 

much later. It would not be until the collapse of the Soviet Union and the prospect of 

European integration that the Roma would explicitly find a place on the international 

agenda, but it would not be for a lack of effort. In the post-war period, some members of 

the Romani community began to seek out international recognition and support. Ionel 

Rotaru, a Romanian-born gitane, was liberated from one of the French gypsy internment 

sites in 1946 and began what would become a world-wide Romani movement (Toninato, 

2014, p. 153). After years of forced travel throughout France, Rotaru became known in 

France as Vaida Voevod (the supreme chief) of the Romani people and founded the 

World Gypsy Community, Communauté Mondial Gitane, in 1959 (Puxon 2001, p. 95). 

The World Gypsy Community was aimed at organizing and bringing together 

(physically) the French Kalderas and Yugoslav Roma living in and around Paris. Rotaru 

was so successful in organizing the disparate Roma in France, however, that outskirts of 

Paris drew Roma from all over the country and from neighboring states (Puxon, 2001; 

Toninato, 2014). In response, the French government dissolved and outlawed the World 

Gypsy Community and enacted laws against gypsy organizing in 1965, driving the CMG 

underground (Barany, 1994). The International Gypsy Committee would emerge in its 

place, helping to hold the 1971 World Romani Congress in London where representatives 
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from sixteen countries and numerous tribes decided to embrace the term Roma to unite 

them rather than gypsy (Marushiakova & Popov, 2005). 

The International Gypsy Committee would later become the International Romani 

Union (IRU) at the second World Romani Congress in Geneva in 1978, serving as an 

organization for the rights of the Romani people. The IRU focused on being the voice for 

the Romani people and working to shed light on the treatment of Roma throughout the 

world, but especially in Europe. These efforts were led by a desire to embrace the 

unifying term Roma to shed light on the conditions of Roma throughout Europe. This 

push, however, was organized by Romani from CEE States who though fighting 

challenges to their habitus were more educated and familiar with gadje institutions than 

their Western counterparts as a result of their experience with Soviet assimilation 

practices. The following year, the IRU would be granted observer status at the NGO 

office of the UN, and while Romani representatives were allowed to participate in general 

discussions of human rights, Roma remained relatively neglected on the UN’s agenda. 

The few mentions of the Roma at the UN were used largely as a political tool of Western 

states in the 1980s and 1990s to vilify the Soviet Union’s perceived general human rights 

violations while Western European states remained silent about their treatment of Roma 

at home (Kilmova-Alexander, 2005).234 The collapse of the Soviet Union would further 

this focus on CEE treatment of the Roma while allowing for silence about the fate of 

Roma in Western Europe. 

                                                
234 Sobotka (2007, p. 135-139) has an extended discussion of the US cooperating with member states of the 
OSCE to use human rights criticism to challenge the former communist bloc. Though not specific to the 
Roma, Sobotka notes that these sorts of challenges had direct consequences for the Roma populations of 
both those countries targeted (especially the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Poland) and the OSCE 
countries who joined the criticism. 
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NEGOTIATING THE COLLAPSE (1985-1999) 

A reversal of fortunes. The Roma in Central and Eastern Europe had been 

targets of assimilation and modernization campaigns during the Cold War. While these 

programs were intended to destroy or at least deny the various Romani identities, Roma 

had received a great deal of resources and attention from the Soviet states. As 

Communism and the Soviet Union began to falter, the treatment of the Roma reverted to 

its previous form. While many Roma had been integrated into and scattered amongst 

gadje communities in CEE states, the benefits given to them and the “progress” made 

under Soviet leadership would not survive the coming transition. Rather, it would serve 

to trigger a backlash from gadje communities that Roma had been partially incorporated 

into. 

While the Soviet states had tried to modernize and strip the Roma of their other 

identities, hostility against them persisted throughout the region in both formal and 

informal ways. In Hungary for instance where the socialist government attempted to help 

gypsies adapt to mainstream society (Vermeersch, 2006, p. 53) and integrate Roma 

through modernization education and housing programs (Ladanyi, 1993), the government 

still maintained some institutional distinctions for Roma to help identify those in need of 

extra government assistance. These policies (like issuing Roma black passports and travel 

papers instead of red ones distributed to other citizens – see Stewart, 2001, p. 75-77) both 

helped states identify the Roma in need of help and served to reinforce their otherness 

even through programs attempting to destroy those images. This was exacerbated as the 

Soviet Union fell as political instability mixed with deep-rooted traditional prejudices 
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towards the Roma returned and prompted people to depict the gypsies as the new 

symbols of everything that had gone awry (Crowe, 2007, p. 64).  

Anti-Roma sentiments and anti-Roma violence began to rise again as Eastern 

Europeans saw the programs aimed at settling and (what those hostile to them called) 

civilizing the Roma as wastes of resources that has destroyed the state (O’Keefee, 2013; 

Orenstein, 2008). With the fall, many of the economic and social protections that Roma 

had enjoyed “collapsed, permitting a revival of the open prejudice and persecution” 

(Kamm, 1993). The shift toward the neoliberal market in the early 1990s (which took the 

form in many cases of shock therapy) resulted in significant unemployment for many 

Roma (Sigona & Trehan, 2009) as well as scapegoating from communities struggling 

with the transition (Barany, 2001; Crowe, 2007). While the command economies of the 

Soviet era needed unskilled and low skilled Roma workers, the emerging market 

economies did not, making the liberal democratic transitions of former socialist states 

particularly challenging for the Roma (Bancroft, 2005; Barany, 2001; Kovats, 1998; Guy, 

2001; Pogany, 2004; Klimova-Alexander, 2005).235 With the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, many Roma were “caught between the hammer and the anvil,” suffering 

persecution and charged with responsibility for the failure of several states (Moreton, 

1999). The standards of living for Roma significantly decreased in Central and Eastern 

Europe and remained dismal in Western Europe causing many Roma to reflect that they 

had had better social conditions under Soviet rule than they had with the freedom of the 

Westernizing world (Kamm, 1993). 

                                                
235 Johannes F. Linn, VP of Europe and Central Asia Region at the World Bank, noted at the time that 
“While living standards have declined for all population groups during the transition to a market economy, 
there are growing indications that conditions have deteriorated more severely for Roma than for others” 
(see Ringold, 2000, p. v).  
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 Frequently in the 1990s as violence towards them increased in CEE cities, the 

Roma moved to the outskirts of the cities and Roma communities began to segregate and 

arm themselves from their hostile neighbors (Barany, 2002, 12). The censuses of various 

states show a decrease in the number of Roma reported and there was significant 

evidence that portions of the Roma were returning to a nomadic lifestyle especially in 

those states bordering the “West” (Barany, 2002, p. 11). Others tried to migrate to 

Western Europe only to be turned into nomads there (Ringold, 2000, p. 8). Roma in 

Yugoslavia and Poland fled to Austria and West Germany (Margalit & Matras, 2007, p. 

106-114) where the Sinti had been successful in gaining protections for their tribal 

identities through a series of successful civil rights campaigns led by civil society on their 

behalf (Margalit & Matras, 2007, p. 114; Marushiakova & Popov, 2001, p. 35-37). These 

migrations did not end the travel of these Roma communities as policies aimed at 

protecting the Sinti were not expanded to include other Romani tribes and asylum 

requests from nearly all Roma travelers were denied by Germany and Austria (Margalit 

& Matras, 2007, p. 114; Vermeersch, 2006, p. 170). In the mid-90’s, violence in Central 

and Eastern Europe was increased to such heights that many Roma from various 

countries in Eastern Europe began to file asylum claims and between 1997 and 2005. 

While it is estimated that over a quarter million Roma applied for asylum during 

this time, few Roma were granted asylum. Most rejections for Roma asylum argue that 

they had come from stable, safe countries, and did not present sufficient evidence to 

support a Geneva Convention claim which requires that refugees have been persecuted or 

have a well-founded fear of persecution due to race, nationality, religion, political 

opinion, or membership in a particular social group. In the United Kingdom alone, 
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applications for asylum by Czech Roma (who had been stripped of their citizenship) 

more than doubled from 240 to 515 from 1997 to 1998, those of Slovakian Roma almost 

tripled from 305 to 835, and while there were only 60 requests from Romanian Roma in 

1997, 1998 saw more than a thousand (Moreton, 1999). During this time there were 

approximately 15,000 Roma that successfully left Eastern Europe without proper 

paperwork (Spotlight, 2004). Countries like the United Kingdom and others came under 

mass scrutiny for denying asylum to vast majority of the Roma but such scrutiny was 

short-lived and failed to result in meaningful change. 

In seeking asylum there is evidence of a fundamental shift of Roma identity. 

Whereas previously Roma identity relied on internal group dynamics and the avoidance 

of outsiders, acts of asylum signal a significant shift. The traumatic events that the Roma 

were party to so altered their sense of place, space, and self that rather than proceeding as 

usual and attempting to simply accept their given place and identity, some Roma began to 

look outward and depend on some gadje. In doing so, the Roma who sought asylum 

turned to the international community and to other nation states for due recognition that 

they had been denied. The Roma had previously fought against the policies imposed on 

them and the identities associated with being Roma, but the move to doing so legally 

rather than through violence or protest is a key change. In seeking asylum from CEE 

states, these Roma were embracing the notion that they were due protection by the 

international community regardless of the treatment they received under laws of a 

particular nation-state. 

For those who remained in the communities they had been integrated into, 

violence against the groups continued to be reported, but was seldom prosecuted. Roma 
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who remained in CEE states were pushed into ghetto areas and shanty towns if allowed to 

remain in cities at all (Bancroft, 2005, p. 64). In many Central and Eastern European 

countries, the Roma children were segregated into their own schools, reminiscent of the 

segregation seen in the United States (Crowe, 2007, p. 64). Roma children were being 

placed outside of mainstream schools entirely, putting them in special schools that were 

traditionally used for children with mental disabilities with limited curriculum focused on 

learning “manners” and basic hygiene practices (Barany, 1994; Crowe, 2007; Kamm, 

1993). Policies of separatism made it look “as though Jim Crow was kicked out of 

America's deep south in the 60s only to land in central Europe at the start of the 21st 

century” (Young, 2003). 

Deportation and displacement. In Western Europe the hostility towards the 

Romani people continued as well. Notably Germany deported tens of thousands of 

Romanis to Eastern Europe with nothing but what they could carry (Reyniers, 1995). 

Under a legal agreement signed between the German and the Romanian government, 

Germany had the legal right as defined by two states to forcibly return any Romanian 

without proper papers within its borders. The intention of the policy was directed at the 

Romani Romanians who had fled after Ceausescu was overthrown in 1989. The German 

deportations were quickly criticized by many pro-Romani groups as blatantly 

discriminatory and reminiscent of the Nazi era treatment of the Roma (Bridge, 1993). 

The UN and other international bodies remained silent on the issue and the deportations 

continued. 

 The logistics of these deportations were based on the Westphalian notions of 

nationhood created under Westphalia legally, with the policy directed at Romanians 
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illegally in Germany. In practice however, the deportations were targeted at the Romani 

population not the Romanian population (Barany, 1996, p. 316; Fischer, 1992). It is 

estimated that almost a third of those deported were Romani but were not Romanian; they 

had been deported to their supposed homeland to which most have never even visited. 

The deportations of Czech, Slovakian, and Serbian Roma under the assumption that they 

are Romanian are yet another way that the Roma were misrecognized. The perception 

that the Roma as a coherent whole and that they have some roots or ties to Romania236 is 

the result of their misrecognition. In reality, the Roma have no shared European 

homeland to which to return. Even those that consider themselves Romanian Roma only 

do so because their recent generations are from Romania; they recognize a deep ancestral 

past that trace Romania only as their most recent residence. 

The Roma were as much as ever positioned as the outsider in both the East and 

the West in the Post-Soviet world. The few and fractured Roma in Western Europe 

continued to go-it-alone in the face of little external support and appealed to their self-

preservation tactics. Where they could not find a peaceful coexistence, they took to the 

roads often returning to a nomadic lifestyle. This coincided with policies in the UK, 

Spain, France, and Portugal that sought to further criminalize both traveling and settling. 

These policies, however, were not framed in ethnic terms or by calling out the Roma or 

tribal names. Instead, these policies focused on “travelling peoples” (gens du voyage), 

“movable dwellings,” “people without a fixed domicile or residence” or “decency and 

                                                
236 Technically there are a large portion of the actual Romani living in Romania, Hungary, and Turkey that 
were once enslaved in Romania and have some historical bound to the place, but that is only part of one of 
the major clans, rather than all of them as is often perceived. 



 

 

228 

public health” acts.237 Under this pressure, however, the Roma in Western Europe began 

to disassociate as Roma due to the perception that doing so would result in further their 

persecution (Ringold, Orenstein, & Wilkens, 2005, p. 1).238 A similar dissociation would 

follow in much of Eastern and Central Europe. 

The transition to democracy brought unwanted attention to the Roma in CEE 

states as their neighbors who were also suffering the hardships of transition lashed out 

violently against the Roma. Subsequently, the Roma in CEE states withdrew further with 

some leaving the ghettos on the outskirts of major cities to occupy or establish separate 

squatter villages that were quite run-down (Bancroft, 2005, p. 64). The persecution of 

Roma continued and became entrenched in law and policy as the new CEE states and 

governments formed. The new Czech government outright denied Roma citizenship in 

the citizenship law of 1993. The narrowly crafted citizenship law meant that thousands of 

Roma who had been life-long residents of the Czech lands (many who were former 

Czechoslovak citizens) were left stateless (Sobotka, 2007, p. 143). Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, and Slovenia followed suit with similar exclusionary 

citizenship laws over the next two years (Bancroft, 2005; Ringold, Orenstein, & Wilkens, 

2005; Sobotka, 2007). 

In response to the targeting of Roma through citizenship laws, Roma in Central 

and Eastern Europe began to abandon the category of Roma as a self-appellation, 

                                                
237 For a discussion of France’s practice of targeting Roma through references to practices rather than 
ethnicity, see Agarin & Cordell (2016, especially p. 163-165). For a discussion of Spain’s crackdown on 
“mobile” domiciles” and “non-permanent residences” that were (and are) used to target Roma, see Parker 
and Catalen (2014) as well as Magazzini and Piemontese (2016). For a discussion of Portugal’s use of 
criminality and decency language to target the Roma (the Sinti in particular), see Reiter (2005). For more 
on the UK’s policies targeting travelling and mobile residences, see Bancroft (2005), Mayall (1988), and 
Clark and Campbell (2000).  
238 Finding accurate statistics on the Roma in proves challenging as many Roma lie about or hide the fact 
that they are Roma when asked.  
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choosing to hide or deny their Romani identities from the state (as well as potential 

employers) (Mayall, 2004; Ringold, Orenstein, & Wilkens, 2005; Veermersch, 2006, p. 

172-173). The sort of misrecognition that positioned the Roma as “other,” stateless, and 

less than the stated shows not only a lack of due respect of the Roma, but creates a wound 

that fosters self-hatred, furthering their hysteresis. This rejection of the category of Roma 

by those within the category was furthered following an ILO Commission of Inquiry 

regarding employment discrimination against the Roma. In an effort to further the cause 

of the Roma, two pro-Romani groups pushed for the ILO inquiry; following the 

conclusion of the two-year ILO inquiry, the ILO made a recommendation in 1990 to 

several states to address the discrimination against the Roma. This decision had the 

unintended consequence of increased violence against several Roma communities, 

pushing the Roma further to the periphery and further away from embracing the 

description of Roma themselves.  

The UN was increasingly aware of the violence against the Roma both in the 

traditional physical sense and in the structural form of deportations and culturally 

destructive policy. In 1990, the UN began to read and request reports on the conditions of 

the Roma in Europe. The Voyame reports written in 1990 and 1991 were particularly 

enlightening as they highlighted the Roma as a human rights special concern group. 

Voyame reported on the discrimination and marginalization of the Roma with the tacit or 

even open consent of authorities (E/CN.4/1991/30). These revelations lead the UN to 

pass a resolution in 1991 stating the need for the UN to provide states with advisory 

services to deal with the Romani situation and encourage states to “take measures, in 

consultation with Romani communities, to ensure equality, protection and security of 



 

 

230 

Roma” (UN Res 1991/21). The following year the UN made another resolution 

encouraging states to eliminate any form of discrimination against Roma (UN Res 

1992/65) and received reports the year after reporting on the deterioration of the situation 

of the Roma in Europe, citing their status as a group subject to increasing economic 

deprivation, social instability, and racially motivated violence.239 

While the UN made several proclamations about the status of the Roma, they did 

little to facilitate meaningful change for them. The Roma were simply one of Europe’s 

many minorities and were to be dealt with as such.240 In fact, the International Romani 

Union tried unsuccessfully to gain observer status with the UN from 1989-1994 as the 

UN held that they did not fit the qualifications of a nation of people. The IRU instead 

tailored its approach towards establishing relations with specific organs of the UN: 

UNICEF, ECOSOC, and UNCoNGO. While the IRU was successful in building 

relationships and obtaining special consultative status with ECOSOC in 1993, the UN in 

general did little to address the concerns of the Roma. In fact, following the granting of 

special consultative status for the IRU in 1993, the UN did not regularly take up the 

Roma issue until receiving and reviewing the Ahanhanzo reports and Yuen’s working 

paper on the Roma in 1999, leaving the Roma as a domestic concern of the nascent 

nation-states in central and eastern Europe and all but ignoring them in Western Europe. 

Between the 1970s and the early 2000s, there was little attention paid to the Roma 

by the UN bodies.241 While three resolutions were devoted to the Roma in part or entirely 

                                                
239 See for example Eide’s report (E/CN.4/Sub.2/1993/34) or Braham’s UNHCR report. 
240 Resolution 1992/65 on Protection of Roma (gypsies) invites states to adopt measures that would 
eliminate the discrimination against the Roma, but as Kilmova-Alexander (2005, p. 35) notes, “this task 
was peripheral” and resulted in “basically passing the responsibility onto regional organizations.” 
241 For a detailed accounting see Kilmova-Alexander (2005, p. 33-54). 
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and several UN Special Rapporteurs have pointed to Romani issues in their work (or 

noted that attention needed to be paid to the Romani communities), little substantive 

response has come from the UN bodies. No crosscutting or general programs evolved. 

The UN failed to establish a Special Rapporteur on the rights of the Roma though several 

NGOs (including the IRU) and several non-European states have suggested it. Neither the 

UN nor its member states made commitments to improving the conditions of the Roma, 

often taking a great deal of time to note that special attention is already given to Roma in 

many states (See UN Doc/E/CN.4/Sub.2/SR.795, p. 5-6) or that giving special attention 

to Roma problem would be discriminatory to other populations. Klimova-Alexander 

(2005) notes that “all the Roma have is a couple of UN agencies’ websites dedicated to 

them (see WB 2002a and UNDP 2003a), three focal points within the UN, and some 

attention by several Special Rapporteurs, treaty bodies, the Sub-commission and within 

the ILO 111 Convention” (p. 54). This stands in stark contrast to the explosion of 

regional activity in the EU. 

The promise of Europe. While the UN did not take an active interest in the 

Roma in the post-Cold war period, budding regional European organizations paid close 

attention to the plight of the Roma. The Organization for Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (OSCE), originally created with the intention of fostering dialogue across the iron 

curtain, took on a new mandate post-Cold War of preventing ethnic conflict and 

promoting the protection of national minorities (Vermeesch, 2006, p. 196-188). The 

OSCE and the fledgling EU institutions became deeply invested in the Roma, particularly 

those in the CEE states. While the European Parliament recommended international 
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coordination regarding the Roma as early as 1984 (Liegeois and Gheorghe, 1995, p. 22), 

not much was initially done to follow this recommendation. 

Interest in coordination on the Roma increased after 1989 with the prospect of EU 

enlargement (Sobokta, 2007, p. 156). The Treaty on European Union or as it is more 

formally known the Maastricht Treaty came into effect in November of 1993 and ushered 

in the era of a European unification that would become a reality in the early 2000s. This 

treaty called for various provisions, but the most significant in regards to the Roma were 

the social protocol and the citizenship protocol. Community powers under the social 

protocol were aimed at promoting employment, improving living and working conditions 

within member states, ensuring adequate social protection, and the integration of persons 

excluded from the labor market (EC, 1992). Similarly, the protocol created the notion of 

European citizenship over national citizenship, where every citizen of a member state is 

also a citizen of the Union that comes with its own particular set of rights. Among these 

rights are the right to circulate and reside freely in the Community, the right to protection 

by diplomatic or consular authorities, and the right to petition the European Parliament 

(EC, 1992). 

These new opportunities, while praised for those viewed as legitimate citizens of 

the member states of the European Union, were viewed as threatening when it came to 

the Roma in both Western Europe and CEE states. The social protocol conditions brought 

increased scrutiny on member states when human rights and development organizations 

began to shed light on the living standards of the Roma within Western European states 

and push for the member states to address the needs of the Romani people. This focus on 

the Roma in Western Europe would not last long, however. As the prospect of European 
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enlargement loomed, Western European states successfully shifted discussion of Romani 

issues to being an issue in CEE states; one they would need to address before joining the 

union. 

The Copenhagen Criteria (1993) and the Framework Convention for the 

Protection of National Minorities (Council of Europe 1994) which would set the terms 

for applicant countries would bring light to the plight of Roma in CEE countries as 

candidate countries were expected to ensure “full and effective equality” for minorities in 

regards to both rights and material conditions. Over the next few years, the role of the EU 

in the plight of the Roma would become even more pronounced as the prospects for 

enlargement (Agenda 2000) pointed out that CEE states had made significant 

advancement in democratic rights and principles in general “except for the situation of 

the Roma minority” (European Commission, 1999, p. 3). Thus the EU became an 

important significant other for the Roma and arguably their “best ally”242 in that they 

served not only to highlight the “deep rooted prejudice in many candidate countries… in 

discrimination against the Roma” but they also served to prompt CEE states to attempt to 

address those failings (European Commission 1999, p. 4) as the CEE states’ treatment of 

the Roma became an important component of a country’s international reputation.243  

The OSCE and the COE, however, were not entirely motivated out of 

humanitarian concerns for the Roma people. As several scholars point out, the COE, 

OSCE, and later EU obsession with the plight of the Roma was based on a concern about 

                                                
242 This narrative would become quite common after 1995. See for instance The Economist (2001). 
243 This was a fact recognized by the CEE states themselves. Hungary and the Czech Republic, for instance, 
made blacklists populated with the names of human rights activists working towards raising awareness of 
improving the situation of the Roma. These activists were identified as people who through raising 
awareness of the situation of the Roma were damaging the reputation of the state (see Sobotka, 2007, p. 
145).  
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the westward mobility of the Roma (see for example Sigona & Trehan 2009, p. 8-13 or 

Sobotka, 2007, p. 153).244 So while European institutions called for policy improvement 

for the lives of the Romani people in Central and Eastern Europe, in the West, states were 

adopting repressive deterrence measures at home including fast-track repatriation 

processes, restrictions on asylum claims for Roma, and enhanced border cooperation 

(Matras 2000; Sigona & Trehan, 2009; Sobotka 2003).245 The European institutions 

insisted on improvements for Roma in other countries, but at the same time imposed 

restrictions to keep the CEE Roma in those countries (or at least out of Western European 

ones); they highlighted the plight of European Roma in the former Soviet states but were 

silent on the treatment of Roma in their own countries.246 

The EU and COE’s reiteration of the “plight of the European Roma” would, 

however, have some unintended consequences. The emphasis on the Roma as European 

would make many potential and current member-states reluctant if not outright unwilling 

to designate the Roma as domestic – i.e. national – minorities (see Agarin & Cordell, 

2016, p. 110). Indeed, even today the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia 

all structure their inclusion and assimilation programs for Romani peoples premised on 

the notion of “resident European Roma” that are a category apart from other national 

minorities (Decade Watch, 2007; McDonald & Negrin, 2010). 
                                                
244 The British who largely led the push for Roma equality in CEE states through regional organizations 
were particularly concerned with the number of asylum seekers in the late 1990s from CEE countries 
(Clark & Campbell, 2000) 
245 While the UK led discussion over “human” treatment of Roma in Eastern Europe, at home the 1994 
Criminal Justice and Public Order Act updated the Caravan Site Act and targeted the Roma in an effort to 
“re-establish the boundaries of decency” (Bancroft, 2005, p. 66). For more on the attempt to “civilize” the 
Roma in the UK in the early 1990s, see Sibley (1994), Richardson (2006), Lloyd and Morran (1998), and 
Bancroft et al (1996). 
246 See for instance Etienne Balibar’s discussion of the French attitudes towards Hungary and Romania’s 
treatments of their Roma and the conditions of their Roma ghettos at the same time that their national 
councils are expelling “gypsy nomads” from their towns and the French border police rounded up and 
deported suspected Bulgarian Romani (2009, p. x-xi). 
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IDENTITY CONSOLIDATION IN RESPONSE TO PERCEIVED THREATS OF 

UNIFICATION (2000-2007) 

As the opportunity for European enlargement and open borders approached, the 

Roma already residing within and now those moving about Western Europe met with 

increased hostility with the prospect of the evolution of the European Union. This was a 

significant problem in many states, but especially in Greece where the government 

despite openly acknowledging that Roma people were absent from the European level of 

development and announced publicly that they would focus their efforts elsewhere 

(Sigona & Trehan, 2009, p. 125). Greece was the site of much hostility and produced a 

great deal of frustration for member states who saw Greece’s failure to adequately 

address “their” Roma problem as an impetus for an anticipated mass exodus of Roma 

from Greece to the rest of Europe under the EU’s new citizenship policies. These fears 

were largely unfounded as Greece at the time did not share any borders with other EU 

member states, making it nearly impossible for the impoverished Roma to relocate. While 

concern was misguided, it resulted in increased mistrust and fear of the Roma throughout 

much of Western Europe while at the same time reinforcing the image of the abject other 

in the minds of the Roma. 

Such images were not isolated to Eastern European countries or countries 

struggling economically. The UK also saw a rise in hostility towards Roma and other 

traveling people with the promise of enlargment. Public attitudes in the UK towards the 

impending Romani “invasion” resulting in an overwhelmingly negative public discourse 

about the mess presented by Romanis who were criticized for their criminal tendencies 
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and natures (see Richardson 2006). Anti-traveller and anti-Roma sentiments were not 

exclusive to the British public, however, as the early 2000s saw a series of British laws 

passed in Parliament that targeted the Roma and their way of life. The 2002 

Homelessness Act, the 2003 Anti-Social Behavior Act, and the 2004 Planning and 

Compensation Act all targeted the Roma population, laying the groundwork for the 

destruction of Roma encampments under the guise of public safety and later for 

incarceration, fining, and deporting Roma in the UK (Lodge, 2004, p.73; Richardson 

2006).  

In response to the rising tide of hatred and violence against them, the Roma began 

to organize on a scale previously unseen, embracing the promise of European 

enlargement. While there had been earlier disparate attempts to organize the Roma or the 

Gypsies, moves towards self organization grew tremendously during this period. The 

International Romani Union had not been well received by the Roma community until 

this time. With the most recent onslaught of violence and persecution, local groups like 

the national gypsy or Roma councils were established (Mayall, 2004, p. 254). These 

groups began with local organization to hold protests and create public awareness of their 

mistreatment. The Roma began to organize regionally in a new effort to shed the image 

of the other. Some of what would soon be called the Romani elite primarily composed of 

Roma from Central and Eastern Europe began to appeal not only to other states for 

protection but also to international NGOs as well to publicize their situation (Sigona & 

Trehan, 2009, p. 24). These protests and appeals towards gadje for support in getting 

appropriate recognition are a sign that the Roma were embracing the category of Roma in 

a different way. They no longer viewed the category of Roma as something to be 
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ashamed of or to be stigmatized by. No longer was Roma something to hide or deny; 

rather they began engaging the category as a political tool that outsiders understood and 

embracing the notion of a shared Romani identity as an identity worthy of equal respect 

in Europe. 

At the fifth Romani World Conference in 2000, Romani elites decided to use the 

opening of Europe and unification of Europe as a model for helping them seek out 

protection and rights, making the conference one of the most significant events in 

Romani politics (Guy, 2001, p. xiii). The leaders at the conference decided to focus their 

attention on raising awareness of the worsening conditions of Roma247 in Central and 

Eastern Europe, on appealing to European institutions to help strengthen their movement, 

and on facilitating communication and sharing resources across disparate Romani 

communities. Roma groups began to push for better treatments, and during the increased 

violence, the European Council invited the IRU in an advisory role after Romani leaders 

increased their efforts to speak for the Roma to end persecution (McGarry, 2010, p. 65), 

helping the European Council push for its member states “to use all means to improve 

their inclusion” (see for instance UNFRA, 2008). Roma leaders also decided to work 

with rather than distance themselves from NGOs comprised on gadje working on their 

behalf. Through the 1990s, many Roma had been resistant to accepting help from non-

Roma, especially in Western Europe (McGarry, 2010, p. 142-150; Veermersch, 2006, p. 

105-160). With the fifth Romani World Conference, however, the Romani leaders 

encouraged different Roma communities to engage with and seek help from willing gadje 

                                                
247 At this point, the IRU and several partner organizations present at the Conference reaffirmed their 
embrace of the category of Roma, which one director of an advocacy group noted “has come to dominate 
the official political discourse, at least in Europe, and has acquired the legitimacy of political correctness” 
(Petrova, 2003, p. 111). 
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NGOs who wanted to work on their behalf (Veermersch, 2006, p. 177; Sobotka, 2007, p. 

136-139). 

While the IRU and Romani leaders of several organizations focused their efforts 

on European institutions, they also had successes at the international level as the UN 

extended formal access to the European Roma Rights Centre in 2001 and the IRU in 

2003.248 These efforts were led by Romani leaders and a small group of intelligentsia 

from CEE states that had been educated in the Soviet era (Gheorghe, 1997, p. 157-159; 

Veermersch, 2006, p. 178-180). Consequently, the Roma in Eastern Europe had local 

leaders who began working and organizing more seriously than those in Western Europe 

and the idea of a Romani nationalism took root in Eastern Europe but not in Western 

(Margarlit & Matras, 2007, p.111). This organization in Eastern Europe meant that Roma 

organized for self-government in some places like Hungary and started to participate in 

local level politics in CEE states in the early 2000s (BBC, 2006; State Department, 2004; 

Uppal, 2006; Vermeersch, 2006, p. 46; Williams, 2004). 

 

HOSTILE HOST STATES IN A UNITED EUROPE (2007-TODAY) 

While the Roma became more organized and regional European organizations 

highlighted and worked for the rights of the Roma in Europe, individual European states 

as well as their citizens have behaved differently. Since European unification, violence 

against the Roma has been fairly constant throughout Europe. Fatal attacks on Roma 

                                                
248 It is interesting to note that the UN extended access to the EERC, a group not staffed or led by Roma, 
two years prior to the IRU, a Roma run group. The EERC as a pro-Romani organization garnered access 
and legitimacy as a champion of Romani rights even though it was established in 1996, years after the IRU 
had already begun petitioning the UN for access.  
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settlements have been reported in nearly every European state.249 Violence against the 

Roma is not new, but it has been tinged with a nationalist rhetoric since the economic 

crisis and the expansion of Europe. The effects of the 2008 financial crisis were felt in 

some of the poorer countries of Europe and saw people turn against the Roma 

reinvigorating the image of them as scapegoats for their financial burdens. While mistrust 

and hostility toward the Roma are centuries old, the economic crisis was exploited by 

anti-Roma agitators to re-emphasize existing negative stereotypes and thereby to attack 

the Roma, including the murder of peaceful citizens. This was particularly true in some of 

the new EU member states, notably Hungary, the Czech Republic, Romania, and 

Bulgaria, whose accession has resulted in an increased outflow of Roma to the rest of the 

European Union.  

The public's fear of the Roma, particularly as migrants, came roaring back when 

people realized the Eastern European Roma would have the same freedom of movement 

as other new EU Member State citizens. Post-communist European countries are home to 

some of the world’s largest Roma communities and bringing them into the Union meant 

bringing in significantly more Roma. In 2004 when Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech 

Republic joined, they brought a combined 1 million Roma with them (CoE, 2010), nearly 

matching the 1.5 million Roma in the EU at the time. When Bulgaria and Romania joined 

just a few years later, another estimated 2.5 million Roma became EU citizens with the 

rights to freely move about the Union as any other EU citizen (CoE, 2010). As a result, 

                                                
249 Albert (2010) outlines a number of attacks in Austria, Belgium, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech 
Republic, France, Hungary, Russia, Slovakia, and Turkey. Additional attacks have been reported 
throughout Europe in Ukraine (Karmanau & Maloletka, 2018; Targeted News Service, 2018), Hungary 
(Agence France Presse, 2008; Kulish, 2009; McDonald-Gibson, 2013), Bulgaria (Alain, 2014; Canadian 
Press, 2013), France (Hinnant & Mutler, 2014), and Italy (ANSA, 2018), just to highlight a few. 
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the Roma were met with public hostility and mobs of angry locals telling them to “to 

back to India” (see for example Stauber, 2009 and Younge, 2009). 

Though new members of the EU were expected to guarantee human rights and 

respect for minorities and, especially to “further work on the integration of the Roma” 

(Kline, 1999), upon granting full membership to states, EU bodies lost much of their 

power to enforce more radical changes and to demand more protection for the Roma. 

Violence against the Roma since EU enlargment in 2004 and 2007 has been on the rise as 

EU citizens who view themselves as legitimate European citizens push against the Roma, 

viewing them as not worthy of a European identity. Recently, the Roma people have been 

under increasing scrutiny and have been subject to increased violence. Communities of 

Roma have been subject to various sorts of attacks including but not limited to 

firebombing, shooting, stabbings, and beatings (Memecan, 2009). Notably in 2009, a 

young Czech Roma was almost burned to death in an arson attack in Vitkov that killed 

the rest of her family (Albert, 2010). Similar incidents have been common over the past 

decade, with the OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights reporting 

regular attacks on Roma consisting of “assault, property damage and murder involving 

the use of explosives, firearms or Molotov cocktails” with a rise in “particularly worrying 

incidents… [of] arson attacks against Roma homes” (OSCE, 2016).  

But physical violence against the Roma are not believed to be merely atomistic 

occurrences, rather there is a great deal of institutionalized violence. The bulk of violent 

attacks against the Roma have come in the form of arson attacks on Roma settlements 

that are encouraged by organized political parties that want the Roma out of their 

territories. Additionally, attacks against the Roma have resulted in little to no 
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prosecutions of the offenders of these attacks by the local governments (ERC, 2010). But 

the institutionalized violence goes deeper; in an interview discussing her recent 

documentary about violence against the Roma, Gwendolyn Albert argues that not only 

are governments not doing enough to stop the violence against individual Roma, the 

governments themselves are institutionalizing forms of violence that disproportionately 

impact the Roma (Albert, 2010).  

While the most well publicized instances of anti-Roma actions come out Central 

and Eastern Europe (as would be expected following outright hostility and racism that 

came with the fall of the Soviet Union), the violence is also spreading in Western Europe. 

The governments of France and Italy are notoriously hostile towards the Roma. In July of 

2008 Nicholas Sarkozy announced the beginning of a deportation campaign targeting 

Romani people in France. In 2008, 8,500 Roma were deported from France and the two 

subsequent years saw 10,000 Roma deported each year (Agarin & Cordell, 2016, p. 166) 

Italy has been publically attacking and criminalizing the Roma since 2007, when 

President Berlusconi demanded the fingerprinting and deportation of Roma communities 

who could provide evidence of citizenship (Gutman, 2010) and the deportation of those 

could not (Gutman, 2010; “Romanian President,” 2008). These campaigns saw tens of 

thousands of Roma deported to Romania through an agreement with the Romanian 

president so long as Italy and France focused their efforts on the deportation of Roma not 

Romanians in general, though very few of the Roma had ever been to Romania 

(“Romanian President,” 2008). 

France generated a sort of model targeting the Roma that focused on appeals to 

“the integrity of the state” to justify the removal of Roma from their state (including 
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Roma EU citizens) (see Agarin & Cordell, 2016, p. 163-165). The French Republic does 

not gather data on ethnicity based on their principle of equal citizenship, yet their anti-

Roma policies are far from ethnically indifferent. The seemingly innocuous language of 

policies like Act 2000-614 (Reception and Accommodation of Travellers Act aka the 

Besson Act) and Decree No 1001-569 (on stopping places for travellers) targets “gens du 

voyage” (travelling peoples) or people without fixed residence rather than Roma ethnics. 

Internal documents, however, are far from indifferent as to whom these policies target. 

For example in an August 2010 Interior Ministry Circular that outlined the 

implementation of the Besson Act, 300 illegal camps were identified to be cleared within 

three months and the Ministry document noted that “the priority [are] those of the Roma” 

(“French Interior,” 2010). Active campaigns against the Roma were not hidden from 

public consumption in many states. While France may have primarily couched their 

targeting of Roma in generic language against travelers in public, most other states and 

state leaders were overt in singling out the Roma. In 2008 when announcing the start of 

the documenting and deportation campaign, Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi 

repeatedly noted in public statements that his actions against the Roma were justified as 

the country was beset by “an army of evil” in the form of the Roma (Goldston, 2010). 

This targeting of Roma populations by the state seemingly sanctioned public aggression 

and anti-Romani sentiments, adding to the already hostile environment for the Roma 

resulting in multiple fatalities (Albert, 2010; ANSA, 2018; Canadian Press, 2013; 

Karmanau & Maloletka, 2018; Targeted News Service, 2018). 

Similar situations are happening and have been happening in the rest of Europe. 

Denmark, Sweden and Germany are engaging in similar activities sending hundreds of 
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Roma back to Romania in each of the past several years and destroying encampments of 

the Roma who remain. Notably, Slovakia and the Czech Republic have been actively 

evicting the Roma from their “unlawful settlements,” forcing the Roma onto the road and 

then penalizing them for traveling. The Serbian government has sanctioned multiple 

occurrences of bulldozing the Roma settlements and forcing the Roma into makeshift 

accommodations similar to those granted temporarily to refugees.  

The response of the national governments was to continue to promote the idea of 

Roma as a dirty other that are characterized by “societal backwardness” (see Crowe, 

2007, p. 23).250 National governments and representatives of those governments used and 

continue to use old stereotypes augmented by criminal biology theories and depict all 

Roma as a foreign parasitic ethnic group that are nothing more than itinerant petty 

criminals and parasites on social welfare systems (Albert, 2016; ERIO, 2017; SPLC, 

2009).251 The treatment of the Roma has been deplorable and rhetoric around them post-

war was that “they are not human” but some have clarified that they “accept that they are 

human, but their behavior is not” (Fonseca, 1995, p. 166). The dehumanization of the 

Roma became an effective means of rationalizing societal behavior towards them. By 

placing them below others in a hierarchy of personhood and citizenship, policies of 

forcibly removing and destroying the homes of the Roma are easier to accept because the 

                                                
250 This narrative is visible from a number of public figures. Take Sergei Ilash who when running for 
Mayor of Yalta openly spoke against the Roma noting that they are animals and that if all of them were 
evicted or detailed from the city, no one would cry over them (ERRC, 2013, p. 6). 
251 This narrative is particularly popular in countries struggling economically. Slovak Prime Minister, 
Robert Fico, speaking in January 2017 about the “Gypsies” used dehumanizing language and arguing that 
they are “people who are sucking this state dry,” a message that was picked up by Slovak Neo Nazi groups 
like (Kotleba People’s Party Our Slovakia) and far right MPs like Milan Mazurek (ERIO, 2017). On the 
other hand, countries like Sweden also have these narratives and take actions at a policy level equating all 
“gypsies” with criminals. Consider the policy registry that was uncovered in 2013 that keeps track of all 
gypsies in Sweden as an attempt to help fight violent crime (Rising, 2013). 
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Roma are viewed publicly as less than citizens in each state even though the EU has 

pushed for ensuring and recognizing their European-ness.  

Many Roma groups have flourished in an effort to push local governments with 

the backing of international NGOs to establish government-based rights protections. In 

Romania for example, the National Agency for the Roma was established in October 

2004 to work with the Roma (McGarry, 2010, p. 93). In Hungary, the Roma, backed with 

international support, pushed for and won the right to what is called National Roma Self- 

Government, which while having no powers of decision can consult and speak for the 

Roma with the government in regards to policy (McGarry, 2010, p. 119). Local Roma 

elites are beginning to become politically active and argue that there is certain level of 

respect and treatment to which the Roma are entitled. There continue to be significant 

parts of the Romani community that lack basic security and live in a constant rotation of 

forced eviction from housing (Agence France Presse, 2013; Canadian Observer, 2015; 

COE, 1996, p. 1; Curtis & White, 2018; Digital Journal, 2014; Digital Journal, 2015; 

EUobserver, 2018; Goddard & Sturrock, 2017; Lodge, 2004; Safdar, 2018). Roma groups 

have begun working together, focusing not on their tribe or clan description, but 

embracing the category of Roma. They have begun to transcend their internal divisions as 

they see them as well as the divisions of nation-states. These groups have moved from the 

domestic level of organization to the international level with over 30 groups participating 

and advocating for Roma rights at the UN level, with ten groups doing so regularly 

beside the IRU.252 

                                                
252 Those ten regular groups participate primarily at the WGPM as observers, occasionally delivering oral 
statements. Those groups include: Romani CRISS, ERRC, CC of R & S, Delhi Forum-Banjara People, 
Consejo Gitano, Rom-Star Org, Rroma Centre of Public Polices (Aven Amentza), Rroma Students and 
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Increasingly, Romani groups are appealing to the EU for protections as Europeans 

(ERGO Network, 2017). Improving the socio-economic conditions of the Roma became 

an objective of EU bodies (Sobotka, 2007, p. 138; Open Society Foundations, 2011). 

Roma elites argue that it is moral obligation of Europe to take care of its largest minority, 

the Roma, and put an end to the human rights violations that resulted in the Roma living 

in apartheid like conditions (Amnesty International, 2011; Cosse, 2013; Gheorghe & 

Mirga, 2001; Roma Education Fund, 2017). Such declarations demonstrate a change in 

Roma identity. Many of the Roma are now embracing what it means to be European and 

are receiving encouragement to do so by EU officials who prioritize European identity 

over nationalistic identity. 

In 2009 the Council of Europe responded to pressure from various Roma 

organizations and introduced discussion on directives for extending asylum to the Roma 

in the European Union as well as realizes the problems facing the Roma as European 

citizens. The European community has begun to respond in its condemnation of several 

states’ treatment of the Roma. The Council of Europe and the EU held a high level joint 

session on October 20, 2010 to discuss the Roma in Europe and recommended a number 

of policies to domestic government promoting the integration and inclusion of the Roma. 

The conclusion of the session also led to a series of events in the member states focused 

around Roma empowerment and inclusion in decision-making processes within member 

states. The conclusion pushed for the mainstreaming of Roma issues into all relevant 

national and European policies with Roma organizations being involved at all stages and 

all levels (COM/2010/0133). Despite what seemed like a big step, it remains unclear 
                                                                                                                                            
Youth Against Racism Alliance, Roma Association of Izmail and Region (Ukraine), and Anglunipe Youth 
Organization. 
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whether states will take effective steps to protect the rights of a minority group that 

regularly faces physical attacks, segregated schools, and, in some cases, forced 

sterilization. Eight years later, the mainstreaming of Roma issues remains to be seen.  

Policies like the Free Citizenship Directive provide a legal avenue through which 

the Roma can shed the imposed identity of statelessness and embrace the identity of 

citizens of Europe. With that citizenship, Europeans are supposed to be able to move and 

reside freely within the territory of the member states without fear of being forcibly 

expelled. Consequently, there is a shift in the focus of many Romani organizations from 

targeting domestic governments or the UN to focus on institutions within the EU and the 

COE to ensure that these policies are implemented and that these directives are not 

violated.253 

 Pushed by Roma groups, the Council recognized that the increased violence 

against the Roma is a significant problem and that the EU Qualification Directive that 

previous denied protection to the Roma in other member states needs to be reevaluated. 

This directive proposed by representatives from Turkey, the Netherlands, Poland, 

Germany, Armenia, Denmark, and Serbia discusses concerns over the fact that while EU 

member states are considered safe countries of origin in asylum matters, many Roma 

receive hostile and violent treatment in some EU countries. The Council examined the 

problem further in that asylum status in a EU member state cannot be granted to citizen 

of another EU member state. Thus Roma who are being persecuted in a EU member state 

“may not be granted refugee protection, or complementary protection, in another EU 

                                                
253 A push from a number of Romani groups has resulting in notable success at the European Court of 
Human Rights in particular. For a summary of ECHR victories and rulings regarding the Roma primarily 
led by Romani groups, see ECHR (2018).  
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member state” (EDOC 12073). The Roma from the Czech Republic and Hungary, two 

EU member states that have been experiencing increasing violence, have been denied 

protection in France and the UK because they do not qualify as asylum seekers. The 

Council recognized that while many states including France and the UK have been citing 

the right to movement within the EU as an alternative to asylum for the Roma that is 

simply not an option for many Roma. The signatories of the directive urged the member 

states to eradicate all forms of racism against Roma and the violence and to abide by the 

rule of law, ensuring that impunity is never a possibility for perpetrators of human rights 

violations. 

 While the directives of the European Union are supportive in affirming the right 

to movement, they are not without their limitations. The provision that residence requires 

people to not “become an unreasonable burden on the social assistance system of the host 

Member State” (Directive 2004/58/EC, section 10) and that the movement is limited to 

three months without going through legal proceedings to stay permanently present some 

problems (Directive 2004/58/EC, section 9). These policies are reinforced regularly 

through the various institutions in the EU, but while promoting a fairer treatment of 

Europeans, the EU requires individuals to embrace a notion of nationhood and declare a 

permanent residence (Directive 2004/58/EC, section 17). This is particularly problematic 

for many Roma who though embracing their “European-ness” are still resistant to 

embracing a nation-state identity or are prevented from doing so by their host state. This 

tension is exacerbated by the regional and international campaigns to alleviate the 

condition of statelessness.  



 

 

248 

In denying the Roma a safe place within their nation-states, these national 

governments are perpetuating and reinforcing the position of the Roma as the other and 

are prioritizing those that identify with the nation-state over those that do not. By denying 

the Roma any place within the nation-state, destroying their shelters, and confiscating 

their private property, the officials of these national governments are threatening the 

habitus of the Roma, forcing them to live as outlaws, and exacerbating their hysteresis. 

They cannot live within the law as Roma and thus can only live in violation of the law. 

The nation-states are treating the Roma as if they were foreigners to all of Europe, only 

the Roma know no other home. These aggressive state policies are perpetuating the 

image of the Roma as non-normal and incapable of becoming normal or able to properly 

inhabit the world. 

With the Westphalia nation-state system there was at its creation and continues to 

be a desire to have clear divisions over who controls what space. This led to a desire to 

eliminate the idea of a stateless place and therefore there should not be a stateless people. 

The implementation of this system, however, left out particular categories of people and 

produced a class of stateless people like the Roma. The policies that are promoted by the 

nation-states in response to the Roma began out of an attempt to eliminate statelessness 

but have slid into policies aimed at eliminating the stateless or denying them a place in 

Europe. The Westphalian state system created and recreates the so-called Roma problem. 

Rather than national governments being able to deal with Roma interests or to make 

space for them, national governments focus not on the Roma as people with problems, 

but rather on the Roma as problems in and of themselves with little acknowledgement of 

the role of Europe and European states in the creation of these problems. 
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Table 5.2 Estimated Roma Population in Europe as of 2012254 

Country Average estimate Percent of total population 
“The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia” 197,000 9.56% 

Albania 115,000 3.59% 
Armenia 2,000 0.06% 

Austria 35,000 0.42% 
Azerbaijan 2,000 0.02% 

Belarus 47,500 0.50% 
Belgium 30,000 0.28% 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 58,000 1.54% 
Bulgaria 750,000 9.94% 
Croatia 35,000 0.79% 
Cyprus 1,250 0.11% 

Czech Republic 200,000 1.90% 
Denmark 2,500 0.05% 

Estonia 1,050 0.08% 
Finland 11,000 0.21% 
France 400,000 0.62% 

Georgia 2,000 0.04% 
Germany 105,000 0.13% 

Greece 175,000 1.55% 
Hungary 750,000 7.49% 

Ireland 37,500 0.84% 
Italy 150,000 0.25% 

Kosovo * 37,500 2.07% 
Latvia 12,500 0.56% 

Lithuania 3,000 0.09% 
Luxembourg 300 0.06% 
Montenegro 20,000 3.17% 

Norway 10,100 0.21% 
Poland 32,500 0.09% 

Portugal 52,000 0.49% 
Republic of Moldova 107,100 3.01% 

Romania 1,850,000 8.63% 
Russian Federation 825,000 0.58% 

Serbia (excl. Kosovo *) 600,000 8.23% 
Slovak Republic 490,000 9.02% 

Slovenia 8,500 0.41% 
Spain 750,000 1.63% 

Sweden 50,000 0.53% 
Switzerland 30,000 0.38% 

the Netherlands 40,000 0.24% 
Turkey 2,750,000 3.78% 

Ukraine 260,000 0.57% 
United Kingdom 225,000 0.36% 
Total in Europe 11,260,300 1.36% 

Council of Europe (47) 11,175,300 1.37% 
European Union (27) 6,162,100 1.18% 

 

                                                
254 Estimates provided by the Council of Europe (2012). While the Council of Europe has released an 
updated count of Roma in Europe (12 million as of 2015), they have not provided a country-by-country 
estimate of the Roma populations that provides an idea of how the Roma are distributed throughout Europe. 
Estimates for Ireland and the UK include travellers of “unknown origin” which may include non-Romani 
travellers. 
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AN EXAMINATION OF ROMANI RECOGNITION 

 In this section, I build on the historical narrative of the Romani people with a 

systematic analysis of internal identity statements and external recognition statements 

over the time periods outlined above. The Roma are a diverse group comprising Europe’s 

largest minority group, occupying nearly every European country (see Table 5.2).  

Because of the dispersion of Roma throughout Europe, they have a great number of 

potential significant others in the form of host states, international organizations, regional 

organizations, and ally states. In this section, I explore 497 recognition documents in the 

form of formal reports, agreements, laws, agendas, statements, referenda, and resolutions 

made by such significant others as well as 488 similar documents of internal identity 

expression created by Romani organizations and leaders.255 These documents were 

collected and coded in accordance with the process outlined in Chapter 3 and use various 

frameworks of understanding explore how the form and content of recognition relate to 

expressions of collective identity over time. 

 Looking first at the external recognition documents provided by significant others 

in Figure 5.1, we can see that the Roma as a whole have been had de facto recognition 

with enduring de jure recognition of a handful of significant others since the end of the 

Cold War. While the Roma are not recognized as a state or sovereign entity, the coding of 

external recognition documents regarding the Roma demonstrates that external parties 

acknowledged the existence of the group and that a handful of these significant others 

recognized the legal standing of the group. For the Roma, however, this de jure 

recognition took the form of a recognition of a legal category of protected persons rather 

                                                
255 A breakdown of these documents by type and decade can be found in Appendix B. 
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than the recognition of the statehood of the group as we saw with the Eritreans. Figure 

5.1 demonstrates that following WWII and through the Cold War, the Roma maintained 

this status of having enduring de facto recognition but only having de jure recognition 

from a handful of states and IOs. At the end of the Cold War, that shifted, and more states 

and IOs extended de jure recognition to the Roma, seemingly making them recognized, 

full members of the international community, under the umbrella of their nation-state 

identities.  

 

 Figure 5.1, however, demonstrates a fairly Western vision of Romani recognition. 

As discussed previously in this chapter, the experience of the Roma in Central and 

Eastern Europe was significantly different than that of their counterparts in Western 

Europe. If we exclude IOs and Western states and focus only on significant others from 

Central and Eastern Europe, we see a slightly different story in regards to the recognition 
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of Roma following WWII. As Figure 5.2 demonstrates, Romani recognition in CEE 

states is a far less straightforward story. Coming out of WWII, recall that most CEE 

states began a campaign to rid the Roma of their ethnic identities. Consequently, the 

Roma in CEE states were recognized as a group that existed by many CEE states, but 

they had very little de jure recognition until the collapse of the Soviet Union in the late 

1980s and early 1990s with the exception of the Prague Spring in 1968.  

 

 While the Roma may have garnered de facto and de jure recognition in the post-

war period and have since increased their de jure recognition by significant others, the 

content of that recognition is important for understanding the experience of the Roma and 

shifts in how they understand themselves. Figure 5.3 (which codes the same documents 

as the previous two figures based on the content of their recognition rather than form), 

shows the changes and variation in the content of Romani recognition since the end of 
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World War II. For most of the Cold War period, Romani recognition had an explicitly 

negative content with most statements regarding Romani identity conflicting or 

challenging Roma identity or fixating on negative stereotypes about Roma identity. It is 

not until the end of the Cold War that you start to see a trend upwards with the content of 

recognition moving towards positive stereotypes, mimicking or approximating Roma 

identity. At the same time, however, there is a trend in the opposite direction as some 

recognition of the Roma that challenged or distorted their identity. Following the 

expansion of the European Union, however, the middle ground between those two 

positions disappears as Romani recognition becomes polarized.  

 

 The variation in Romani recognition captured in Figure 5.3, does not capture the 

difference in recognition coming from different types of significant others. The first 

critical difference comes from focusing on the difference between state recognition and 
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international institutions. Much of the upward trend seen in the post-Cold War period is 

tied to the activity of international institutions who had previously been silent on the 

Roma. Figure 5.4 focuses on the content of recognition from European regional 

institutions and United Nations bodies, the two groupings of organizations most involved 

in the plight of the Roma. While neither party had been actively involved in the Roma 

much before the end of the Cold War, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, they both 

became more active in recognizing the Roma, particularly the European institutions.  

 

 The activity of the European institutions captured in Figure 5.4 demonstrates a 

clear upward trajectory in truer recognition of the Roma, embracing the category and 

moving over time towards a more accurate recognition of the Roma. The UN institutions, 

though less active in recognizing the Roma, mirror the movement of the European 

institutions with upward trends in more accurate recognition of the Roma following the 
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collapse of the Soviet Union and following the 2008 financial crisis. While these trends 

indicate international support for the Roma from international and regional institutions, 

those positive trends are less clear when focusing on the host states of the Roma. 

 

Figure 5.5 focuses in on the content of recognition of European states that host 

Romani populations (see Table 5.2) and demonstrates that the content of recognition at 

the domestic level takes a very different tone than it does at the international level. In 

Central and Eastern Europe where a significantly larger Roma population resides, there 

have been more instances of recognition of Roma over time. Initially recognition by CEE 

states varied from lacking a statement about the character of the Roma as the new Soviet 

states sought to fold Roma into the new proletariat to explicitly distorting or conflicted 

with Roma identity. This is perhaps easier to see in Figure 5.6 where the observations 

captured in Figure 5.5 are averaged across region by year. 

Distorts self-identity

Conflicts with self-identity

Challenges self-identity

Negative stereotype 

No statement 

Named but lacking content

Positive stereotype 

Mimics

Approximates

Mirrors self-identity 

1940 1960 1980 2000 2020 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020

Central and Eastern Europe Western Europe

Year

Figure 5.5 Variation in the Content of Romani Recognition by Host State Region



 

 

256 

 

While the Prague Spring and the loosening of policies aimed at the Roma in 

Czechoslovakia resulted in some positive instances of Romani recognition in CEE (the 

six observations before 1990 that are noticeably higher in Figure 5.5 and the two highest 

peaks in Figure 5.6), those were anomalies in both the East and West. In the West, the 

content of Romani recognition also took a negative tone. While the gap in Figure 5.5 

might indicate that between 1960 and 1985 recognition was more positive for Roma in 

the West or at least less focused on distortion or challenges to Romani identity, in reality, 

the number of recognition documents in the West during that time period drops off 

significantly and the average expression of Romani identity remains stagnant as 

challenges to Romani identity. Consequently, as most Western states were silent on the 

Roma, when they did speak of the Roma they focused on negative stereotypes of the 

Roma that misrecognized them. 
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At the end of the Cold War, rather than seeing a trend in the content of 

recognition upwards as we do in international and regional institutions, there is a 

downward trend in CEE states and an intensification of negative stereotypes, challenges 

to Romani identity, and a distortion of Romani identity in Western Europe. This 

improves slightly as the CEE states head towards European enlargement but does not 

surpass the level of negative stereotypes. That improvement, however, was short-lived 

and a large dip occurs in CEE states after the 2007 enlargement and 2008 financial crisis.  

 

As external understandings of the Roma changed over time (Figure 5.3, Figure 

5.4, Figure 5.5, and Figure 5.6), so too did their standing in the international community 

(Figure 5.1 and 5.2) and their understanding of themselves (Figure 5.7). Expressions of 

collective identity made by Romani leaders and organizations are mapped in Figure 5.7 

where internal identity statements have been coded based on the exclusivity and 
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centrality of Romani identity using the coding system laid out in Chapter 3. Here, one can 

see that there has been an increase in the number of internal identity expressions made 

over time. This is not surprising as it took some time for members of different Romani 

communities to engage with gadje and to participate in what we might term mainstream 

politics. Additionally, Figure 5.7 indicates that while there is still significant variation in 

the centrality and exclusivity of Romani identity, there has been a general trend towards 

the embrace of the collective Romani identity. 

While there has been a trend towards consolidation of identity statements, it is 

worth pointing out that there are two moments of significant loss of that centrality of 

identity at the end of the Cold War and after the 2008 financial crisis. These deviations in 

consolidation match the historical narrative with some Roma abandoning notions of a 

shared Roma identity in both of these moments of crisis. These movements away from a 

collective identity are consistent with the theory laid out in Chapter 2, where I predicted 

that in the face of hostile host states and a lack of internal cohesion, groups will turn in on 

themselves and away from collective mobilized action. These two moments represent 

moments where some tribes of Roma reject shared Romani identity in order to “go-it-

alone” in the face of crisis. This story is clearer if we separate the internal identity 

expressions based on the host state of the Romani group, organization, or leader. 

Figure 5.8 separates the internal identity expressions based on whether the author 

of the statement resides in (if an individual) or is headquartered (if an organization). By 

separating the Roma statements in this way, the experiences and changes to the Romani 

populations across the Iron curtain are a bit clearer. In Central and Eastern Europe, while 

there were fewer Romani organizations in the early years of the Cold War, when they did 
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arise, they were quick to embrace the umbrella category of Roma as a unifying category 

to identify themselves and organize around. The Roma in CEE states demonstrate a 

significant upward trend in embracing the Romani collective identity such that even 

though there was some deviation away from that identity in the immediate collapse of the 

Soviet Union by some, that rejection of the appellation was short lived and others 

consistently held the shared Romani identity as their core. 

 

The trajectory of the Roma in Western states similarly indicates an upward trend 

in the embrace of Romani identity as their central organizing principle, but it was delayed 

relative to their CEE counterparts and has yet to make as significant as strides in 

consolidation and embrace of the group identity over subgroup divisions. It may appear 

in Figure 5.8 that Roma in Western Europe initially embraced the same collectivity that 

characterized the trend seen by Roma in CEE in the late 1950s and early 1960s, but that 
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is not entirely accurate. Though based in Western Europe, some of the initial 

organizations like the World Gypsy Community (Communauté Mondial Gitane) were 

comprised of and run by Roma from Yugoslavia and Romania who had left Soviet 

controlled territories in the early 1950s and 1960s. All of the observations between 1955 

and 1975 on the Western side of Figure 5.8 that go beyond a subgroup embracing the 

category of Roma are all organizations founded and led by Roma who had been living 

under the Soviet system and fled into Western Europe. 

 

We can see in Figure 5.8 then that there is a trend towards collective identity 

consolidation across Europe after the Cold War though the trend is stronger among Roma 

in CEE states. Those trends are continued and exemplified by Roma youth organizations. 

The first of the youth-led Romani organizations appeared after the Cold War, and those 

organizations have had a more consistent voice across Europe than their adult 
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counterparts. Figure 5.9 looks at the difference in expressions of identity made by non-

youth organizations or figures and youth organizations like Rroma Students and Youth 

Against Racism Alliance, Anglunipe Youth Organization, Harangos, Roma Onlus, 

Romaversitas, and TernYpe.  

 

These youth organizations have less variation in the expression of their identities 

and generally embrace the larger category of Roma consistently throughout this period. 

The seeming decrease since 2010 in identity expression actually reflects the creation of 

new Romani youth organizations in the West. Figure 5.10 separates the youth 

organizations based on the location of their headquarters and demonstrates that like the 

larger trends of Romani expression there is a strong trend towards the embrace of a 

shared Romani identity as primary identity among Roma youth in CEE states as well as 

an increasing embrace of the collective term secondarily and increasingly primarily in the 
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West. These trends among the youth indicate that we can expect more consolidation of 

Romani identity in the future as the youth transition into non-youth organizations. 

 While references to tribal identities have not been fully replaced by the Romani 

identity, there has been a general trend towards the embrace of that term. At the same 

time, the average form and content of recognition of the Roma have experienced some 

improvement. Rather than looking at the individual observations of recognition and 

identity mapped out, Figure 5.11 juxtaposes the average ranking each year of internal 

expressions of collective identity (blue dotted line), superimposed over the content of 

recognition (grey dotted line) and the form of recognition (in solid red). While the form 

of recognition has experienced a fairly consistent upward trend in terms of providing de 

facto and increasingly de jure recognition of the Roma, we can see that the content of that 

recognition and the internal expressions of identity do not follow so neat a path.  
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 The content of recognition has remained fairly negative and mismatched with the 

lived experiences of Romani people. Persistent references to the Roma highlighting their 

alleged criminality combined with political rhetoric that dehumanizes the Roma and their 

way of life make it no surprise that the content of recognition has failed to transition in 

the aggregate to a place mirroring Roma identity. A mix of assimilationist policies and 

difficulty in uniting under a shared Roma identity has resulted in a prolonged experience 

of hysteresis for Roma throughout Europe. Persistent forms of misrecognition to which 

they were party, however, have not deterred some members of the Romani community 

from increasingly embracing and identifying with the shared category of the Roma, 

empowering them to attempt to alleviate their hysteresis by appealing to regional and 

international institutions. While both the Romani community and their significant others 

varied in low levels of identity consolidation and negative types of misrecognition during 

the Cold War, the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union saw a 

divergence in the paired trajectories of identity and recognition. Post-Cold War, the 

Roma throughout Europe (and especially those in Eastern Europe) have embraced the 

shared identity of Roma, recognizing their shared experience of misrecognition and 

hysteresis. Through their own organizations and working with IOs, the Roma of Europe 

are increasingly pushing for their due respect from regional and international 

organizations, pushing them make space for them in the European political community 

and recognize them as what they have become, Europe’s largest minority group.  

 Figure 5.11 shows the within case variation that occurs overtime that was 

anticipated in Table 5.1. While the results in Figure 5.11 map largely onto the Roma’s 

experience in regards to the form of recognition, centrality of collective identity, and the 
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anticipated politics, the content of recognition departs significantly from what I had 

anticipated and have summarized in Table 5.3. I had anticipated that as the de facto and 

de jure recognition of the Roma increased, the content of that recognition would 

transition away from blatant misrecognition and towards a closer approximation of their 

understanding of themselves, particularly following the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

While this was true in regards to the content of recognition offered by regional and 

international institutions (see Figure 5.4), the host states of Romani organizations did not 

adjust their understandings or portrayals of the Roma. Rather, host states throughout 

Europe recognized the Roma but did so by invoking frameworks of criminality, (a false) 

nomadism, and public health concerns. Consequently, while the Roma experienced 

assimilation politics, my theory that such assimilation policies would bring the group 

under the umbrella of the state more neatly did not happen. 

Table 5.3 Summary of Findings for Roma 

Internal 
Strength 

External 
Support 

Anticipated 
Politics 

Findings for Periods 
meeting Criteria 

High High Candidacy NA 

High Low De facto NA 

Low High Assimilation Support 
(CEE. 1945-1971) 
(CEE. 1971-1985) 
(W. 1985-1999) 
(W.  2000-2007) 
(2007-2016) 

Low Low Go-it-alone Mixed 
(W. 1945-1971) 
(W. 1971-1985) 
(CEE. 1985-1999)* 
(CEE. 2000-2007)* 

* actual results assimilation politics 
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The assimilation policies during the Soviet era in part tried to integrate Roma into 

the Soviet model, but it did so inconsistently, serving to highlight the shared experience 

of the Roma but not turning them into little Bulgarians or little Yugoslavs as intended. 

Similarly, the mix of policies in the West reinforced the otherness of the Roma, failing to 

bring them into mainstream society by design. Consequently, though the Roma have been 

party to a number of state-based assimilation campaigns throughout Europe, rather than 

bring them under the umbrella of any particular state, they served to bring Roma under 

the umbrella of Europe. This was reified by the positive content of recognition offered by 

regional European institutions following the collapse of the Soviet Union who more 

accurately recognized the Roma (though not unproblematic). Thus, the positive 

recognition offered by a regional organization has interestingly helped to continue to 

subvert the idea of a state-based identity for both those in the Roma community who are 

reluctant to embrace a Westphalian state-based identity and by those states and for those 

who want to continue to exclude the Roma from their nation-state (and ideological 

nation). The persistent misrecognition of the Roma by states throughout Europe coupled 

with the truer recognition offered by European institutions has helped to solidify the 

identity of Roma throughout Europe as one that is supranational, presenting a new type of 

challenge to Westphalian identity construction and leaving the Roma in a prolonged state 

of hysteresis as their host-states continue to vilify and misrecognize them.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Taylor’s theories of multiculturalism based on due recognition argue that cultures 

can undergo significant intellectual, social, moral, and religious changes while 
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maintaining continuity with their past; the Roma are an excellent example of this sort of 

project. For the Roma “every country is a 'foreign' country, a 'country of residence'; there 

is no homeland to go back to, or even to turn to in a symbolic capacity" (Barany, 2005). 

The identity of the Roma has shifted significantly since WWII and while once this group 

largely would not define itself as a whole, it has begun to do so and as such is demanding 

the recognition it deserves at the international level. In embracing the notion of European 

identity through institutions and fighting against the identity of stateless imposed on them 

by Westphalia and the identities those nation-states continued to put on them as less than 

the stated, the Roma have embraced a new sense of self that they are demonstrating 

through their actions. The internal discomfort that we see with the state system imposed a 

set of identities on people, and in looking at the history of the Roma, we see them moving 

against it in an attempt to shed the image of an unwanted self. The Roma are a good 

example of how the projection of negative images that came out of the Westphalian 

conception of normal and of stated hurt those that were then perceived negatively through 

the internalization of this perception. 

The Roma were perceived and legally constituted by nation-states as outlaws or 

glitches in system. As a social problem, they are not only the victims of particular 

injustices, but also serve as signifiers of a potentially new universal condition. What form 

this condition will take is still uncertain as the identity of European is still being 

negotiated. The embracing of European institutions and legal opportunities to be 

recognized and respected as equals demonstrates a shift in identity not only for the Roma 

but for other disenfranchised groups and Europeans as a whole. We need to be aware that 

the Roma regardless of their so-called statelessness live somewhere and carry out their 
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activities in real places with ties to real communities that are not always neatly subsumed 

by the state-system. Though some have remained nomadic and have gone through a 

tumultuous history of repression in Europe, they are none-the-less embracing the notion 

of their European-ness and are fighting for recognition as such. The goal of classifying 

everyone into a clean-cut category of state is insufficient and is a deeply problematic 

political project; it too provides us with the illusion of no uncontrolled space and more 

importantly no unclassified or un-territorially bound people. Looking at cases where the 

Westphalia system is being challenged encourages us to conceptualize a new way of 

thinking about public space as a site of dwelling and reexamine the lines upon which we 

base our notions of membership and identity. 

In positioning themselves against the Westphalian notion of identity and its dream 

of putting everyone in states, the Roma are aligning themselves with the notion of a 

European identity. It is clear that this dream, the dream of settling everyone, is unrealistic 

and insufficient as a significant number of European Roma are nomadic,256 many because 

they cannot find a hospitable place to settle. By pushing for changes in legal treatment of 

the Roma, in forming Romani organizations, and in working with gadje, the Roma are 

changing the dialogue that surrounds their identities. They are trying to frame themselves 

such that they are no long outsiders within nation-states, but instead are members of the 

European community demanding equal treatment and due recognition. In utilizing the 

networks available to them in the international realm, the Roma are embracing a new 
                                                
256 There is a great deal of debate on exact number of nomadic Roma, as well as what criteria is required to 
denote someone as a nomad. It is generally agreed that the estimates provided by Liegeois and Gheorghe in 
a 1995 Minority Rights Group report are the most reliable. In that document, they find that some 30 percent 
of Europe’s Roma are nomadic, generally travelling west and north, with two thirds of those nomads being 
what they term “internally nomadic” (i.e. travelling only within their host state). They note that another 30 
percent are semi-nomadic (in that they travel for only part of the year but have a place of regular return 
where they spend the bulk of the year).  
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identity. Many Roma are accepting the idea of themselves as a coherent group; this is not 

to say that they do not keep in mind the differences among them, but rather that they are 

embracing the identity of the Roma imposed upon them as a political tool. As such, it is 

becoming an integral part of their identity. Their oppression has served to unite them and 

under the title assigned to them as the oppressed, they are working together regardless of 

their fractured clan status to improve the situation of the supposed whole. Additionally, 

they are embracing the idea of themselves as Europeans and are in a sense embracing a 

notion of home in Europe rather than in any particular state of Europe.  

 Europe is not replacing German or French notions of citizenship but that 

European is a new type of citizenship for the Roma and other European minorities. The 

EU laws and legal problems of compliance create an overarching public that is 

attempting to define a common European identity. What it means to be European has 

been challenged by the expansion of the EU to countries like Bulgaria and Romania as 

well as the prospects of expanding to Turkey because what it is to be European is in 

transition and under debate, but it will likely not replace what it means to be a particular 

nationality. The lines of Westphalia have left a lasting image on Europe, but with the new 

European identity, there is something to which people of any group, especially the Roma 

can appeal to belong to even if they do not associate with a particular territory. The 

directives being brought up European institutions are challenging the notion that 

European has to be tied to national boundaries, and it is possible that what it is to be 

European will expand beyond the notion of the territoriality of nation-states. For now, 

however, the European Roma (though more united than ever under the category of Roma) 
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continue to face deportation,257 discrimination258, segregation,259 assaults,260 and 

government sanctioned persecution.261 This all happens while hearing dehumanizing 

narratives from nation-state political parties, members of the public,262 and 

governments263 along side narratives of their “European” identity from regional 

institutions. The Roma continue to struggle to alleviate the hysteresis that they have been 

experiencing since their arrival in Europe centuries ago. While European institutions 

seem to offer some hope for the Roma as Europeans, the realization of that space is 

lacking and no corner of Europe seems to offer a safe space for their hysteresis to be 

assuaged.264 

                                                
257 Deportations happen throughout Europe – for example, they are ongoing or recent projects in Italy 
(Glover, 2018; Sunday Independent, 2010), France (Bamat, 2013; Country Watch, 2018; RTT, 2010), 
Belgium (ANI, 2010; BBC Monitoring, 2012; Premium, 2016;), Denmark (BBC Monitoring, 2012; BBC 
Monitoring, 2013), Germany (BBC Monitoring, 2012; Deutsche Welle, 2015; Deutsche Welle, 2018), and 
Sweden (ANI, 2010; BBC Monitoring, 2012). Brexit has also opened up significant fears of deportation for 
those who lack documentation required to garner “settled” status (Perraudin, 2018; Zawacki, 2018). 
258 See Bayer (2018), Barkham (2018), Grunau (2018), Hervey and Saeed (2017), Strickland (2017), the 
Telegraph (2014). 
259 See in particular Amnesty International’s March 2017 report on segregation in schools.  
260 Assaults are common throughout Europe from Ukraine (Bos, 2018) to Slovakia (Strickland, 2017) and 
Bulgaria (Naydenova, 2015). These attacks are not always tied to organized hate groups, however. Take an 
incident in April of 2018 in France where a drunk, sword-wielding mayor attacked a Roma encampment he 
didn’t want settling on the outskirts of his town (The Local, April 2018). 
261 Overt persecutions are common like those seen recently in Italy (Bettiza, 2018; Liphshiz, 2018; 
O’Callaghan, 2018), but so to are those where the government legitimizes or tolerates citizen violence 
against the Roma by being present during attacks and doing nothing to intervene (see Cernusakova, 2017).  
262 Language about how Roma migrants “should be mass drowned” or how Roma are “n*ggers in Nikes” 
are not uncommon (O’Callaghan, 2018).  
263 This can be the overt discussion of Roma as animals or evil mentioned earlier in Hungary and Italy or 
more subtle dehumanization practices like segregation in hospitals and schools out of public hygiene 
concerns (Cheresehva, 2017).  
264 Even Sweden, home to only an estimated 4,000 Roma, has negative perceptions of the Roma and have 
noted that since European enlargement and the movement of Roma into Sweden there is now a “beggar on 
every corner” (Carlqvist, 2016).  
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CHAPTER 6: VARIATIONS IN PALESTINIAN IDENTITY AND 

INSTITUTIONAL NEGOTIATION 

“…while they occupy our homes, as their cattle graze in our pastures, and 
as their hands pluck the fruit of our trees, claim at the same time that we 
are disembodied spirits, fictions without presence, without traditions or 
future.” 

   -Yassar Arafat (1974 Speech to the United Nations) 
 
“The prevailing balance of power in the local and international arenas 
excluded the Palestinians from the common destiny… occupation, carnage 
and displacement have been unable to dispossess the Palestinians of their 
consciousness and their identity – their epic struggle has endured, and the 
formation of their national character has continued with the growing 
escalation of the struggle.” 
 -Palestinian Declaration of Independence (1988) 

 
 The history of the Palestinian people is fraught with contestation over legal 

standings, their interpretations, and their legitimacy. From confusion over the 

interpretation of the McMahon-Hussein correspondence leading up to the Paris Peace 

Conference to the frustration over the implementation of water and electricity distribution 

in the past two years, the past one hundred years of the history of the Palestinian people is 

filled with significant shifts in the understanding of who the Palestinian people are, what 

they want, and what standing they have to make claims of entitlement, sovereignty, or 

rights.265 

                                                             
265 I deal here with the Arab Palestinians. There were a small number of Christian Palestinians who had a 
slightly different encounter with the British Mandate officials and the state of Israel, but for the purposes of 
this project, I leave them out. I additionally leave out discussion of the estimated 7,000 Druze who were 
living in Palestine at the fall of the Ottoman Empire. They had a significantly different experience with the 
British and the state of Israel, as several prominent members allied themselves with the British and Jews in 
the revolts in 1936 and subsequently continued that friendship with the creation of the state of Israel taking 
on a definitively anti-Muslim character following 1948. I similarly exclude the Bedouin nomads native to 
the Arabian and Syrian deserts who were present during the mandate period and the initial creation of the 
state of Israel but remained largely detached as their identity, culture, and social structure is quite distinct 
from the Arab Palestinians discussed in this chapter. 



	

 271 

Most people believe that the story of the Palestinians and Palestinian identity is 

the story of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), which formed in 1964 and is 

now recognized as the only legitimate representative of the Palestinian people by over 

100 states and several IOs. This understanding of the Palestinian people is problematic in 

four distinct ways. First, this imagined history of the Palestinian people neglects and 

oversimplifies the history of the Palestinian people prior to the impetus to create the PLO. 

Second, it disregards the fact that there has been and continues to be serious contestation 

regarding who should speak for the Palestinian people. Third, in recognizing the 

privileged position of the PLO as the legitimate voice of the Palestinian people, it 

obscures the relationship that the PLO has had to other global actors that allowed it to be 

recognized as this privileged actor. Fourth, it assumes that there is consensus on not only 

who the Palestinian people are that the PLO supposedly represents but that they have a 

singular, unified understanding of themselves and their interests. Taraki points out that 

this way of thinking of the Palestinians dominates academic literature, noting, “most 

literature and writing on the Palestinians, with a few exceptions, treat Palestinians as one-

dimensional political subjects” (2006, p. xi).266 Part of this misrecognition of the 

Palestinian people has been due to a deliberate attempt by certain leaders to embrace a 

single Palestinian identity under the leadership of the PLO. While history with its 

occupation, carnage, and displacement have certainly not dispossessed Palestinians of 

their identities, it has not neatly consolidated their identities either. 

                                                             
266 Schulz echoes this observation by commenting that, “most studies on Palestinian society have focused 
on PLO politics… [while] the people living the ordeal… have been conspicuously absent from academic 
undertakings” (2003, 3). Some noteworthy exceptions include Sayigh (1979, 1994), Cossali & Robson 
(1986), Ghabra (1987), Brand (1988), and Peteet (1991, 1993). 
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A more careful reading of Palestinian history is required. This history has been 

complicated by the intentional project of revisionist history that coincided with the 

creation of the state of Israel, but it has been increasingly muddied by the alliance 

between the United States and Israel, framing recent Palestinian history in a one-

dimensional and ahistorical prism of terrorism, obfuscating the long-standing tensions in 

the region that do not easily boil down to non-state actors (Palestinians) versus legitimate 

state (Israel). It is largely due to reimagining, state-sponsored propaganda built upon this 

reimagining, and the tragic experience of the Jews in Europe that has resulted in the 

history of the Palestinians being, as Khalid (2006) notes, “a hidden history, one that is 

obscured, at least in the West, by the riveting and tragic narrative of modern Jewish 

history” (p. xxix). 

Many accounts of Palestinian identity (usually associated with Palestinian 

statehood stories) begin with either the initial stages of Jewish-Zionist immigration from 

Europe in 1882 or the Balfour Declaration in which the British promised the Zionists a 

Jewish national homeland in Palestine. As several scholars, notably Kabha (2013) have 

noted, this historical frame is rooted in the assumption that Palestinian identity and 

statehood have their roots in the response to the rise of Zionism. This positioning, 

however, fails to recognize the associational ties and notions of identity at play that were 

called upon in the Arab-Zionist conflict. There was an underlying concept of Palestinian-

ness that was triggered and came to the forefront in the clash with Zionists. A smaller 

collective of historians call upon instances like the 1834 revolt against Ibrahim Pasha or 

the 18th century ruler Dahir al-‘Umar as indications of Palestinian identity and statehood 

that preceded contact with the Zionists (see for instance Kimmerling & Migdal 1999).  
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In the following pages, I will explore a broader understanding of the Palestinian 

people and how they have chosen to express their identities and interests over time. 

Based on my theory developed in an earlier chapter, I predict that expression and 

manifestation of Palestinian identities is impacted by the internal cohesion of the group 

and the support of and recognition by external actors. As these vary over time, I expect 

the expressions of Palestinian identity to fluctuate so that in periods where there is low 

internal cohesion and low external support, there will be a withdrawal from politics, 

while when both are high expressions of identity will be prominent, consistent, and 

mirrored in the expressions of sovereign entities. When internal cohesion is high and 

external support is low, I expect to see expressions of identity that look like that of a de 

facto state, while when the inverse is true, I expect to see international organization on 

behalf of the group and assimilationist policies implemented towards the group within 

certain states. 

I focus on the various parties who have served as significant others for the 

Palestinian people in the past one hundred years. That includes understanding the lasting 

significance of the Ottoman Empire as well as their Western replacement, the British 

Empire with an acknowledgement of its internal divisions between state and military over 

the aspirations for statehood and independence as well as division over the appropriate 

treatment of their subjects under the Class A Mandate. It includes a Zionist movement 

that would result in the creation of a strong state claiming legitimacy over contested 

Palestinian lands. It also includes powerful states that supported Zionism like the United 

States, France, and the Soviet Union who though in favor of a partition did little to 

prevent or respond to the destruction of the potential Arab state with the creation of the 
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state of Israel and have uncomfortable histories with the aftermath of that appropriation. 

It also includes the seven nascent Arab states, all relatively new, relatively independent, 

and relatively states that were deeply invested in the fate of the Palestinians but were 

heavily influenced by domestic turmoil of their own in their newly formed states and by 

Western powers. While the Palestinians were the weakest party involved in the struggle 

over their fate, the divisions within the Palestinians is important in understanding 

alterations to Palestinian identity through interactions with the myriad significant others 

who shaped the way that Palestinians are identified, recognized, and understood (even by 

themselves) in international society.  

This chapter is divided into seven sections, which explore the changes in focus of 

both recognition of and identification by the Palestinians as they move through various 

iterations of these combinations. The first section explores the legacy of Westphalia in 

the Ottoman world that sets the stage for western intervention in the region. The second 

through sixth sections focus on specific time periods where we can see variation internal 

strength and external support. The second section explores the changes to Palestinian 

identity in conjunction with Western intervention in the early 1900s as well as the rise of 

Arab frustrations with the West and with their own leadership. In this section, I find 

support for my theory as the Palestinians had low levels of internal support and high 

levels of external support, resulting in assimilation politics. 

The third section covers the period of 1939-1948 including the slow withdrawal 

of the British from the region and the controversial creation of the state of Israel that is 

premised upon a denial of Palestinian identity and claims to land. During this period, the 

Palestinians have low levels of internal strength but high levels of external support, 
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resulting in a state of assimilation politics, consistent with my theory. In the fourth 

section, I find more mixed results. This fourth section covers 1948-1967 and explores the 

false myth of empty land and the misrecognition of the Palestinians during the Lost Years 

as the state of Israel flourished and further misrepresented and intentionally 

misrecognizes Palestinians. During this period, I find support for my theory that low 

external support would combine with low internal strength and identity consolidation to 

result in a state of go-it-alone politics. 

The fifth section exploring the period of 1967 to 1987 has mixed results. It looks 

into contestation within the Palestinian communities and the struggles over how 

Palestinians understood who they were and how they were to organize themselves to seek 

out protections and retake their land. My theory predicted that the high internal strength 

resulting from a consolidation of Palestinian identity with the PLO would combine with 

low external support to result in a state of de facto politics. In reality, however, this 

period results in an unexpected mix of de facto and assimilation politics. This trend 

unexpected trend continues in the subsequent period that looks at a few unexpected allies 

garnered by the Palestinian community based on the internal struggle of the community 

itself during the period of 1987 to 2015. In this section, I find that the convergence of 

some of Palestinian identity is supported by international allies in opposition to increased 

violence and repression by the state of Israel, which I believe contributes to the mixed 

results supporting my theory. 

In these five historical sections (two through six), I use records from the various 

recognizers and internal documents from various Palestinian organizations, supplemented 

by various secondary sources, to explore the identity of the Palestinians and recognition 
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of those identities. I use this information to construct a historical narrative to demonstrate 

the dialectic that exists between the significant others (i.e. the recognizers) and the 

Palestinians (the recognized) across the periods listed above (and summarized Table 6.1), 

finding support for my theory in the first three periods and mixed support for my theory 

in the two remaining sections.  

The seventh section of my paper supplements this historical narrative with an 

exploration of 948 documents from significant others recognizing Palestinians in various 

ways alongside 258 documents from Palestinians. I show how variation over time in the 

primary sources corresponds with the historical narrative of changes regarding internal 

expressions of Palestinian identity and external recognition of those identities by 

significant others, finding support for my theory in the first three periods of study and 

mixed support in the remaining two section. To conclude the chapter, I then address the 

continuing tensions in articulating the core of Palestinian identity and the anticipated 

response from the international community based on the consolidation or fracture of that 

core.  

 I begin now by exploring the consequences of the Ottoman Empire’s exclusion 

from the Peace of Westphalia. Because the Ottomans were not party to the Peace of 

Westphalia, the residents of the empire never engaged in the shift towards state-based 

identities that would come to govern the world, and internal identity divisions would 

prove problematic for Palestinians trying to adopt a state-based identity following the 

collapse of the Empire. 
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Table 6.1: Anticipated Politics Across Variations in Recognition and Identity for 
Palestinians 

  

Centrality of 
Collective Identity 

Expressions Form of Recognition Content of Recognition 
Anticipated 

Politics 
early 
1900s 

Reference to term 
secondarily, shared 
experiences 
acknowledged 

Full member of political 
community (under 
Ottoman Empire), 
temporary or 
conditional de facto 
recognition of multiple 
following collapse of 
Empire 

Arab states: 
approximates or mimics 
elite identity. Non-Arab 
significant others: 
significant variation 
from negative 
stereotypes to mimicry 

Assimilation 
under 
Ottoman 
Empire 

1939-
1948 

Appropriates term as 
primary reference point 
with little to no 
distinction or divisions 

Arab significant others: 
de facto and temporary 
or conditional de jure of 
multiple. Non-Arab 
significant others 
temporary or 
conditional de facto of a 
handful of states 

Arab significant others: 
mirrors, approximates or 
mirrors elite identity 
expressions. Non-Arab 
significant others: nearly 
full range of variation 
from distortion to 
approximating elite 
identity 

Assimilation 

1948-
1967 

Collectivity fractures, 
references to collectivity 
are used but subgroup 
references are dominant 
and focus on shared 
experiences 

Arab significant others: 
enduring de facto and 
temporary or 
conditional de jure of 
multiple. Non-Arab 
significant others 
transition from 
temporary or 
conditional de facto of a 
handful to enduring de 
facto 

Arab significant others: 
increased variation, 
including some negative 
stereotypes towards the 
end of the period. Non-
Arab significant others: 
trend towards the lower 
end of the range, with 
increased distortion or 
conflict with elite 
identity and few positive 
statements or 
approximations of elite 
identity 

Go-it-alone 

1967-
1987 

Embraces group term, 
but subgroup references 
still dominant; PLO 
increasingly embraces 
term as primary 
reference point, 
subsuming other 
divisions. 

Arab significant others: 
enduring de facto and 
temporary or 
conditional de jure of 
multiple. Non-Arab 
significant others: 
transition from enduring 
de facto to temporary or 
conditional de jure of 
multiple 

Arab significant others: 
general trend towards 
approximation and 
mirroring with a handful 
of negative stereotypes. 
Non-Arab significant 
others: persistent wide 
variation from distortion 
to positive stereotypes. 

de facto 

1987-on Over group or behalf of 
group, subgroup 
references still 
prominent (if looking 
only at PLO/PA 
documents, appropriates 
term as primary 
reference point) 

Temporary or 
conditional de jure of 
multiple 

Arab significant others: 
consolidation on 
approximation and 
mirroring of elite 
identity. Non-Arab 
significant others: 
significant variation 
across from 
approximation to 
challenging and 
conflicting with elite 
identity, but movement 
away from distortion. 

de facto 
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THE PEACE OF WESTPHALIA, STATE-BASED IDENTIFICATION, AND 

OTTOMAN RULE 

 When the treaties marking the Peace of Westphalia were negotiated in 1648, the 

Ottoman Empire surrounded the Black Sea, controlled the Balkans, ruled Africa 

(including Egypt), and ruled central Hungary. While technically reaching into Europe, the 

Ottomans were not invited to participate in the treaties of Westphalia and Utrecht, 

indicating an exclusion from the international society of states from the outset. This was 

not surprising as diplomatic relations between European powers and the Ottoman Empire 

was relatively one-sided during the 16th and 17th centuries. While European states aimed 

to establish permanent diplomatic representations in Constantinople and consulates 

elsewhere throughout the Ottoman Empire, the Sublime Porte (the government of the 

Ottoman Empire) would send only low-ranking officials abroad and only occasionally. 

The negotiation of the treaties of Westphalia did not change their relations much. The 

Ottomans, while having been involved in European affairs for some time, viewed 

themselves as superior to European rulers rather than their counterparts. The Ottoman-

French Treaty of 1536 perhaps most neatly illustrates this.267 While France regarded the 

agreement as a formal treaty between two equal parties, the Ottomans viewed it as a 

contract unilaterally granted by sultan. The notion of statehood that came out of 

Westphalia and the transition of sovereignty away from an individual onto a body was 

alien to Ottoman thought which posited the Sublime Porte, in general, and the sultan, in 

particular, as above European states as they took their direction from God. As a result, the 

                                                             
267 For an interesting exploration of the Sublime Port in relation to the rise of the European states, see 
Stivachtis (2003). 
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Ottomans did not subscribe to the regulatory principle of nationhood in the way that 

European states did, and consequently, they did not subscribe to national identity in the 

same way either. The Ottoman governing structure was significantly different from that 

of the European empires, allowing conquered people to maintain their own languages, 

cultures, and identities rather than forcibly assimilating people into the empire. As a 

result, linguistic, religious, and ethnic identities persisted in the Ottoman Empire without 

significant challenge from the Sublime Porte. While the sultan was forced to 

acknowledge his equality with other European monarchs when the Ottoman Empire was 

eventually brought into the European Society of States in the 19th century (partially to 

serve as a buffer between Russia and Europe after the Crimean War), the two hundred 

year period following the Peace of Westphalia allowed for a consolidation of identity in 

Europe that was not seen among the Turks or their subjects, which would become 

significant as the empire was dismantled in the Post-War period, particularly in Palestine.  

 This distinction became increasingly important as the Ottoman Empire began to 

decline. While the lengthy decline can be said to start as early as 1774 or as late as 1820, 

it was characterized by the slow loss of control from the center. From the 1800s on, the 

Ottoman Empire experienced increasing fragmentation as the Sublime Port failed to 

maintain control over its territories when facing opposition from increasingly powerful 

European parties who had well-organized bases of support united under their state-based 

identities. In, contrast, the Sublime Port failed to perpetuate an Ottoman identity that 

united the many disparate groups in the Empire. Instead, there was a confusing mix of 

identity groupings that were not privileged or organized consistently across space or 

across generations. There were competing notions of collectivity that were becoming 
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increasingly important and conflictual as the potential of an Ottoman collective 

disappeared. In its stead, identities localized on religious sects, territorial ties, tribal 

groupings, and the like permeated the Arab world. Consequently, the Ottomans had to 

force many into military service and increase what many considered oppressive tax 

schemes on their territorial holdings to afford to fend off European powers. These 

changes among others led increasingly to resistance from within, further fueling the 

dissolution of the Empire. Three major challenges from within the empire arose that 

helped to weaken the empire leading up to its ultimate dismantling: warlordism (rise or 

persistence of notables claiming authority), national liberation movements (to establish 

sovereignty and reduce foreign control, largely tied to pan-Arabism), and non-nationalist 

Muslim religious-political movements (Pan-Islamism).268 These three trends would be 

reflected in the microcosm of Palestine and the struggle to define Palestinian identity for 

the next hundred years with an embrace of Pan-Arabism following WWI, its failure and 

decline leading to the rise of competing versions of national liberation movements in the 

interwar period, and the rise of Pan-Islamism with the PLO following WWII and the 

declaration of the state of Israel that continues on in conflict with nationalist movements. 

 

FOUNDATIONS OF THE POST-WAR WORLD (EARLY 1900S) 

Exploring Palestinian expressions of identity prior to the construction of the state 

of Israel is challenging for a number of compounding reasons. First, Palestinian migration 

out of Palestine had begun in the late eighteenth century due to socioeconomic pressures 

tied to modernization, and it continued on into the early 1900s as many attempted to 
                                                             
268 Brown (1984) has a lengthy discussion of the three movements and how they manifested in opposition 
to or in congress with Western powers following WWII.  
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escape the harsh Ottoman treatment as well as army conscription with the start of World 

War I.269 Second, politically motivated migration out of Palestine peaked in the 1930s 

leading up to the Great Revolt as a result of a popular uprising against the British 

mandate, the politics of the local elites, and the influx of the Jewish population in 

Palestine. Third, when Israel proclaimed its statehood, its leaders encouraged and 

engaged in a razing. The literal and figurative clearing of the land led not only to pushing 

most Palestinians out of Palestine but also to the destruction of all things Palestinian, 

particularly their archives. Consequently, with the creation of the state of Israel, a large 

segment of the Palestinian people found themselves dispersed across several countries 

with varying legal statuses with little access to their networks or to their history. This 

section will explore the state of Palestinian identity in response to variations in 

recognition from a variety of international actors during the post-war period. 

Perceptions of Arabs and Arab Palestinians. The West’s obsession with state-

based identities embodied in Wilson’s Fourteen Points and the mandates that followed 

laid the groundwork for the next 100 years of Palestinian history. This rhetoric about self-

rule became an ironic point for most Arabs, as the there was no consensus over (or 

external recognition of) what the Arab self looked like let alone the Palestinian self.270 

The notion of statehood and state-based notions of belonging were taken for granted by 

the West as organizing mechanisms and systems of belongings that made interacting with 

                                                             
269 For historical overviews of these time periods, see Gonzalez (1992), Schulz (2003), Smith (1984), and 
Tsimhoni (1993). 
270 This is similarly true for the other administrative units that the West interpreted to be the boundaries of 
state-like groups. Those nascent states that were able to perform something like “statehood” and 
independence from the general Arab identity to a specific “state based” identity faired significantly better 
than those territories that failed to consolidate or even perform consolidation around a unifying identity. 
These performances while useful in the short term served to be longstanding points of conflict within these 
states as parties still vie for control over what the fundamental features of these Arab states look like.  
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(and governing) the Arab Palestinian confusing and complicated. When confronted with 

an alternative group of people who had internalized state-based identity with the Zionists, 

the decision to support the self-rule of an organized, “civilized” group to whom most 

Westerners felt a great deal of guilt and debt to made the choice to support Zionists and 

the fledgling state of Israel over the unorganized, “backwards” and “barbaric” Arabs who 

lack state attachment as an organizing principle. It is this notion of the “backwards” and 

“uncivilized” Arab that set the backdrop for the post-war treatment of the Arabs.  

Much of the documentation and rhetoric leading up to and justifying the mass 

Jewish migration (and eventual state building) invokes language that distorts the 

identities of Arabs and particularly Arab Palestinians. Take for instance an early writing 

by German Zionist Moses Hess that was circulated to promote Zionist ambitions for a 

state wherein he argued in 1862 that “the state the Jews would establish in the heart of the 

Middle East would serve Western imperial interests and at the same time help bring 

Western civilization to the backward East” (Morris, 1999, p. 14). The theme of barbarity 

and the lack of civilization in Palestine persisted through the early waves of Jewish 

immigration into Palestine. In another piece of Zionist propaganda, widely circulated to 

motivate and justify immigration to Palestine, Thedor Herzl wrote in 1904 that a Jewish 

state in Palestine would “form a portion of the rampart of Europe against Asia, an outpost 

of civilization as opposed to barbarism” (p. 29). These claims regarding the lack of 

civilization in Palestine made up part of the narrative of empty land that would become 

prominent in Israeli rhetoric denying Palestinian identity that became characteristic of the 

state well into the 1990s. The Palestinians were framed as barbaric and lacking 
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civilization, but the Jewish immigrants publicly avowed that their immigration to 

Palestine would “bring civilization to it” (Weitzman quoted in Nizar, 1914).  

Misplaced expectations of support from the West. Following the defeat of 

Turkey in October of 1918, nine-tenths of its imperial holdings in the Middle East, 

including Palestine, fell under control of the British (Gerson, 1978, p. xvi). The British 

were then tasked with retaining control over a highly coveted region while balancing its 

political ambitions with the political promises it had made during the war.271 During the 

war, the British had made a number of promises about the fate of the region in exchange 

for military assistance against the Turks. In 1915, the McMahon accords (between Sherif 

Husain of Hejaz – western Saudi Arabia – and Sir Henry McMahon, the British High 

Commissioner at Cairo) promised British support for Arab independence in exchange for 

Arab support.272 This conflicted with the 1916 Anglo-French accord, Sykes-Picot 

Agreement, which promised Cilicia (Lebanon and Syria) to France, while Britain would 

                                                             
271 Gerson argues that Britain was overtaxed with the challenges of “making good the pledges made in the 
course of acquiring it [the region] and remaining true to the new principles of non-annexation and self-
determination of the peoples introduced by President Wilson into the Paris Peace Conference” (1978, p. 
41). Similarly, Mazzawi (1997) notes that “when the Ottoman Empire joined the First World War on the 
side of Germany and the Central Powers against the Allied and Associated Powers the latter began to make 
arrangements (mostly in secret) for dividing amongst themselves the territorial possessions of both the 
Germans and the Ottomans in the event of final victory in war” (p. 15). The Constantinople Agreement 
which agreed to the annexation by Russia of certain Ottoman territories in exchange for Russia’s consent to 
British and French plans to enact spheres of influence in Near East parts of the Ottoman Empire and 
recognition of the right of England and France in Asiatic Turkey. Additionally, the Treaty of London 
between England, France, Russia, and Italy further divided up the empire granting Italy sovereignty of the 
Dodecanese and Libya (for an interesting analysis of the collective decisions, see the Report of the 
Palestine Royal Commission, July 1937, British National Archives CMD5479). Interestingly, some 
scholars believe that the Balfour declaration is a clear reorientation of Britain’s intentions to uphold only 
certain agreements in favor of Zionist ambitions. Balfour, when questioned about the Palestinian opposition 
to the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, said, “Zionism, be it right or wrong, good or bad, is 
rooted in age-long tradition [colonialism], in present needs, in future hopes, of far profounder import than 
the desires and prejudices of the 700,000 Arabs who inhabit this ancient land” (Quoted in Said, 1979, p. 16-
17). 
272 The letters dealt with the conditions under which the Arabs would rebel against the Ottomans and join 
the Allies. 
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take Southernmost Mesopotamia (Iraq), leaving Palestine to be internationalized.273 The 

secret negotiations between McMahon and Husain, the Sherif of Mecca, left Arabs under 

the belief that in exchange for their aid, the Allies would help establish independence for 

the Arabs in all territories they occupied, which conflicted with the other secret 

negotiations already underway with the Allied powers. 

Early Zionist ambitions and sympathies further complicated the matter. Yusuf 

Diya-uddin Pasha Al Khalidi, a member of the first Ottoman Parliament of 1877, had 

written to Zadok Kahn, the chief rabbi of France, suggesting the Zionist movement look 

elsewhere to relocate and undergo their political project as Palestine was already 

inhabited. In response to Khalidi’s letter urging that Zionists “let Palestine be left alone,” 

Kahn shared the letter with Zionist leader Herzl who replied in 1899 assuring him that if 

the Zionists were not wanted in Palestine, they “will search and believe me will find 

elsewhere what we need.”274 This exchange while pacifying to the Palestinian Ottoman 

officials would soon be put aside as immigration of European Jews increased and 

Zionists set their sights firmly on permanent settlement in Palestine, seeking out support 

for such a move from major world powers. In 1917, British Foreign Secretary A.J. 

Balfour issued the now infamous Balfour Declaration (November 2), stating: 

“His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a 

national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to 

facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing 

                                                             
273 The Agreement provided that, “With a view to securing the religious interests of the Entente Powers, 
Palestine with the Holy Places, is to be separated from Turkish Territory and subjected to a special regime 
by agreement between Russia, France and England” (Report of the Palestine Royal Commission, July 
1937).  
274 Copies of the letters between Khalidi and Herzel can be found in Khalidi, W (1984). 
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shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-

Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews 

in any other country.” 

This declaration angered Arabs throughout the Middle East as they argued it contradicted 

not only the Khalidi-Herzel exchange but also the McMahon-Husain agreement, on top 

of which the British made it well before they possessed Palestine or governed it under 

Mandate.275 When the League of Nations conferred a Class A Mandate for Palestine on 

Britain in April of 1920,276 it recognized that Palestinian “communities have reached a 

stage of development where their existence as independent nations can be provisionally 

recognized, subject to the rendering of administrative advice and assistance by a 

Mandatory until such time as they are able to stand alone” (Article 22, paragraph 4). This 

mandate, however, became problematic as the indigenous Arab population in Palestine 

fought against the Jewish people throughout the world277 for the designation as the 

beneficiary people entitled to exercise sovereignty to end the mandate.278 It was equally 

complicated by the British position that Article 22 was permissive but not obligatory.279 

                                                             
275 The literature on the Mandate period is vast. Notably early work on the Mandate comes from the Royal 
Commission Report (G.B. PP 1936-37, CMD 5479). This work along with Hurewitz’s well respected text 
note that the mandate was “framed unmistakably in the Zionist interest” (1950, p. 18). 
276 Technically, the League of Nations preemptively created the mandate for Palestine. Turkey agreed to the 
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire with the Treaty of Sevres in August of 1920, but the treaty was not 
ratified. The formal confirmation of the mandate did not occur until July of 1922 and only came into formal 
operation in September of that year. The formal peace treaty with Turkey did not occur until July 23, 1923 
with the treaty of Lausanne, which marked Turkey’s legal ceding of sovereignty over Palestine though it 
has in practice lost it nearly three years prior. 
277 A sentiment reflected in a number of news sources, “the Balfour declaration was hailed by Jewry 
throughout the world as the Magna Carta of the Jewish people” (Front Page Israel, 1936). 
278 This was especially problematic as Zionist leaders made proclamations about building the Jewish 
national home in Palestine as an effort to make it as Jewish as England is English. As far back as 1897, the 
first Zionist Congress in Basel asserted that “Zionism aims at establishing for the Jewish people a publicly 
and legally assured home in Palestine” (“The First Zionist Congress and the Basel Program”). 
279 Hurewitz has an interesting discussion of the British interpretation noting that the British had resentment 
towards the Arabs wanting exclusive claim to the sacred land and that the British viewed themselves (along 
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The first Palestinian Delegation to the UK expressed this frustration and outrage in a 

memorandum submitted to Winston Churchill in October of 1921 noting that regardless 

of the British’s interpretation of the mandate, “the Palestinian people will never admit the 

right of any outside organization to dispossess them of their country” (October 1921). To 

assuage some of the fears that this declaration meant the displacement or subordination of 

the Arab population in Palestine, Churchill released his infamous White Paper in 1922 

noting, “the terms of the Declaration referred to do not contemplate that Palestine as a 

whole should be converted into a Jewish National Home, but that such a Home should be 

founded in Palestine” (dated June 3). 

In addition to this complicated array of international talk about the region, the 

dissolution of the Ottoman Empire left a peculiar state of affairs in the composition of 

society. Much like other Arab societies within the Late Ottoman Empire, society in 

Palestine was composed of a small upper-class of Muslim notables,280 a relatively small 

group of middle-class merchants (most of whom were Christian), and a very large lower 

class composed primarily of poor, illiterate peasants and nomads (Likhovski, 2006, 

especially p. 22-25). There were very few educated Palestinians, and many of the few 

educated Palestinians were killed in World War I or fled the region during the war. When 

the British occupied Palestine in 1917, it is colloquially said that the number of lawyers 

remaining in Palestine “could be counted on the fingers of two hands” (Bentwich and 

Bentwich 1965, p. 22). In the early stages of the British mandate period, however, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
with the other allied powers with their mandates) as “free to dispose of territory which they had liberated” 
as they saw fit (1950, p. 19). 
280 I use the term notable here to refer to the A’ayan class – a group of elites who held economic and 
political power in the late Ottoman period which carried over, as shall be discussed, in significant ways 
through the Mandate and beyond. For more detailed accounts of early Palestinian notables and their 
politics, see Muslih (1988) and Khalaf (1991).  
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number of lawyers grew steadily, as notables sought to fill positions of authority under 

the British system that mirrored its colonial practices. By the end of 1920, there were 

nearly a hundred registered Arab lawyers primarily from the notable class, most of them 

without any legal education (Likhovski, 2006, p. 25). During the near thirty-year rule by 

the British under the mandate, this trend would continue to build a Muslim middle class 

composed of lawyers, civil servants, and teachers alongside a process of urbanization 

bringing Arab peasants from the hills in the east into the cities on the coastal plains. 

During this process, Arab notables regained an air of authority as they remained poised 

above the rest of Arab society as the educated class. Lacking a real alternative to the 

notable structures, the Arabs in Palestine maintained their allegiance to the notables and 

their Arab allies in the region to act on their behalf with the international community. 

Challenges from changing demographics in Palestine. As Jewish immigration 

to Palestine continued to increase,281 tensions between the Arab populations and the 

Jewish immigrants increased, putting increased pressure on the British to quell hostilities. 

These tensions were exacerbated by the sort of dual colonialism that began to take form 

as the British relied heavily on the educated Jewish immigrants to fulfill administrative 

positions, receiving what many Arabs believed to be preferential treatment beginning in 

employment and later elsewhere. Some of the reliance on the Jewish immigrants rather 

than the Arab indigenous was arguably structured. Beyond being more educated, the first 

few waves of Jewish immigrants were familiar with the British system of law and its 

                                                             
281 Jewish immigration to Palestine occurred in five Aliya’s prior to 1940. The first between 1881-1900 
brought 25,000 Jews into Palestine. The second between 1904-1913 brought 35,000. The third between 
1919-1923 brought 37,000. The fourth (1924-1928) brought 70,000, and the last (1933-1939) saw 200,000 
Jews immigrating to Palestine, making the Jewish population 30% of the total population of Palestine. For 
more information on the immigration patterns of Jews to Palestine during this period, see Tessler (1994). 
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constituent parts, whereas the Arab indigenous people were familiar with the hodgepodge 

system of law left behind by the Ottoman Empire. The legal system of the late Ottoman 

Empire was had been reformed in part to respond to growing European pressure. While 

Ottoman law had been based on religious law, the new system was partially religious and 

partially secularized. When the British entered Palestine, they found the hybrid system of 

law (including Islamic law, French law, and family law) cumbersome and quickly 

restructured legal institutions.282 

The overhaul of the legal system was one of the many parallels between Britain’s 

behavior in Palestine and its colonial holdings. Britain largely treated Palestine as a 

colony with the laws operating in Palestine being quite similar, if not identical to those 

put in place in the British colonies, and the affairs of the colony were managed by the 

Colonial Office in London. The Administration claimed to be “more benevolent to the 

inhabitants” of Palestine as it considered the inhabitants of Palestine as Protected Persons 

rather than British subjects as they did the inhabitants of the colonies (Mazzawi, 1997, p. 

31). While this differentiated status was spoken of as if it elevated the Palestinians, in 

reality it was much more complicated. The Palestinians on the whole were denied the 

same recognition of the other Class A mandates held by the British which would have 

elevated them above the status of colonial subject, but the alternative category of 

Protected Persons existed outside of the British status hierarchy, allowing for the non-

notables to be treated worse than that of many colonial subjects. At the same time, the 

                                                             
282 Likhosvski (2006) has an interesting discussion of the transition from Ottoman religious law all the way 
to the British Mandate legal system (p. 18-33). Shamir (2000) explores the relationship of dual colonialism 
that played out in the Mandate years, going so far as to say that the British and Jews divided amongst 
themselves the task of governing (p. 18-20). Likhovski (2006) looks specifically at the disparities in the 
British educational policies in Palestine under the mandate (p. 5-8). 
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Palestinian notable class benefited from the notion that empire for the British was largely 

a class act rather than solely racial act. The British Empire was organized not only on the 

basis of notions of racial difference and superiority but also on notions of class affinity. 

As a result, the rulers of the British Empire viewed colonial societies and mandate 

societies on a hierarchical matrix much like the one that determined British social order. 

Rank and status within the matrix were as important to the British as color or race. As a 

result, the British aristocracy felt far more affinity with its Arab counterparts in the 

notables than it did with British workers, but even more affinity with the upper and upper 

middle class European Jews who immigrated to Israel than they did with the highest 

ranked Arabs. The language the British used in official documents in reference to and 

recognition of the educated notables reflected this distinction invoking a positive 

affective deixis whereas the language referencing the general population lacked an 

affective tone and focused more territorial description of the common Palestinians as we 

shall see later. The preferential treatment embodied in their language and in had it limits, 

however. The notables pushed repeatedly for improved treatment and respect from the 

British, citing their need to be treated as a viable Class A Mandate as they had been part 

of the independent Ottoman Empire with a functioning parliament to which they had 

elected deputies in 1877, 1908, 1912, and 1914. Palestinian notables reiterated these 

arguments in May 1930 including references to Article 4 of the Covenant, but British PM 

Ramsay MacDonald brushed aside those arguments as irrelevant and echoing Counsel 

General Passfield’s sentiments that the Palestinian “position is inferior to that of a colony 

and it is our duty under the Mandate to endeavor that you should rise to the point of a 

Colony” (MAE, 1930). 
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Arab frustrations and class divides. While Britain tried to maintain control of 

an increasingly hostile area,283 Palestine like the rest of the region was at a tipping point 

in the late 1930s. Arab frustrations over the influx of Jews into their homeland and the 

preferential treatment Arabs perceived Britain granting to the Jews led to the Great 

Revolt spanning from 1936 to 1939, starting with a general strike in April of 1936. The 

Arab uprising against British rule and Jewish immigration occurred in two fairly distinct 

phases, reflective of a deeper divide that would persist in the future evolution of the 

Palestinian identity and political organization. 

The first stage of the uprising was directed by members of the notable class 

through the use of the Arab Higher Committee (AHC). The AHC was organized in April 

of 1936 (after the beginning of the general strike) as a sort of governing structure chaired 

by Haj Amin al-Husayni, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, and it was composed of seven 

other leaders of various Arab clans and political parties – nearly all members of the 

notable class.284 Prior to the creation of the AHC, Palestinian society lacked any 

meaningful social and civic institutions as those from the Ottomans failed to retain much 

power. Alongside the creation of the AHC itself, the AHC created national committees 

where one member of each town or large village was appointed to sit in and serve as a 

                                                             
283 See in particular Likhovski (2006, p. 6-10), Cannadine (2001, p. 4-10), and Camaraoff (1995, p. 305-
311). 
284 In addition to Amin al-Husayni (Grand Mufti of Jerusalem and president of the Supreme Muslim 
Council), members included: Reghib al-Nashashibi (member of the Nashashibi clan and member of the 
National Defence Party), Jamal al-Husayni (chairman of the Palestine Arab Party and member of the 
Supreme Muslim Council), Yaqub al-Ghusayn (member of the Youth Congress Party and member of the 
Supreme Muslim Council), Abd al-Latif Salah (founder of the National Bloc), Husayin al-Khalidi (founder 
of the Reformer Party), Awni Abd al-Hadi (leader of the Istiqlal Party), and Ahmed Hilmi Pasha (former 
Ottoman General, Director General of Awqaf, founder of Arab National Bank, and member of the Istiqlal 
Party). It is worth noting that two of the seven members under Amin al-Husayni were his relatives, an 
additional two worked for him during the mandate period, and one served along side him and one of the 
relatives on the AHC on the Supreme Muslim Council. Thus, all those in positions of power in the AHC 
were of the notable class and nearly all were immediate relatives. 
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liaison between the village and the AHC. The AHC represented the first real 

collaborative, organizational structure of the Palestinians since their forced departure 

from the Ottoman Empire. The AHC used the general strike as an opportunity to call for 

an end to Jewish immigration and pressure the British Mandate to fulfill its intended 

mission. They sent a joint memorandum signed by all 137 senior Palestinian officials to 

the British High Commissioner of Palestine on June 30, 1936 articulating their demands. 

In the document entitled, “On the Present Situation in the Country,” they articulated their 

national ambitions and called upon the Mandate and pre-war agreements to support their 

calls for recognition. The AHC relied on the notable structure to disseminate information 

as well as organize strikes and protest against the British Mandate over the next several 

months. In response, the British government created the Peel Royal Commission to 

investigate the conflict and worked with Palestinian notables to quell the protests through 

a series of political concessions and the involvement of Arab leaders from Iraq, Saudi 

Arabia, Transjordan, and Yemen.285 Less than a year later, the Commission reported that 

the movement organized by the AHC was an efficient and comprehensive political 

organization where all the political parties presented a common front across tribe and 

village with Christian as well as Muslim Arabs working together in the name of 

Palestinian rights without a single opposition party.286 The Commission’s solution to the 

conflict between the indigenous Arabs and the Jewish immigrants was to recommend the 

partition of Palestine into two separate states, a Jewish state and an Arab state. 

                                                             
285 For an interesting discussion of political concessions and diplomacy utilized by the British on the Arab 
notables in Palestine, see Hughes (2009). 
286 See the UN special committee, Palestine under the Mandate, 3 September 1947.  
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The AHC denounced the partition plan, refusing to cede any land to a Jewish state 

and reiterating their claims for independence by directly challenging the British: 

“in deciding the fate of a living nation, the last word does not rest with 

White or Black Papers; it is the will of the nation itself that decides its 

future. The Arab people have expressed their will and said their word in a 

loud and decisive manner, and they are certain that with God’s assistance 

they will reach the desired goal: Palestine shall be independent within an 

Arab Federation and shall remain forever Arab.” (Arab Higher 

Committee, 1939.) 

As the AHC continued to work with the British administrators to come to a resolution, 

the Arab population remained restless as Jewish immigration increased rapidly thanks to 

the increasing tensions in Europe leading to what would be World War II. As more and 

more Jewish immigrants came into Palestine, the poor Palestinians were pushed from 

lands the British administration sold or gave to Jewish immigrants, forcing nomadic 

tribes off of their traditional lands and displacing the poorer villages (Cohen, 2008; 

Farsoun & Zechariah, 1997; Ghanem, 2001). Things came to a tipping point in 1937 as 

national committees comprised of representatives of the local communities who were not 

members of the notable classes called for the AHC to act on these day-to-day issues of 

immigration that disproportionately impacted the poor, leaving the notables relatively 

untouched. Tensions increased and quickly resulted in a violent, peasant-led resistance, 

reinvigorating the Arab revolt. The violent rebellion increasingly targeted British forces, 
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resulting in brutal suppression by the British Army and the Palestine Police Force287 in an 

attempt to intimidate and undermine popular support for the rebellion. During the violent 

crackdown, it is estimated that over ten percent of the male Palestinian Arab population 

aged 20 to 60 was killed, injured, exiled or imprisoned (Khalidi, 2002, p. 20-38). Walid 

Khalidi in an analysis of British colonial documents estimates that 5,032 Arabs were 

killed and some 14,760 were wounded while an estimated ninety-one to several hundred 

Jews were killed (2002, p. 20-38).288 This event not only increased hostilities between the 

Arab population and both the Jewish population and British, it dealt a heavy blow to the 

Arab nationalist movement at the level of both the elites and the peasant population. 

Many Arab politicians from both classes were killed or executed as a result of the revolt. 

289 The revolt did not achieve its goals (as defined by the elites who wanted real progress 

towards Arab nationalism and independence or as defined by the populists who wanted 

more equal policies between the Arab and Jewish populations), but it is largely "credited 

with signifying the birth of the Arab Palestinian identity" (Nashif, 2008, p. 24). Up until 

this time, statements from the AHC and its national committees (including those highly 

critical of the leadership of the AHC) had invoked language explicitly tied to Arab-based 

identity. It is not until after this violent crackdown that the notion of Arab Palestinian 

                                                             
287 The Palestine Police force’s composition and charge is particularly interesting. It was a part of the 
British colonial police service who were initially charged with traditional constabulary and escort duties, 
but they were deployed beginning in 1929 to protect Jewish settlements and Jewish farms exclusively. See 
Recommendations to do so in: “Palestine and Transjordan,” by His Majesty's Government in the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland to the Council of the League of Nations, 31 December 
1930. As the Arab Revolt gained momentum, the Palestine Police Force was bolstered by additional forces 
including the Jewish Settlement Police, the Jewish Supernumerary Police, the Haganah, and the Special 
Night Squads.  
288 See also Patai (1971, p. 59) and Hughes, M. (2009, p. 314–354).  
289 Ghanem (2001, p. 13-17) provides a detailed account of military records. 
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identity as a specific group facing a particular set of problems setting them apart from the 

rest of the Arab population starts to arise.  

As the remainder of this chapter will demonstrate, this interpretation of Arab 

Palestinian identity is, however, problematic. The revolt and its outcome were 

complicated by class politics and by the actions of Haj Amin al-Husseini towards Arabs 

in Palestine following the creation of the AHC. Following the initial stages of the revolt, 

al-Husseini began an active campaign to solidify the nationalist movement behind him as 

a figurehead. While the British saw the AHC as lacking opposition from within the Arab 

community (and reported so to the League of Nations and later the United Nations, thus 

providing the international community with a strong, but flawed signal of who the 

Palestinians were) leading largely to the widely held belief that this moment solidified the 

image of Palestinian identity, that is partially due to the jihad al-Husseini carried out 

against those who would seek to defy him.290 Al-Husseini attempted to silence, often 

permanently all of those who rejected his leadership, causing internal divides among the 

notables and the lower class as well as between the notable al-Husseini’s and their 

traditional opposition the Nashashibi’s.291 For al-Husseini, the struggle of the Arabs in 

Palestine was a religious holy war with a fundamental tie between Islam and being 

Palestinian. Thus, religion for al-Husseini and the Islamic AHC became a critical 

                                                             
290 In Hillel Cohen (2008), the actions of al-Husseini and his followers are recounted. One particular story 
of note follows: “In July 1938 an armed squad appeared at the home of a family of Nashashibi supporters in 
the village of Beit Rima, ... the gang offered an explanation for their behavior: The jihad, they said, was 
directed against any person who did not obey the mufti. In the passion of the moment, they revealed the 
militants' fundamental tenet: Their national struggle was a religious holy war, and the incarnation of both 
the Palestinian Arab nation and Islam was Hajj Amin al-Husseini. Anyone who rejected his leadership was 
a heretic and his life was forfeit” (p. 128). 
291 The campaign of violence led to mufti being described by non-notable Arab Palestinians as “a butcher 
who slaughters his people after blessing them in the name of God” (Central Zionists Archive, S/25/9333, 
Jerusalem). 
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component of Palestinian identity and was the point around which the notables organized. 

For those who engaged in the popular uprising in the later part of the revolt, religion was 

less of a factor, and calls to organize were focused around indignity, promises made by 

the British as well as the League of Nations, and preferential treatment of the Jewish 

immigrants when it came to a variety of economic policies. The important, but often 

overlooked, split between the notables and the remainder of the Palestinians was tied to 

the deep class divides that were exacerbated by the governing of the mandate period; this 

divide would become a critical point of departure for competing strains of Palestinian 

identity. This competition, however, was unacknowledged, and external actors functioned 

under the belief that Palestinian identity has been consolidated, furthering the 

misrecognition of Palestinian Arabs and the privileging of the AHC and its successor, the 

PLO.  

This misperception was complicated by the AHC’s close ties to both Hitler’s 

Germany Mussolini’s Italy, which the British interpreted as intentionally hostile to 

British interests.292 While representatives from the AHC and local committees did not 

seek to challenge British interests intentionally, they recognized should the British 

continue to prioritize their relationship with the Jewish communities in Palestine over 

their relationship with the Palestinians, it would cause conflict leading the Palestinians to 

seek out support elsewhere. The chairman of the Conference of the local Committees for 

the Defense of Palestine noted in 1937 that: 

                                                             
292 At a celebration of Muhammad’s birthday in May 1937, many Palestinians in support of the Pan-Arab 
movement flew German and Italian flags while prominently displaying pictures of Hitler and Mussolini 
which was interpreted by the British as a “significant gesture of sympathy and respect” for the Nazis and 
Fascists (Anglo – Arab Committee’s Report, 1938). 
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“We must make the Britain understand that it must choose between our 

friendship and the Jews. Britain must change its policy in Palestine or we 

shall be at liberty to side with other European powers who policies are 

adverse to Britain.” 

While the AHC was looking for external support to legitimate Palestinian claims to 

Palestinian land and to defend their identities, the Axis powers were increasingly seeking 

out partners.293 Mussolini’s Fascist regime supported a number of Middle Eastern 

countries in seeking independence from British and French control, notably supporting 

ideologically,294 financially,295 and militarily296 the Arab Revolt in Palestine. While 

initially intended to be secret support, Italy formally and publicly acknowledged its 

support of Palestine in 1938.297 While the Nazis gave only ideological support, Hitler 

himself repeatedly called upon the international community (and the United States in 

particular) to recognize the hypocrisy in ignoring the British occupation of and 

aggression in Palestine.298 This support, however was viewed negatively by other 

                                                             
293 Shortly before the war, the Italian and German governments would publicly confirm their support for 
the Palestinian state, noting that it is their goal to help end British oppression and “recognize their 
sovereignty and independence” (Ribbentrop, 1942). 
294 For the foundations of these relationships, see De Angelis to Mussolini, 4 May 1993, Note for 
Mussolini, 14 December 1934, and a conversation of the foundations in Arielli (2006).  
295 For money given directly to the mufti, see for instance Archivio Storico – Ministero degli Affari Esteri, 
Gabinetto 1923-1943, note for Mussolini, 4 September 1934 or 3 September 1935 or 17 October 1935. For 
money given to support the various Arab armies or Palestinian armies, see for instance Memorandum, 2 
February 1936, Goglia (1986) or Suvich to Mussolini, 5 February 1936. 
296 For arms records, see for instance Memorandum, 2 February 1936. For technical expertise, see for 
instance Note from 10 September 1936, Note for Mussolini 26 September 1936, and ASMAE Gab. 743. 
297 This was done in the well-known “Informazione Diplomatica” penned by Mussolini in February of 1938 
where he stated that the only solution was “the creation in some part of the world, not in Palestine, of a 
Jewish state” (p. 190). 
298 Notably, Hitler responded to Roosevelt’s invitation in 1939 to discuss peace negotiations by noting that 
“the fact has obviously escaped Mr. Roosevelt’s notice that Palestine is at present occupied not by German 
troops but by the English; and that the country is having its liberty restricted by the most brutal resort to 
force, is being robbed of its independence, and is suffering the cruelest maltreatment for the benefit of 
Jewish interlopers. The Arabs living in that country will therefore certainly not have complained to Mr. 
Roosevelt of German aggression, but they do voice a continuous appeal to the world, deploring the 
 



	

 297 

potential allies in the international community, and soured relations for the AHC notably 

with the United Kingdom as World War II drew closer. 

 

DENIAL AND EXCLUSION: NAVIGATING THE IMMEDIATE POST-WAR 

WORLD (1939-1948) 

 The end of the revolt brought not only the initial polarization of Palestinian 

identity, but it also brought the further privileging of the Jewish population by the British. 

While the British temporarily restricted Jewish immigration into Palestine with the White 

Paper of 1939, the paper also reflected a retreat by the British on the Peel Commission’s 

proposed partition Palestine into two states. The 1939 White Paper stated simply that the 

obligation to foster a Jewish National Home had been fulfilled and that Palestine with its 

existing population was prepared for self-government under an independent state with 

shared authority between the Jews and Arabs. Rather than a partition of two states, the 

new position, which the League of Nations held conflicted with the terms of the Mandate, 

suggested instead a partition within one state that would be bi-national. While Britain had 

maintained its Mandate over Palestine during the interwar period under the pretense that 

it remained valid as a “sacred trust of civilization,” it was clear as the second war gained 

in momentum that burden of carrying the mandate became too heavy to carry.299 

 While the White Paper brought relative calm to Palestine during World War II, 

soon after the war, hostilities between the Jewish and Arab populations arose again with 

full force, as did hostilities of both parties against the British. As the British could not see 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
barbarous methods with which English is attempting to suppress people which loves its freedom and is but 
defending it” (Reuters’ translation, 1939). 
299 For a more detailed discussion of this notion, see Mazzawi (1997).  
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a way to resolve the issues between the two parties, Britain referred the matter to the UN, 

as the settling of such a decision was not a power entailed in the Mandate and that the 

obligations of the mandate to both the Arabs and the Jews were irreconcilable.300 In 

November of 1947 against the wishes of all Arab member states, the United Nations 

called for the partition of Palestine into two independent states and the international city 

of Jerusalem with an economic union uniting the two.301 Over the next two years, these 

independent states were to have been formalized, with the Jewish state being 

disproportionately large relative to its share of the population as well as consisting of the 

most arable land. In addition to the inappropriate, disproportionate land allocation and the 

significant number of Arabs who would be residing in what would be the Jewish state, 

the Arabs took offense at this proposed resolution of the issue and refused to agree.302 

The British refused to aid in the implementation of the partition as they expressed their 

                                                             
300 Mazzawi (1997) discusses the presumption that the League of Nations mandate must be “presumed to 
have been assumed by the United Nations” (79). For the British opinion that making a decision regarding 
the settlement of who ought to govern Palestine was not under their power, see [Termination of the 
Mandate, 15th May 1948. Statement prepared for public information by the Colonial Office and Foreign 
Office, London, HMSO, 1948] and [Statement by Arthur Creech Jones (UK Secretary of State for the 
Colonies) during a debate in the House of Commons on 10 March 1948, 448 House of Commons Debates 
(5th Series) col. 1250]. 
301 33 in favor, 13 against, and 10 abstentions. In favor: Australia, Belgium, Bolivia, Brazil, Byelorussian 
S.S.R., Canada, Costa Rica, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, France, Guatemala, 
Haiti, Iceland, Liberia, Luxemburg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Norway, Panama, Paraguay, 
Peru, Philippines, Poland, Sweden, Ukrainian S.S.R., Union of South Africa, U.S.A., U.S.S.R., Uruguay, 
Venezuela. Against: Afghanistan, Cuba, Egypt, Greece, India, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, 
Syria, Turkey, Yemen. Abstentions: Argentina, Chile, China, Colombia, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Honduras, 
Mexico, United Kingdom, Yugoslavia. 
302 UN Census Estimates on Populations in the Partition Plan (1947) 

 Arabs and Druze Jews Total 
Proposed Jewish State 407,000 498,000 905,000 
Proposed Arab State 725,000 10,000 735,000 
City of Jerusalem 105,000 100,000 205,000 

Total 1,237,000 608,000 1,845,000 
 For additional demographic information from the end of the mandate up to 1967, see Nakhleh & Zureik 
(1980). 
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belief that it was not their position “to enforce decisions which are not accepted by both 

parties.”303 

 On May 15, 1948, the British left Palestine, surrendering the mandate; one minute 

later, the Ben Gurion declared the existence of the Jewish State of Israel and the UN was 

notified of Israeli independence and readiness for admission to the UN. President Truman 

recognized the provisional government as the de facto authority of the new state of Israel 

eleven minutes later,304 two days later Russia followed (Brown, 1948, 620), and by 

November, nineteen other states recognized the state that applied for membership to the 

UN (Security Council Doc. S/1093, 29 November 1948 and General Assembly Doc 

A/752, 2 December 1948), and a simmering civil war between Palestine’s Jewish and 

Arab communities transformed into the interstate Arab-Israeli war.305 This war, was not 

however, driven by the Arab population of Palestine, but rather by the joint armies of 

Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq, which entered with the intention of “driving the Jews 

into the sea” (Cohen, 2009, p. 29).306 The Palestinians relied upon the support of their 

Arab brethren for this endeavor as they lacked the ability to defend themselves as the 

                                                             
303 Official Records of the General Assembly, Second Session, Plenary Meetings, vol. II, 124th meeting, p. 
1323-1324. 
304 In the days leading up to Israel’s declaration of statehood, Clark Clifford, the White House chief 
counsel, presented the case for US recognition of the state of Israel to Truman and his sharply divided 
cabinet. Clifford argued for recognition, arguing that recognizing a Jewish state would be an act of 
humanity. For an interesting discussion of the politics of the American decision to back the Jewish state, 
see Mead (2008). For an in-depth look at the meetings and conversations leading up to the American 
decision to back the Jewish state and the Zionist movement that addresses the emotions and attitudes 
behind the American decision, see Bain (1979) who engages with American notions of pity and 
benevolence for Jews on one hand and with dislike and hatred of Arabs and Muslims on the other.  
305 The 1948 Arab-Israeli War as it is known to much of the western world was known to the Israelis as the 
War of Independence and to the Palestinians as al-Nakba or “the catastrophe.” 
306 It is worth noting that these were not coordinated efforts. The Arab League decided to set up an army in 
October of 1947 to prevent the establishment of a Jewish state, but multiple uncoordinated armies were 
raised, each with varied objectives, and each comprised of volunteer fighters (unlike the growing Israeli 
army in which men and women of the soon to be state were conscripted). One major point of contention 
was between the armies called for by the Arab League to prevent the creation of the Jewish state and the 
Mufti’s army which viewed the ensuing battle as a holy war threatening the future of Islam on whole.  
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British had confiscated nearly all of their weapons during the uprisings in 1938 and 1939 

(Morris, 1999, p. 159). They ultimately received little actual support from Arab states. 

The disjointed armies of the Arab states faced a number of challenges that are often 

overlooked during this time period, making them appear much stronger and more well 

coordinated than they were.307 At the time, there were only seven independent Arab 

states, some of which were hardly independent and some of which were hardly states in 

any meaningful sense of the word and two of which (Saudi Arabia and Yemen) did not 

even have regular armies and limited means of getting their armed forces into Palestine. 

Of the five Arab regular armies, one (Lebanon) never crossed the international frontier 

with Palestine, two (Iraq and Transjordan) refrained from crossing the frontiers of the 

Jewish state laid down in the United Nations partition plan, and one (Syria) made only 

minor inroads across the new Israeli state’s frontiers. Consequently, the Arab coordinated 

front to drive Israel into the sea was far from coordinated, largely incapable of or 

unwilling to engage seriously in Palestine or Israel. 

Over the next ten months, the uncoordinated Arab armies suffered embarrassing 

defeats and the Arab Palestinians who were poorly equipped, poorly trained, and largely 

unsupported by attacking Arab armies suffered heavy losses. After less than a year of 

fighting, the Arab countries one by one signed armistice agreements with Israel. As a 

result of the war, the State of Israel retained the area that the UN General Assembly 

Resolution 181 had recommended for the proposed Jewish state and took control of 

nearly sixty percent of the area allocated for the proposed Arab state. Of the remaining 

                                                             
307 The scale and narrative of the invasion of Israel by Arab states is now considered a fairly universal myth 
exaggerated as part of the Israeli revisionist scholars or new historians. Khalid (2006) has a lengthy 
discussion of this myth (especially p. xxxiii-xxxv). 
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Arab controlled territories, the Gaza Strip and the West bank were occupied by Egypt and 

Jordan respectively. 

 The Arab Palestinian population was devastated by the war. Prior to the 

declaration of Israel’s independence, close to two million people were living in 

Mandatory Palestine, with nearly two thirds of them being Arabs. Nearly 940,000 Arabs 

resided in what would be the territories under Israeli control following the war. As a 

result of the mass expulsions that the Jews carried out during the war, the exodus of 

Palestinian Arabs fleeing the violence, and the deaths of Arab Palestinians during the 

war, only 150,000 Palestinians were living in Israeli-occupied territories at the end of the 

war, a short ten months later (Ghanem, 2001, p. 13-14). Some 780,000 Palestinians 

became refugees in the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and in neighboring Arab countries 

(Cayman 1984, p. 5).308 Additionally, the precarious community structure that had been 

in place in Palestine was lost. With the defeat of the Arab armies, Arab political 

leadership fled to neighboring Arab states and much of the Muslim religious leadership 

deserted their communities that remained within the sovereignty of Israel for the safety of 

neighboring states.309 

 Violence against the Arabs who remained in Israeli-occupied spaces continued 

well after the armistice, contributing to the continued exodus of Arab Palestinians. The 

AHC tried to stop the exodus and organize resistance to Israeli pressures, but they did so 

too late and haphazardly to be effective.310 The disastrous defeat and increased 

oppression Arab Palestinians experienced at the hands of the Jewish state and population 

                                                             
308 See also Ghanem (2001, p. 13-15). 
309 Cohen, R (2009, p. 29-34) has an expanded conversation. 
310 Schulz, (2003, p. 33-38) has a nice discussion of this challenge. 
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led many of the Palestinians to believe that not only have their Arab brethren failed to aid 

them, they had abandoned them to their fates under the new state of Israel. Many scholars 

reflecting on this catastrophe, or Nakba as the Palestinians and rest of the Arab world 

refer to it, note that it was this moment when the Arabs of Palestine became aware of the 

territorial component of their group identity which became a symbol of “autonomy, 

stability, and return” (Hammer, 2005, p. 31-34). For those Arabs who remained within 

Israel’s territories, the end of the war left them without any political, religious, or social 

leadership. Israel quickly dispersed any political parties and networks that had been in 

place under the mandate. With the exodus and flight of most of the notables, the national 

committees disappeared. At the same time, Israel implemented a democratic 

parliamentary system that was completely foreign to the Palestinian Arabs, most of 

whom remained were uneducated with the economic and cultural life of a traditional 

society in a state quickly modernizing. 311 

 As the familiar political scaffolding established during the mandate period was 

torn away, so too were the remnants of much of the Arab Palestinians presence. When the 

state of Israel had declared itself independent, it began actively clearing out Palestinians 

from particular areas deemed important. Throughout the war, Israelis killed thousands of 

Arab Palestinians, some not involved in the actions of the Arab army (some even 

unaware that the war was going on).312 The Haganah313 embarked on a systematic 

                                                             
311 For discussions of the challenges of the new parliamentary system for the uneducated Arab population, 
see Cohen, R (2009, p. 28-33) and Ghanem (2001, p. 2-5). 
312 Notable massacres like the attack on Deir Yassin formed a blueprint for other attacks that occurred 
throughout the war and well after. At Deir Yassin, the more than 200 inhabitants of the village were 
massacred; their bodies mutilated and dumped into wells, which were covered over. Sachar (1976) 
estimates the number of inhabitants at the time to be just over 200, while Farsoun and Zacharia (1997) 
estimate that fewer Arabs had fled the village than initially believed and the population was more like 245.  
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depopulation campaign, Plan Dalet,314 starting just before the official war and through its 

first three months. This Plan served as a blueprint for the ethnic cleansing of Palestine,315 

which would continue after the war. Due to this plan and the general destruction of the 

war, some 400 Palestinian villages were destroyed, leaving only ninety-some Arab 

villages standing (though many in shambles).316 The Israeli army went about destroying 

the remnants of these villages ensuring that they “completely destroyed [the villages], 

with their houses, garden-walls and even cemeteries and tombstones, so that literally a 

stone does not remain standing” (Shahak quoted in Said, 1979, p. 14). This destructive 

phase of Plan Dalet was intended to prepare the land for the impending Jewish 

immigrants and was founded upon the creation of a myth that the land Israel fought for 

was an empty land. After clearing the land and destroying all these houses, newly 

arriving immigrants and visitors were told, “it was all desert” (Shahak quoted in Said, 

1979, p. 14).  

One of the most pervasive themes challenging Palestinian identity arose from 

Plan Dalet and has continued on into modern conversation. That theme was the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
313 The Haganah was one of the Jewish paramilitary organizations from the Mandate period that would 
become the core of the IDF. It carried out the bulk of military assaults supported by the Irgun and Stern 
Gang (both of which focused more on policing as opposed to defense). While Haganah was primarily 
responsible for carrying out Plan Dalet, to a lesser extent, Irgun and Stern Gang helped with the physical 
destruction of places after the Arabs were killed or driven out. 
314 While it might seem surprising that the Jews would embark on such a campaign prior to the 
establishment of the state (or arguably at all), it was clear from numerous angles that the big three – the 
UK, the US, and Russia had all endorsed the concept of “transferring” the Palestinians out of Jewish 
Occupied Territories. These endorsements occurred in several different forms and constantly over the 
period of 1937-1948. For a thorough discussion of these conversations and interactions, see Masala (1992) 
and Masalha (2003). 
315 While several pro-Israeli historians argue that the plan simply called for the transference of Arabs from 
Jewish territory to elsewhere, many Israeli new historians like Ilan Pappe argue that it was not only “a 
master plan for the exclusion of as many Palestinians as possible… [it also] legitimized, a priori, some of 
the more horrendous atrocities committed by the Jewish soldiers. In some cases… the order ‘to destroy’ 
meant also to kill off the local population.” Pappe (1992, p. 94). 
316 Khalidi (1992) is considered the most reliable count and place the number of villages at 418 while the 
Israeli League for Human and Civil Rights can only place the count (from Israeli records) at 385. 
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intentional denial of the very existence of Palestine and Palestinians. Part of the Zionist 

attempt to legitimize their claims on their so-called homeland was a campaign to frame 

the land that would be Israel as vacant land. This myth of empty land and the lack of 

people upon it has long been used to justify the influx of Jewish people to the territory 

and to undermine any Palestinian claims to the land. One recurrent phrase in the settling 

of what became Israel was that Israel’s creation was that “a people without a land return 

to a land without people.”317 These claims of no land and no people were common 

throughout the twentieth century, with statements like that of then Israeli Prime Minister 

Golda Meir claiming that at the time of Israel’s founding, “there was no such thing as 

Palestinians… they did not exist.”318 Israeli Prime ministers such as Yitzhak Shamir and 

Binyamin Netanyahu echoed this myth well into the 1990s, perpetuating the idea of an 

under-populated, desolate, and inhospitable land as a justification of the Zionist 

colonization of Palestine and its obliviousness to the fate of its native inhabitants.319 

The illusion that the promise land was empty of a people, while a useful tool for 

justifying the occupation of the land, was quite far from accurate. The belief that 

Palestinians did not exist was tied to claims that Palestine did not exist as an 

administrative or political unit.320 This is not exactly true. In reality prior to becoming 

mandate Palestine (one cohesive political unit), the territory was divided into three 

                                                             
317 For general discussion on the myth, see Shimon Peres 1993; Zeev Sternhell 1998; and Sinsha Flapan 
1987. Masalha (2003) has an interesting discussion of the use of this myth in Israeli textbooks (p. 9-12). 
See also, Kamrava (2011) who noted that, “It was largely within a context of Palestinian non-existence – a 
perception that the Promise Land was empty of a people with an identity or rights – that the European 
immigrants set out on their successive waves of colonization of Palestine” (p. 77-78). 
318 In an interview published in the London Times, June 15, 1969, (p. 12). Prime Minster Meir, in a 
previous interview, continued to uphold the position that not only were there no Palestinians, there were 
none to date, stating, “How can we return the occupied territories? There is nobody to return them to” 
(Golda Meir, March 8, 1969). 
319 Masalha 11, Netanyahu 1993, p. 39-40. 
320 See for example Likhovski, 2006, p. 11. 
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different administrative units under the Ottoman Empire – the district of Nablus, the 

district of Acre, and the sub district of Jerusalem.321 It is true, however, as noted in UN 

Special Committee on Palestine report, that “not since 63 B.C., when Pompey stormed 

Jerusalem, has Palestine been an independent state.”322 On the other hand, through the 

mandate period and during the Arab-Israeli war, the leaders of what would be the Israeli 

state actively recognized and addressed the Arab Palestinians. Ben Gurion, the first prime 

minister of Israel and one of the founders of the state, recognized on several occasions 

that the Palestinians had “legitimate fears and grievances” about the Jewish people. He 

even went so far as to recognize that ““were I an Arab… I would rise up against [Jewish] 

immigration” as the Arabs were (and are) “fighting dispossession… the fear is not of 

losing land but of losing the homeland of the Arab people, which others want to turn into 

the homeland of the Jewish people.”323 Early Jewish leaders knew that their actions were 

acts of dispossession, and utilized the myth of an empty land to attract immigrants and 

legitimize their presence in and domination of the territory. 

While engaging in this war of dispossession, Israeli leaders were meeting with 

UN officials trying to attain membership. In meetings of the Ad Hoc political committee 

representatives from Israel used language regarding the construction of an Arab state 

repeatedly, emphasizing at the time that Israel recognized definite and identifiable 

territorial rights for the Arabs of Palestine, specifically the right to establish a state of 

                                                             
321 Palestine had been conquered by Turkey and became an integral part of the Ottoman Empire in 1517. It 
remained an important stronghold of the Ottoman Empire, and it (along with Syria) is one of the points that 
Napoleon tries to invade to conquer the Turks in 1799. It remained in a contested position and was invaded 
in 1831 by Ibrahim Pasha who occupied Palestine for three years before the Palestinians revolt against 
Egyptian rule. After the revolt, Egypt struggles to retain control for another six years until Turkey 
recaptures Palestine. 
322 UN GAOR, Supplement 11 (1947), UN Doc a/364 (September 3, 1947), section 154. 
323 Morris, Righteous Victims, quoting Shabtai Teveth, Ben Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, Peace to 
War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 165-168. 
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their own.324 At the same time, they refused to acknowledge or formalize the borders of 

the state of Israel, and unsurprisingly dropped conversation of the Arab right to a state of 

Palestine upon achieving full membership in the U.N.325 While the mandate conferred on 

Palestine initially offered hope for Palestinians, signally a respect of their territorial 

claims, social identities, and physical existence, quickly after WWII, the external 

understanding and discussion of Palestinians had waned. While Arab states continued to 

offer support for Arab Palestinians little support was found elsewhere. The British largely 

washed their hands of the conflict, reluctantly refraining from overt support of the state of 

Israel. The UN failed to uphold the League’s declaration about the readiness of the 

Palestinian people for a state of their own, and as the next section discusses followed the 

US’s lead in supporting Israel to the detriment of Arab Palestinians both within Israel and 

outside of it (Cannadine, 2001; Hurewitz, 1950; Muslih, 1988).  

This period saw a significant reversal in support by states with only Arab states 

recognizing the claims to and eventually the existence of Palestinian identity. This loss 

ran parallel to the internal fracturing of Palestinian identity as much of the populace lost 

faith in the notable leaders backed by the Arab states who (were perceived to have) 

abandoned the people in war and rallied around religious issues that were of lesser 

importance to the general public who faced real insecurity on a daily basis. This divide 
                                                             
324 See the Official Records of the Forty-Fourth Meeting of the Ad Hoc Political Committee (A/818) 4 May 
1949, 218, 241, 242, 301, 347, and 349 in particular. See also Mazzawi, 150-159. 
325 In DocA/818 Resolution by UN Security Council to recommend Israel for admission to the membership 
of the UN, it is worth noting that Egypt voted against admission and the UK abstained from voting. While 
the resolution contended that “Israel is a peace-loving state and is able and willing to carry out the 
obligations carry out the obligations contained in the Charter,” the declaration is silent on the Arab state 
and the lack of borders. The British noted, “it must be admitted that the frontiers of the Jewish state are at 
present quite unsettled not only in detail, but in large and important areas” (Security Council Official 
Records, Third Year, No. 129, p15). Russian similarly noted that the borders had “not been established, are 
underdetermined and vague” but voted in favor after noting that “the territory of the State of Israel has been 
defined by an international document, namely, the General Assembly’s resolution of 29 November 1947, 
which is still in force” (Security Council Official Records, Third Year, No. 129, p 20).  
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would continue to dominate internal fractures and ignorance of the divide (or minimizing 

of its significance) would lead to a loss of external support.  

 

THE LOST YEARS (1948-1967)326 

The new state of Israel and its leaders sought to dominate the territory through 

destruction – destruction of the people, their history, their leadership, and any physical 

manifestation of their past. They continued this trend of denying Palestinians their history 

and excluding them from political practices through the swift enactment of three laws 

that would create both the foundation of the Israeli legal system and the foundation for 

the further attempts at dismantling Palestinian identity over the next thirty years. The first 

significant move made by the Knesset (the Israeli legislative body) was to define who 

would qualify as actual or potential citizens and conversely those who would be excluded 

from such considerations. They achieved this distinction by passing the Law of Return, 

establishing the borders of inclusion, quickly after passing the Absentee Property Law, 

establishing the borders of exclusion. The former asserted that every Jew has the right to 

immigrate to Israel.327 The latter categorized all Arab displaced persons and refugees as 

“absentees,” thus denying them all rights to Israeli citizenship, rights to land in Israeli, 

and rights to their properties that remained in Israel. The law held that any Arab who left 

his or her normal residence between November 29, 1947 and September 1, 1948 to go to 

areas outside of Palestine or to areas within Palestine that were occupied by Arab military 

forces would be considered an absentee, leaving his land and property subject to 

                                                             
326 The time between 1948 and 1967 are known among Palestinians and historians as the lost years as the 
Palestinians lost so much during this time. 
327 The Law of Return established in 1950, is the cornerstone of the Israeli Nationality Law put in place in 
1952 that still establishes the terms and conditions of achieving Israeli citizenship. 
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confiscation. With these two laws, Israel created a system of laws to legalize and support 

its massive seizure of property and made it impossible for non-Jewish Palestinians to ever 

overcome or escape absentee status. The Arabs displaced within the state clearly existed, 

but they were classified under Israeli law as “non-existent” or “absent,” contributing to 

the narrative of vacant land. 

For those Arab Palestinians who were displaced outside of Israeli territories,328 

they were similarly categorized as absentees and were not allowed the right to return. In 

fact, Arabs who fled outside of the Israeli-controlled territory were further burdened with 

the legal distinction of Palestinian refugees. This classification in a unique category of 

refugees who are recognized by the UN Relief Works Agency (UNRWA) as “persons 

whose normal place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946, to 15 May 

1948, and who lost both their homes and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 

conflict.” Israel has never acknowledged the right of these people to return.329 Those 

Arabs who fled or were forcibly pushed out of Palestine were later excluded from the 

                                                             
328 Interestingly, when the Jewish state was declared (it was declared a Jewish state, not an independent or 
sovereign state), the borders of the state were left intentionally undefined. Ben-Gurion reflected on this 
matter in the People’s Executive noting that while, “There was a proposal to determine the borders, and 
there was opposition to this proposal. We decided to evade (and I choose this word intentionally) the matter 
for a simple reason: If the UN fulfills all its resolutions and undertakings and maintains the peace and 
prevents bombardments and uses its powers to execute its own resolutions, then we on our part (and I 
express the opinion of the people) will honour all the resolutions in their entirety. So far the UN has not 
done so… therefore, we are not bound by anything, and we have left this matter open. We did not say no 
UN borders, but neither did we say the opposite. We have left this matter open for developments” 
(Declaration 1948 – State of Israel, Protocols of the Debates vol. 1, p. 19). In an earlier meeting on May 12, 
1948, Ben-Gurion argued that there was no need to limit the state asserting that, “there is no need to say 
what the limits of the state are. And why is that? Because we do not know. If the U.N. insists on its position 
we shall not fight against the U.N. Yet, if the U.N. were not involved in this matter, and they attacked us 
and we defeated them – then we should take Western Galilee and the road on both sides of Jerusalem, and 
all this would become part of the state, provided we were strong enough. Why should we commit 
ourselves?” To see the minutes from these meetings, see The Palestine Yearbook of International Law 
Volume IV. 
329 UNRWA 1993: 368-9. The declaration of the state of Israel says nothing about the creation of an Arab 
state, nor does it define its borders. It is worth noting that these were importantly discussed in the minutes; 
they discussed doing so and respecting the Arab state from the UN’s decision. 



	

 309 

1951 Geneva Convention on the status of refugees on the basis that in 1950 the UNRWA 

took up the particular cause of Palestinian refugees. To be counted as a Palestinian 

refugee, then, a person had to have lost both their residence and livelihood, and they had 

the good fortune of fleeing to one of the few countries where the UNRWA operates. This 

was problematic for a number of reasons. Tens of thousands of potential “refugees” lost 

their ability to claim that title for being nomads. The Bedouins, for instance, lost access to 

their grazing lands, thus having lost their means of livelihood, but due to their nomadic 

status were denied status as they did not have homes to lose. Those who fled to the 

Western part of Jerusalem did not count as refugees as they had not been deprived of 

their livelihood. Similarly, the hundreds of thousands of Palestinians who fled to Egypt or 

other countries where the UNRWA did not operate were denied the status of Palestinian 

refugee. Thus of the estimated 1.3 million displaced Palestinians, less than 700,000 were 

considered Palestinian refugees and the remainder were ineligible for consideration as 

refugees under the Geneva convention when it was implemented a year later.330 

While the distinction of the UNRWA definition was intended to determine who 

was in need of assistance, the UNRWA and the governments of the “host” states as well 

as Israel used it to determine the political rights of refugees. Unlike other refugees, 

Palestinian refugees and those who failed to meet the conditions of that status did not 

receive international protection. Under the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees from the UNHCR, refugees receive international protection, but as the 

Palestinian refugees and those who failed to meet that criteria are exempt from those 

                                                             
330 Overtime this system was complicated by the transference of refugee status across generations. 
Registration is patrilineal and any children born to a registered refugee mother but a non-registered father 
are not eligible for registration. Similarly, the children of an unmarried refugee woman would be ineligible 
for registration. 
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protections. While the UNRWA on occasion took on the task of protection, it lacked the 

mandate and resources to carry out protection. What’s more, while the Arab Palestinians 

were denied recognition as refugees in need of protection, the UN Conciliation 

Commission for Palestine while initially charged to provide protection for the Palestinian 

refugees ceased to work for the implementation of protection in the early 1950s (Schulz, 

2003, 27). The UNRWA was structured around a mission of rehabilitation of the 

refugees, with the aim to make them self-supporting by providing temporary welfare and 

to create work opportunities. Thus, it served more as a development tool than as an 

organization concerned with the political rights of the refugees. 

For the UN and its constituent organs, the UNRWA served as a way to assimilate 

some of the displaced Palestinians. For the displaced Palestinians, UNRWA ration cards 

became significant, not as the UN had intended as a tool of social welfare (it surely was 

an exclusive and elusive one of those), but it became significant as the only document 

linking individual refugees with their loss, and it consequently became a weighty symbol 

of Palestinian identity for the masses (Husseini, 2000, p. 52; Schulz, 2003, p. 37; and 

Shamir, 1980, p. 152). Moreover, the UN distinction of this special class of refugees 

aligned with the absentee law in Israel further reinforcing the notion that because these 

Palestinians had not remained on the land during the war, they had lost all of their rights 

to return to and live in their native land. Israel made no significant proposal to repatriate 

the 1948 refugees and their position towards the Arabs has always been resettlement 

elsewhere. To further complicate matters, the Knesset put in place the Law for Preventing 

Infiltration in 1954 to prevent the entry of Palestinian refugees (of any variety) or their 

sympathizers into Israel as well as to allow for their expedient expulsion. 
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As for the Arabs who remained in what was then Israel, their status as absentees 

within the state was further complicated by further discriminatory application of law and 

a militarized approach to governing.331 During the initial years of the state of Israel, 

proposals offering up less desirable alternatives such as assimilating the Arabs (or 

Israelizing them and erasing their Arab identity) and liberalization were quickly 

dismissed, and Israeli institutions opted for a coordinated plan of constant control and 

supervision to address the Arab problem. To achieve this, Israel implemented a 

segregation practices and military law to maintain them. The military kept close watch on 

the Palestinians, and closed down any groups or individuals who attempted to organize 

the population (Ghanem, 2001, p. 20-24; Lustick, 1980, p. 130-135; and Smooha, 1980b). 

Arabs were removed from positions of authority, freedom of movement was restricted, 

freedom of expression was practically non-existent,332 notables were offered the 

opportunity to “voluntarily transfer” to neighboring countries, and Arabs remaining 

within Israel were isolated from the rest of the population.333 

 With the hostile climate in both the Arab states and within Israel, Palestinians 

from the lower and middle classes (or rather what had been the lower and middle classes) 

were focused largely on the politics of the everyday – feeding their families, finding a 

safe place to sleep, surviving. The Arab residents of Israel were reluctant to articulate 

their frustrations with and opposition to the discrimination they faced in the early years. 

                                                             
331 Venziman and Mansour (1992) have an interesting discussion on how economic policies were viewed 
by the Israeli government as a zero-sum game where what was good for the Arabs directly hurt the Jews. 
They discuss the consideration of equal wages in particular and show how discussion on equal wages 
yielded concerns over how they might lead to the Arabs being able to establish their own economic, 
political, and cultural centers; as a result, the Israelis opted for systemic disparity of economic rewards to 
maintain Jewish dominance (p. 127-178). 
332 All mandate era newspapers were closed down and associations of Arabs were highly restricted and 
monitored. 
333 R. Cohen (2006, Chapter 1) discusses this proposal and how the term voluntary is used quite loosely. 
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The small attempts at political organization within the state were quickly squashed by the 

Israeli state. Consequently, there was very little time for political activity and the notion 

of Palestinian identity for the absentees and refugees was tied to loss that most were 

unable to articulate (Muslih, 1988). For a brief moment, two notable movements 

organized from the lower- and middle-class Palestinians got some traction. The first 

group, El-Ard was organized and led by members of the general public with the goal of 

achieving complete equality and social justice for all classes of people in Israel and to 

find a just solution for the Palestine problem as a whole (McDowall, 1990, p. 150). 

Similar to this endeavor was Elias Koussa’s Arab Party that was similarly interested in 

improving the conditions of the Palestinians residing in Israel (Ghanem, 2001, p. 19). In a 

similar vein, Palestinians not from the notable class in Gaza and the West Bank began 

spontaneously organizing as fedayeen, militants or guerillas, who carried out small-scale 

attacks on Israel and embodied a nationalist Palestinian spirit indicative of an alternative 

non-religious, non-Arab League controlled identity (Khalidi, 2006). 

On the other hand, the notables who remained in Israeli territory, the West Bank, 

and the Gaza Strip tried to maintain their positions of authorities and community leaders. 

The Israelis mimicked the British’s behavior (and oddly enough the Ottoman’s practice) 

of enhancing social control through co-opting the elites. The few resources that were 

distributed in the military controlled territories were done through the remaining elite. As 

a result, Israel reinforced the notables’ positions as heads of communities but made their 

positions tied to the stability of the state. Unlike notable classes in other Arab states that 

were displaced with increasing frequency in the 1950s and 1960s, the Palestinian 

notables retained their positions with help of the Israeli state by acting as intermediaries 
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(Lustick, 1980; Robinson, 1997). Consequently, the Arab Palestinians residing in Israel 

and the Occupied Territories developed a complicated relationship with the notables. 

These was an air of distrust of both the notables and the Arab League for the abysmal and 

embarrassing failure during the Nakba; this was complicated with the seemingly friendly 

relationship that the notables had with the state of Israel allowing them to retain their 

positions of power but failing to make significant improvements in the daily lives of the 

Palestinian people. 

Amin Al-Husayni and several of the other leaders from the AHC had temporarily 

fled to neighboring states and under the guidance of the Arab League began to establish 

the All-Palestine Government, which all but subsumed and mirrored the AHC in 

consisting primarily of al-Husayni’s relatives and other friendly notables. While al-

Husayni became less pivotal, his conception of a so-called traditional, religious 

Palestinian identity became the foundation of the All-Palestine Government, which 

moved back to establish itself in Gaza and maintained its notable structure and close ties 

to the Arab League. Equally regarded with caution were the many notables who had fled 

and largely taken refuge in neighboring states334 and took on roles in the Arab League. 

While the Palestinians were at the center of the conversation at the Arab League and the 

actions it took on the Palestinian question, the Palestinians themselves became marginal 

in the efforts with Arab states, particularly those that shared borders with Mandate 

Palestine (Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, and Transjordan) taking the lead. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, the Arab League issued thousands of declarations in favor 

of a war against Zionism and the establishment of a Palestinian state, but Palestinians 

                                                             
334 Some of the notables had been exiled during the war, many notably to the Seychelles.  
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themselves “served only as fig leaves whose role in events and decision-making were 

marginal” (Ghanem, 2001, p. 18). Outside of the Israeli territories, notables created a 

number of organizations and political groupings for the growing diaspora. In the 1964, 

the Arab League created the Palestinian Liberation Organization as an umbrella 

organization for the political groups in the diaspora. The creation of the group and the 

election of Yasser Arafat, head of the Fatah, as chairman signaled the beginning of a new 

path and a harsh departure for the increasingly distinct Palestinian classes in their 

political goals and understandings of their own identities. This was exacerbated by the 

support that the PLO received from the new wave of Arab socialism that spread across 

the region in the mid 1960s as the Ba’ath party took power in Syria and Iraq. These 

leading members of the Arab League and those most active on the Palestinian question 

recognized the PLO as the representatives of the Palestinian people as a whole, doing 

little for groups who did not fall under the auspices of the notable-led organization 

(Muslih, 1988; Nakhleh & Zureik, 1980). 

As a result of the domination of the Palestinians by the new state of Israel, the 

conflicting categorization of refugee vs. non-refugee, the international community’s 

unwillingness to involve itself in the problem, and the internal region and class divides, 

the “lost years” mark a time when four distinct identities evolved and concretized among 

Palestinians, setting the stage for future political dynamics. Those divisions are largely 

glossed over in international politics dealing with the Palestinians following the Nakba as 

the history of the Palestinians and their identities is oversimplified and attributed to the 

history of the notables allied under the AHC who eventually form the Palestinian 

Authority. The other identities (of those who were granted refugee status, those who were 
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externally displaced but were denied refugee status, and those internally displaced) were 

pushed to the background and consequently snubbed by IOs, the state of Israel, and other 

members of the international community in the years that follow. Treating the 

Palestinians as a one-dimensional political subject makes attempts at “problem solving” 

for the Palestinians highly problematic and resulted in a number of confusing political 

interactions. In the sections that follow, I will explore how these deep divisions in 

Palestinian identity impacted the varied responses of the Palestinian population to 

changing policies and practices of the international community from the late 1960s to 

today. 

 

A NOTABLE DEPARTURE: CONTESTED LEADERSHIP WITH NOTABLES 

AND ARAB ALLIES (1967-1987) 

 While internal contestation over Palestinian identity continued on, the external 

recognition of the PLO by both Arab supporters and other international actors in the late 

1960s led to a general international consensus about the PLO’s position as representative 

of the Palestinian people as a whole. This became increasingly problematic for those 

Palestinians who did not subscribe to the version of Palestinian identity the PLO 

proffered and did not support the goals or tactics of the PLO. At its creation, the PLO 

explicitly stated their goal was the destruction of the state of Israel through armed 

struggle, replacing it with an independent Palestinian state. While this statist, religiously 

structured, notable identity was contested from those Palestinians outside of the PLO, 

even internal the PLO there was much contestation in the 1960s, particularly over the 

tactics of the Fatah, created by Cairo-born Yasser Arafat to conduct guerilla warfare 
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operations against Israel; the group embraced Arafat’s phrase “Revolution until victory” 

as a sort of mantra (Muslih, 1988). At the same time that the notable-led PLO gained in 

power and recognition, the PFLP was founded by non-notable refugees who failed to 

meet the UN criteria for refugee status (Perrson, 2015; Peteet, 1991; Robinson, 1997). 

The PFLP was backed in the early 1960s by Syria and over the decade gained support 

from Syria, south Yemen, Libya, and Iraq with some wavering support from China and 

the Soviet Union. 

After the Six-Day War of 1967 when Israel attacked Egypt under the banner of 

preemption having seen Egyptian military build-up in the Sinai Peninsula, Israel gained 

control of the Gaza Strip (previously retained by Egypt) as well as East Jerusalem and the 

West Bank (previously held by Jordan), defeating the combined forces of Egypt, Syria, 

Jordan, Iraq, PFLP, and the PLO. While this defeat was embarrassing to the Arab states 

and the PLO, it served to close the division within the PLO, making the Fatah the 

dominant group guiding the PLO, bringing the PFLP temporarily under the umbrella of 

the PLO, and resulting in Arafat being appointed chairman of the PLO in February of 

1969. It also radically changed the external support from the international community. 

Immediately after the war, the Arab state support for the Palestinians and the PLO began 

to falter. In the aftermath of the war, the Arab League convened and issued the Khartoum 

Resolution in which Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and 

Sudan adopted the three no’s: no peace with Israel, no recognition of Israel, and no 

negotiations with Israel (Muslih, 1988; Nakhleh & Zureik, 1980). Fighting continued on 

and off over the next several years with Israel, but tensions between Arab League states 

and the PLO began to worsen. Newly transformed Jordan had concerns about what an 
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independent West Bank under control of the PLO would mean for the stability of Jordan. 

This was particularly important as nearly one-third of the West Bank residents were 

Jordanian, and during the initial partition following 1948, the Jordanians imposed 

themselves as the ruling minority of the territory; while this angered many of the 

Palestinians from non-notable classes, notables who had fled to Jordan and were not 

allied with the PLO had voted in October 1948 that the Palestinian territory then held by 

Jordan ought to merge with Jordan, a decision King Hussein used to justify his 

occupation of the territory.335 King Hussein thought the PLO served as a threat to both 

the Jordanian residents still residing in the West Bank who had been clashing with their 

Palestinian neighbors and also to the stability of Jordan as a whole as Palestinians 

residing in the West Bank had made increasingly frequent attacks against Jordan.  

Following in the (mis)steps of the international community, Jordan negotiated the 

7-point Agreement with the PLO leadership to settle the hostilities between Palestinians 

and Jordanians, which was particularly important as the PLO tried to utilize the Jordanian 

border with Israel as a route in. Unfortunately, while the leaders of the PLO, the Fatah, 

preached non-involvement in Jordanian affairs and tried to uphold their end of the deal, 

divisions of the Palestinian militia, some within the PLO and some outside, violated those 

terms. Notably, left-wing Palestinian organizations like the PFLP, who quickly split from 

the PLO, and the DFLP that were organized by and comprised of displaced non-notables, 

began to question the legitimacy of Hussein’s monarchy in Jordan and created what 

would become deep seeded hostilities over their anti-religious statements and actions. 

                                                             
335 This decision was reaffirmed in December of 1948 when a Second Palestine Arab Conference was held 
in Jericho and it was resolved that Palestine and Jordan should be united. For an interesting discussion of 
King Hussein’s role, see Mazzawi (1997).  
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Violence in Jordan escalated between the various Palestinian organizations and Jordanian 

state such that in February of 1970, King Hussein issued a ten-point edict restricting 

activities of all Palestinian organizations all while the war with Israel raged on in the 

background. After a failed attempt at a cease fire led by the U.S.,336 tensions worsened 

ushering in Black September when Palestinian organizations engaged in increased attacks 

on Jordan and initiated the well known aircraft hijackings “to bring special attention to 

the Palestinian problem” (Salibi, 1998, p. 236). Because of the hostility and threat to 

Jordanian security, King Hussein turned his efforts on routing out Palestinians from 

Jordanian territory, and within a year and a half, Jordan had made peace with Israel and 

successfully, if not violently, destroyed any remaining Palestinian resistance and pushing 

thousands of Palestinian fighters into Lebanon (Farah, 1999; Salibi, 1998).  

As a result of this turbulent time, the PLO came under increased scrutiny by many 

former allies in the international community for failing to uphold its agreements, notably 

with Jordan. As a result of the conflict in Jordan, the Palestinians writ large lost support 

from the state of Jordan, so much so that the Jordanian king issued a decree forbidding 

the use of the word “Palestine” in official government documents.337 Because the 

president of Egypt, Nasser, had agreed to what most Palestinian organizations agreed to 

be terrible terms in the failed ceasefire attempt, tensions between Egypt and the 

Palestinians had begun to falter and were made all the worse when Nasser died at the end 

of September, leaving the PLO in particular but the Palestinians in general without their 

                                                             
336 The Roger’s Plan called for a cease-fire between Egypt (and Jordan) and Israel as well as an Israeli 
withdrawal from territories occupied in 1967, returning the West Bank to Jordan. Both notable-led 
organizations like the PLO and the popular organizations PFLP and DFLP opposed the plan. 
337 See Decree issued by King Abdallah in March 1950 as well as Mishal (1978, p. 1-2). 
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primary champion in the Arab League and with the PLO leadership questioning the 

commitment of Egypt in general. 

The influx of Palestinian refugees into Lebanon in 1948 and then again in 1967 

followed by the 1971 influx of Palestinian fighters out of Jordan worsened already tense 

relations with Lebanon. Lebanon has expressed solidarity with the PLO through the 

Sunni Muslims. While the Palestinian forces, predominantly the PLO, gained support in 

the early seventies from leftist, pan-Arab Muslim groups throughout Lebanon,338 fighting 

in Lebanon between Palestinians and Arab nationalists and Maronites was heighted with 

Israel supporting the Maronites and later with Syria first seemingly on both sides to aid 

the Maronites and bring the PLO back under Syrian influence. 339 With the civil war in 

Lebanon, the PLO and the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon lost both the support of 

Lebanon and eventually the support of Syria. The loss of Syria was particularly gutting as 

Syria had been a strong supporter for non-UN recognized refugee organization, PFLP, 

along with south Yemen, Libya, and Iraq whose support also waned during this period. 

Shifts in External Support: Unexpected Allies 

Elsewhere states like Turkey and France called for the immediate withdrawal of 

Israel from occupied territories but did little beyond that. States like Germany and the 

Netherlands, however, stood firmly in opposition to the Palestinian people refusing to 

even utilize the language of “Palestinian” or “Palestinian people” in lieu of labels of 

“refugees,” “illegal persons,” or “displaced persons” (Farsoun & Zechariah, 1997).  

Following the increase in conflict in the region, the United Nations Security Council 

                                                             
338 Notably, the Lebanese National Movement (Al-Harakat al-Wataniyya al-Lubnaniyya) and Lebanese 
National Resistance Front (Jabhat al-Muqawama al-Wataniyya al-Lubnaniyya or its acronym Jammoul). 
339 For extended conversations about the role of Palestinians in the Lebanese Civil War and the impact of 
the war on Palestinians, see: Cromer 2004. 



	

 320 

issued Resolution 242 in 1967 calling for Israel to withdraw “from territories occupied in 

the recent conflict” (S/Res/242). The document refers to refugees but is noticeably silent 

in invoking the location of Palestine or the category of Palestinian people. 

Unsurprisingly, such international outcries did little to alter the behavior of Israel or the 

Palestinian people. While critical of the state of Israel, the UN and western states did 

little to intervene on behalf of the Palestinian people. This lack of intervention is 

unsurprising as though there was much outrage for how the “refugees” and “displaced 

persons” were being treated, there was a consistent denial of the Palestinian component 

of their identity in the outrage. This form of denial through exclusion became the modus 

operandi of much of the west in regards to the Palestinians for the next seven years.  

With the relative acceptance of the denial myth by the West, Israel was 

emboldened and enacted harsher treatment of the Palestinians, resulting in an extremely 

violent occupation of UN recognized Palestinian spaces. Alongside this persistent denial 

of the Palestinian component of their identity and increased violence from the Israeli 

state, the various Palestinian organizations begin to unite in their ideology and their 

practices. The late sixties saw organizations like the PFLP and DFLP join the PLO under 

its umbrella, bringing non-notable-led organizations and Palestinian refugee 

organizations together with the notable lead group. Together, these groups vehemently 

denounced the occupation of Palestinian spaces as illegal and demanded the withdrawal 

of Israeli forces as well as the return of their territories to their rightful owners. The 

broadening of the PLO umbrella, however, brought groups like Black September (who 

would be responsible for attacks like the Munich massacre) and more fringe violent 

parties like the Fatah under the auspices of the PLO (Muslih, 1988).  
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Violence between Israel and the Palestinians increased,340 coming to head with 

the 1973 Israeli raid on Lebanon341 where Israel Defense Forces attacked several PLO 

targets in Beirut and Sidon, killing dozens including three high-level PLO leaders. This 

latest attack motivated a significant shift in organization, objectives, and self-concept of 

the PLO. At the 12th session of the Palestine National Council in June of 1974, the PLO 

created the Ten Point Program (also known as the Phased Plan) which called for the 

establishment of a national authority “over every part of Palestinian territory that is 

liberated” with the ultimate aim of “completing the liberation of all Palestinian territory.” 

While this program aimed as the reclamation of Palestinian territory, it was not without 

controversy internally. The PFLP, which had come under the umbrella of the PLO was 

opposed to the plan, claiming that it hewed too closely to the vision of the UN partition 

plan, allowing Israel to continue to exist in what the PFLP viewed as fundamentally 

Palestinian land. Several radical groups shared the PFLP’s concerns, and over the next 

year would all leave the “umbrella” of the PLO.342 This fracturing of the PLO as an 

umbrella organization was hastened by the October 1974 resolution by the Arab League 

declaring the PLO the “sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people” (Sela, 

                                                             
340 Including a number of hijackings, attacks on refugee camps, bombings, assassinations, and other 
organized and unorganized violence by both parties.  
341 The raid on April 9th and 19th is also known as Operation Spring of Youth which was part of the Israeli 
offensive against the Palestinians known as Operation Wrath of God. The larger operation was motivated 
by the Munich massacre and initially targeted members of the terrorist group Black September but 
eventually was expanded to include the PLO. 
342 These groups include the Arab Liberation Front, As-Sa’iqa, the Fatah-Revolutionary Council, the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), the Palestinian Popular Struggle Front (PPSF), 
and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine – General Command (an offshoot of the larger PFLP 
composed primarily of Palestinian refugees in Syria).  
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2002, p. 158) furthering the schism between the notable-led (and Arab League backed) 

PLO and the non-notable-led organizations.343 

With this new recognition agreed upon unanimously by the Arab states (though 

contested by Palestinians), PLO chairman Arafat addressed the UN General Assembly in 

October of 1974 clarifying the PLO’s position, recognizing the state of Israel, and 

reaffirming the Palestinian desire for statehood. In response to the continued chaos in the 

region and to Arafat’s address, the United Nations General Assembly adopted Resolution 

3236 in 1974, which reaffirmed the “inalienable rights of the Palestinian people in 

Palestine, including: (a) the right to self-determination without external interference; (b) 

the right to national independent and sovereignty” as well as “the inalienable rights of the 

Palestinians to return to their homes and property form which they have been displaced 

and uproot, and calls for their return” (UN GAOR 3236).344 This resolution essentially 

called for a reinstating of the UN Partition borders, with the General Assembly stating the 

“the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination could be implemented only if 

Israel evacuated the Palestinian territory it had occupied by force… and if Israel 

permitted the refugees and the displaced Palestinians who had been uprooted or expelled 

or had fled during and after the hostilities of 1948 and 1967 to return to their homes and 

property” (Section 33). The UN took the position that “the establishment of an 

independent Palestinian state, in accordance with the principles of the Charter of the 

                                                             
343 At the same time, this decision weakened the PLO’s relationship with Jordan, but also Jordan’s 
relationship with non-PLO Palestinian groups in Gaza as the declaration required King Hussein to 
relinquish his claim to speak for the Palestinians and any goals of uniting Palestinian territory with Jordan. 
While this weakened relations with Jordan, it also productively weakened the US’s position as then 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger had publicly noted that he and the Israelis preferred to negotiate with 
Hussein than with the PLO (see Bickerton & Klausner, 2002, p. 174-178).  
344 See also UN GAOR 31st Session, Supplement 25 (A/31/35) which gave demonstrable effect to the 
resolution by establishing the committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People. 
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United Nations, was a prerequisite for peace in the Middle East” (Section 34) was in line 

with previous UN resolutions, and was “long overdue” (Section 66).345 In making this 

resolution, the UN formalized its contact with PLO346 and added the “Question of 

Palestine” to the formal UN agenda. It is notable that while this resolution passed in the 

General Assembly, the votes to pass the resolution largely came from the G77, the Arab 

states, and the Eastern bloc, mirroring the support that the Palestinian people were getting 

outside of the UN.  The vote broke down to 89 votes in favor of the resolution (with 55 of 

the G77, all Arab states, and all members of the Eastern Bloc), 8 votes rejecting the 

resolution (Bolivia, Chile, Costa Rica, Iceland, Israel, Nicaragua, Norway, and the United 

States), and 37 abstentions. It is worth noting that the members of the G77 who voted to 

reject the resolution are those who had direct Cold War ties to the United States and, 

unsurprisingly, voted with the United States (Bolivia, Chile, Costa Rica, and 

Nicaragua).347  

 While some of the various organs of the UN came out formally recognizing the 

Palestinian people, and their claim to the land, their support was significantly limited by 

the reluctance and refusal of powerful Western states to act. The PLO gained standing 

and the Question of Palestine was formally on the agenda throughout the UN, but support 

in the form of intervention, sanctions or capital (or resources) did not follow from the 

west’s most powerful actors. One place where the Palestinians gained significant support 

was from the burgeoning European Community. While Germany stood resolutely in 

                                                             
345 After referring to several past resolutions by the General Assembly and Security Council, the resolution 
notes that “the time for urgent implementation of these resolutions is long overdue.” 
346 Text explicitly states that the General Assembly, “Requests the Secretary General establish contacts 
with the Palestine Liberation Organization on all matters concerning the question of Palestine.” 
347 A similar pattern of voting can be seen with the recently independent former British colonies that 
followed the crown in abstaining. 
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opposition to Palestinian claims of territory and identity (refusing even to use the term 

Palestinian in official government statements), the rest of the European community was 

slowly more amenable to their plight. While the “problem of the Middle East” was added 

onto their agenda in 1971, the European Community did not recognize or mention 

Palestinians or people living in Palestine as a part of the “just peace” they advocated for 

in the Middle East (Bulletin of the EC 6-1971, p. 31). It was not until two years later 

when the Palestinians were mentioned as a part of the European Community’s Official 

Proceedings. At that time, however, the European Community took a giant leap forwards 

in recognizing the deprivation of Palestinians legitimate human rights (Bulletin of the EC 

10-1973, p. 106). This was the first time a non-Arab state had positively associated 

Palestinian rights. The EC continued to reaffirm this position lending ideological support 

to the Palestinians acknowledging that, “a solution to the conflict in the Middle East will 

be possible only if the legitimate right of the Palestinian people to give effective 

expression to its national identity is translated into fact, which would take into account 

the need for a homeland for the Palestinian people” (Bulletin of the EC 6-1977, p. 62). 

Throughout the 1970’s, the European Community continued to invoke this language of 

“legitimate rights” of the Palestinian people and their “national identity” which 

noticeably mirrored the Balfour declaration. While Germany remained reluctant, the 

enlargement of the EC and the temporary peace offered by the first Camp David Accords 

in 1978 swayed the community and Germany in favor of the Palestinians. The EC went 

so far as to explicitly support the PLO in their call for self-determination in 1979 and 

1980, and in 1980 made the Venice Declaration, which reaffirmed Europe’s de facto 

support for the self-determination of the Palestinian people with the PLO (Perrson, 2015).  
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 As formal support for and recognition of the Palestinians increased in 

international institutions led by ally states both from the East and West, Israel 

reinvigorated its campaign to denounce the Palestinians, distort their identities, and deny 

their claims to the land. While the previous approach had been focused on revisionist 

history and denial, the new approach focused not simply on refusing to acknowledge a 

past but on a distortion of the Palestinian identity. Official statements from Israeli 

authorities played on sentiment and disgust in attempts to ally the international 

community against the Palestinians. There was a decrease in the invocation of terms like 

refugee and displaced person which had been the hallmark of Israel’s position towards 

the population. In their stead, Palestinians were increasingly described in the language of 

criminality as terrorists, thugs, and vagrants, with the Israeli cabinet calling the PLO the 

“Arab SS” first in June of 1980, a phrase that was quickly and repeatedly invoked by 

other Israeli government offices and officers.348  

 This animosity towards the Palestinians as a whole but the PLO specifically 

continued to grow in Israel. While the Camp David accords formally ended the war 

between Israel and Egypt, violence between Israel and various Palestinian groups 

persisted. The PLO actively tried to engage diplomatically and non-violently with Israel 

through international organizations, and other groups including the PFLP, Black 

September (and its offshoots), and factions of Fatah opposed to the comparatively mild 

approach of the PLO continued to engage in violent confrontations with Israel. The 

attempted assassination of an Israeli ambassador in London in 1980 by one such anti-

PLO and anti-Arafat offshoot (Abu Nidal) prompted a breakdown in negotiations 
                                                             
348 The Israeli Cabinet statement on the Venice Declaration, June 15, 1980. 
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between Israel and the PLO. Israeli officials took the attempt as a pretext to again invade 

Lebanon in 1982 in an attempt to oust the PLO. In doing so, Israeli troops worked with 

the Lebanese Christian paramilitary group to target not only PLO leaders, killing an 

estimated thirty high-ranking officials, but also to target Palestinian refugees in camps in 

Sabra and Shatila, massacring some 2,750 Palestinian refugees.349 In equating all 

Palestinians with the PLO, Israel ultimately empowered the PLO and aided in solidifying 

the Palestinian identity under the group despite the persistence of other groups and 

significant divisions between them. 

 This resurgence in violence in Lebanon against all Palestinians regardless of their 

allegiances or ties to the PLO was the first of several such attacks against the civilian 

population. Ultimately, intentional targeting of civilians threw the Palestinian community 

into conflict as the PLO was both blamed and called upon to respond by differing 

factions of Palestinians. The PLO resolved its internal conflict and brought disparate 

groups under its umbrella, finally serving as a representative of the Palestinian people it 

had long claimed to be. Ultimately, the violence against the civilian population served as 

a catalyst for the consolidation of Palestinian identity. This was demonstrated at the 18th 

session of the Palestine National Council in April of 1987 in Algiers where 

representatives from Fatah, the Arab Liberation Front, The Palestine Liberation Front, the 

PFLP, the DFLP, the Palestine Communist party and nine other Palestinian groups were 

                                                             
349 The Israeli Invasion of Lebanon in 1978 and in 1982 occurred amid tension between the PLO and 
Lebanese officials who were already weary of the PLO’s use of Lebanon to attack Israel since 1975. While 
the 1982 attack might have served to further exacerbate those tensions, the violation of Lebanon’s 
sovereignty and the massacres of Palestinian refugees served to bolster Lebanon’s support for the PLO and 
the Palestinian community. See Lebanese references to the Israeli attacks on the refugee camp of Tal al-
Zaatar throughout 1982. 
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brought together and formed a new executive committee.350 Not only did the session 

itself mark a notable period of coming together for these disparate groups, the 

proceedings themselves also indicate the consolidation and cooperation among them. 

While this was the first time these parties all participated in the election of the new 

executive community, the elections occurred without much dispute with Arafat 

surprisingly getting reelected unanimously and unanimous approval of multiple 

resolutions being passed especially in regards to Egypt and Syria).351  

 This consolidation behind the PLO can be seen beyond the unified front presented 

at the meeting, notably in statements from the ALF, the Palestine Community Party, the 

PFLP, and DFLP (among other groups) that mirrored the PLO’s language and message. 

This aligns with my expectations (in Figure 1.3) that as a group increasingly gains 

external support that increasingly aligns with the group’s internal notion of identity, the 

group’s identity becomes more solidified. At the same time, however, this support and 

consolidation elicits assimilationist policies from the host state, in this case, violent 

assimilation.  

 Following the proclamation of the 198th session of the Palestinian National 

Council featuring the alignment of Palestinian expressions of identity, Israel just six 

months later carried out Operation Wooden Leg in an attempt to destroy the leadership of 

the PLO and counter the consolidation of the Palestinians. The operation, an air raid on 

the PLO headquarters outside of Tunis, killed much of the PLO leadership (estimates 
                                                             
350 This was the first time that four primarily outsider parties, notably the PFLP, the DFLP, and the 
Palestine Communist party joined in the creation of the executive committee.  
351 The Journal of Palestine Studies has an interesting and detailed account of the proceedings from the 
meeting in its 1987 issue including notes about Fatah leader’s side meetings with leaders from the PFLP 
and the DFLP that resulted in unanimity on resolutions that had previously been quite contentious.  
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range from 47-71 dead and 100 wounded). The raid was met with strong condemnation 

by the international community, bringing more positive instances of recognition out from 

various states and institutions. Such asymmetrical violence from Israel directed at the 

PLO and the Palestinian civilian populations set the region even more on edge, ultimately 

resulting in the first intifada. 

 

CONVERGENCE ON A UNITARY PALESTINIAN IDENTITY (1987-ON) 

 In December of 1987 in response to increased targeting of Palestinians, 

particularly civilian and refugee populations, the PLO led Palestinians across the region 

in what would be known as the First Intifada, an invocation of revolution until victory 

that would last until 1993. This period was marked by predominantly non-violent actions 

throughout the Occupied Territories that were met with significant crackdowns by the 

state of Israel. According B’Tselem,352 the first Intifada claimed a total of 1,489 

Palestinian lives and 185 Israeli lives. Of the Palestinians, 1,376 were killed by the Israeli 

military, while 113 were killed by Israeli civilians. These numbers include a total of 304 

Palestinians classified as minors (under 18 years). Among the Israeli casualties, 94 were 

civilians killed by Palestinians, while 91 were soldiers killed during fighting (B’Tselem, 

nd). 

 During the Intifada, the PLO leadership focused on uniting the national identity of 

the Palestinians, highlighting the shared history of the disparate groups of UN-recognized 

Palestinian refugees, other refugees, Palestinians in Occupied Territories, Palestinians 

who had sought shelter elsewhere, and Palestinians residing in the state of Israel, 
                                                             
352 B’Tselem is the Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories.  
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emphasizing a shared sense of self, of past, and a unified vision of the future tied to a 

Palestinian state. This is most evident and was signaled to the rest of the world in the 

1988 Declaration of Independence of the State of Palestine in November of 1988. In it, 

the PLO called upon Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, the Treaty of 

Lausanne to assert that the Palestinian Arab people were no different from other Arab 

peoples who found themselves detached form the Ottoman Empire. In making this claim, 

the Palestine National Council accepted the United Nations General Assembly’s Partition 

Resolution 181(II) of 1947, Resolution 242, Resolution 338, and condemned acts of 

terrorism. Arafat reiterated this cohesion and call for international recognition of the 

Palestinian people one month later when he addressed the UN General Assembly in 

Geneva.353 In response, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 43/177 and 

43/178, calling for measures to terminate Israeli occupation of Palestinian territory 

wherein the UN “acknowledges the proclamation of the state of Palestine by the Palestine 

National Council” and “affirms the need to enable the Palestinian people to exercise their 

sovereignty over their territories occupied since 1967.” The UN also took the significant 

step in A/Res/43/177 mandating that the “designation ‘Palestine’ should be used in place 

of the designation ‘Palestine Liberation Organization’ in the United Nations system” and 

called in A/Res/43/178 for states to aid the Palestinian people. Following the UNGA’s 

footsteps, the US and UK joined other Arab States, agreeing to open dialogue with the 

state of Palestine.354 At the same time, the Israeli coalition government collapsed as 

                                                             
353 The US had denied him a VISA to travel to the United States, maintaining he had ties to a terrorist 
organization, holding the Israeli line when it came to PLO leadership. 
354 While most Arab states had held this position for some time, it is worth noting that Jordon only formally 
supported the creation of a Palestinian state since July of 1988 as King Hussein had not formally clarified 
lingering uncertainty about Jordan’s ties to the West Bank. While Jordan had distanced itself from 
governing practices following clashes within the PLO in the early 1970s and had recognized the PLO as the 
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several leaders proposed negotiations with the PLO on behalf of all Palestinians in Israel 

and in Israeli-occupied territories. This schism among Israeli elites occurred alongside the 

influx of Jews from the former Soviet Union355 and members of the Beta Israel 

community of Ethiopia356 who aligned with the newly formed right-wing anti-Palestinian 

governing party headed by Likud.  

 In the following two months, most western states adopted language explicitly 

naming and referencing Palestinians and Palestine in their official statements. The US 

State Department began issuing statements in 1989 recognizing the Palestinian people 

and criticizing Israeli human rights practices towards Palestinian populations. While the 

US would suspend formal diplomatic relations with the PLO in 1990 following the Iraqi 

invasion of Kuwait, they maintained their use of and references to Palestinians, not 

reverting to the denial of that identity, maintaining their departure from Israel’s lead in 

utilizing denialist and criminalizing language. 

 While most of the West continued this recognition of the Palestinian people and 

Palestine without utilizing criminalizing or denialist language, Israel’s new right-wing 

government doubled down on the vilifying language and increased its attempts to control 

and expel Palestinians from Israel and to regain control over the West Bank and Gaza. 

Part of this campaign included the deportation of 415 Palestinians who were suspected of 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
sole legitimate representatives of the Palestinian people in 1974 at the Arab summit, Jordan continued 
administrative and financial support to the Palestinians in the West Bank leaving some to question whether 
Jordan sought to subsume the territory or support a Palestinian state including the West Bank.  
355 Approximately 979,000 Soviet Jews immigrated to Israel following the collapse of the Soviet Union as a 
part of the Post-Soviet aliyah. See Tolts (2009) for a detailed description of the Jewish demographic 
transformation resulting from the early stages of the Post-Soviet aliyah. 
356 Because of the great famine of 1983-1985 in Ethiopia, several thousand Ethiopian Jews moved to Israel. 
While this is not recognized as a separate aliyah because of the smaller size, the organized immigration of 
some 8,000 people into Israel organized by the state of Israel in Operation Moses and Operation Joshua led 
to an influx of very politically active and fairly right wing Jews from Ethiopia in the late 80s.  
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pro-Islamic sympathies to southern Lebanon in 1992. This move, along with increased 

policing of Palestinians still living in Israel served to align the Palestinians in Israel with 

the PLO. This alignment became more concretized as Israel aggressively restricted the 

movement of Palestinians between the territories and Israel, initiating the Israeli policy of 

closures and restrictions. These closures and the increased violence between the 

Palestinians and Israel prompted the Oslo Accords which initiated a significant change in 

recognition from both parties. 

 Following the Oslo Accords on September 9, 1993, then PLO Chairman Yasser 

Arafat sent a letter to then Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin declaring the PLO’s 

recognition of Israel’s right to exist, expressing its commitment to a peaceful resolution 

of conflict, and reaffirming the intention to create a Palestinian National Council. The 

letter became basis on which Israel “decided to recognize the PLO as the representatives 

of the Palestinian people” and commended negotiations with it.357 In a third letter dated 

September 9, 1993, Arafat wrote to Norwegian Foreign Minister Johan Host, who hosted 

the Oslo accords, noting that “the PLO encourages and calls upon the Palestinian people 

in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip to take part in the steps leading to the normalization 

of life.” 

Less than a week later, the government of Israel and the PLO signed the 

Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements (September 13), 

which formally set out the basis for the solution of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The 

Palestinian Authority was created by the Oslo Accords as a five-year interim self-

                                                             
357 See letter from Prime Minister Rabin to Chairman Yasser Arafat dated September 9, 1993 available at 
https://unispal.un.org/UNISPAL.NSF/0/36917473237100E285257028006C0BC5. 
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government body and governs the Palestinians in the West Bank (and governed those in 

Gaza until 2007). The Oslo Accords and their institutional aftermath serve as a sort of de 

facto recognition of the Palestinian People and began the process of initiating de jure 

recognition of them.358 While the agreement seemed to usher in a new era between Israel 

and the PLO,359 the agreement was not well received in Israel, which was reflected in the 

election of Likud in May 1996 who campaigned on promises including “expansion of the 

settlements, retention of Jerusalem, avoidance of Palestinian statehood, and retention of 

the Golan Heights” (Falk, 1997, p. 2).  

Likud’s election, while backed with a narrative of avoiding Palestinian statehood 

and expanding Israeli settlements, did not backtrack on the concessions made in the Oslo 

accords, recognizing the PLO’s existence as the legitimate representatives of the 

Palestinian people and agreeing to negotiations with the PLO. Additionally, the Oslo 

Accords ushered in an era in which the denial or empty land myth was no longer invoked 

in Israel’s formal declarations of recognition, no longer distorting the core image of 

Palestinian self and its attachment to the land and their history. At the same time, there 

was significant convergence in the expression of Palestinian identity by the various 

divisions of Palestinians. One significant shift seen across the board was a strong turn 

towards religious motifs. While the PLO leadership had long maintained a casual usage 

of religious language (in part to justify and reinforce the significance and role of the 

notable class leadership), the post-Oslo period saw a surge in religious motifs on the part 
                                                             
358 The Oslo Accords themselves were a signal of change in international recognition and support. The 
agreement to negotiate and recognize the PLO as a legitimate party in and of itself is a step towards legal 
recognition that opened paths for other states and parties to treat the PLO and later the PA as a legitimate 
international legal personality. This was further reinforced by the awarding of the Nobel peace prize to 
Arafat, Rabin, and Peres in 1994.  
359 For more on the significance of the Oslo Accords, see Bowen 1997. 
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of PLO leadership (notably by Arafat and other Fatah leaders). Several scholars have 

noted this turn, particularly in Arafat’s language, and have attributed it to a deliberate 

attempt to bring Hamas under control and keep their more religious supporters aligned 

with the PLO (Khalili, 2007; Likhovski, 2006). This shift undoubtedly contributed to 

Arafat’s election as president of the Palestinian Authority, the new self-governing body 

of the Occupied Territories, in 1996. 

 The mid-nineties were marked by a real consolidation around the Palestinian 

identity embodied by the PLO and PA as hope for the idea of actual self-rule seems to 

have allowed for if not outright encouraged parties to overcome their “small” differences. 

This alignment is particularly noticeable in three respects. First it is visible in the 

increased “parroting” or mimicking of the language of the PLO and then the PA by 

smaller (and former PLO opposition) groups. Notably groups that had formerly distanced 

themselves from the Fatah-led PLO and Arafat began invoking Arafat’s key phrase 

“revolution until victory.” Second, the divergent language and discussions from these 

groups still engages in positive affective deixis (invoking familial language of 

brotherhood and camaraderie even in presenting challenges to leadership) and reduces the 

negative evaluative deixis of other grouping and the PLO – no longer engaging in 

blaming or vilifying of notables who previously where characterized as having failed or 

abandoned the Palestinian people. Third, alignment can be seen through near universal 

support of the Taba Agreement and the Wye River Memorandum. The 1995 Taba 

Agreement set the terms of the transitional period towards self-rule, while the 1998 Wye 

River Memorandum established cooperation between the US, Israel, and the PA that 

promised the Palestinians faster and more expansive autonomy and obligated the PA to 
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report on potential terrorists (Farsoun & Zechariah, 1997; Likhovski, 2006; Taraki, 

2006). 

While the Palestinian response to the Taba Agreement and Wye River 

Memorandum signaled consolidation of Palestinian identity, they also served as key 

markers in a shift of international recognition. The establishment of the PA and the 

recognition of the PLO initiated with the Oslo Accords served as the first real de jure 

recognition of Palestinians as a collective. Their legitimacy and legal standing was 

further reinforced by Taba and Wye River. The Wye River Memorandum in particular 

signaled a shift on the part of Israel’s discourse away from general vilifying or 

criminalizing deixis of all Palestinians toward a more nuanced separation between 

Palestinians and terrorists who happened to be Palestinian. This shift in distinction is 

replicated throughout Israel’s official documents and most statements by government 

officials from that point on.360  

The hopes presented by the legal recognition of the Palestinians and the creation 

of the PA were soon waning. After failing to yield many concessions from Israel, many 

Palestinians lost faith in the PA. Khalid (2006) captures this sentiment nicely noting that 

by 2000, the PA had “lost much of its legitimacy and credibility due to its failure to 

negotiate more effectively with the Israelis, to provide protection, security, or proper 

governance for the 3.6 million Palestinians under its sway, and to deliver effective 

leadership for the struggle of the entire Palestinian people for the recovery of their natural 

                                                             
360 It is worth noting, however, that the label of terrorist or suspected terrorist was liberally applied by the 
state of Israel. Children throwing rocks at Israeli soldiers, for instance, have repeatedly been labeled as 
terrorists or characterized as engaging in terrorist activities. While this distinction is useful and marks a 
general shift in the treatment of Palestinians as criminals, the labeling of terrorists was not unproblematic. 
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rights” (p. 152). This “failure” of negotiation would lead to the slow start of the Second 

Intifada (2000-2005) with more and more Palestinians rising against Israel. Although the 

PA had lost some support, external recognition remained in favor of Palestinians and was 

increasingly critical of Israel, resulting in a bolstering of support for the PA as the failures 

to move towards autonomy were labeled externally as not a failure of the PA but rather as 

the result of Israel’s defiance of its obligations. Arab states increasingly came out as 

deeply critical of Israel, reaffirming their support of Palestinians as Turkey did in October 

2000, noting they were, “deeply upset by the deeds against our Palestinian brothers… it is 

our common wish that a fair agreement must be arrived at… our Palestinian brothers 

enjoy rights, as accepted by the international community, including the establishment of 

their own state” (quoted in Sezer, 2000). Non-Arab Western states were also increasingly 

critical of Israel with states like Australia, New Zealand, and Japan expressing significant 

criticism of the annexation and occupation of Palestine as well as the treatment of 

Palestinian protestors. 

Against international pressure (including several UNGA resolutions and SC 

recommendations), Israel remained steadfast in stalling negotiations with the 

Palestinians, with Ariel Sharon, then newly elected Prime Minister, explicitly refusing to 

continue negotiations with Arafat in particular and the PA in general in February 2001 

due to increased tensions from the Second Intifada. The international community 

reaffirmed its support of the Palestinians, pushing for continued negotiations, led by the 

United States which explicitly endorsed a Palestinian state in November 2001 for the first 

time with then President Bush calling on multiple occasions over the next several months 

for a two-state solution under the borders recognized by the UN Security Council. 
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The following month when Sharon sought to end the Second Intifada and sent 

troops into Ramallah, directly attacking the PA’s West Bank headquarters, international 

supporters were vocal about condemning Israel’s actions and ardently calling for a two-

state solution reaffirmed by UNSC 1397. Such outrage and continued support for the 

Palestinians and the PA increased over the next several months as Israel increased its 

military presence in the West Bank, launching Operation Defensive Shield in June, 

initiating a project to wall off the West Bank in June, and besieging the PA headquarters 

in September, confining Araft and initiating a policy of extrajudicial assassinations and 

imprisonment of Palestinian leaders (Khalidi, 2006). International support increasingly 

came from NGOs like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch who tried to 

emphasize the IDF’s use of excessive force against Palestinians and the commission of 

war crimes by the IDF, notably in Jenin. Such condemnations were echoed by Western 

states which pointed to these reports, invoked affective language towards Palestinians (in 

lieu of any criminalizing language), and called upon Israel to return to negotiations and 

move toward Palestinian statehood. 

The failure of the PA under Arafat to make progress in negotiations coupled with 

the PA’s perceived failure to protect civilians in the Occupied Territories during the 

Israeli crackdown in the Second Intifada reengaged the split between two major 

Palestinian factions. While Arafat and his Fatah supporters had gained control of the PA 

and held sway over most Palestinians in the 1990s, their inability (or perceived inability) 

to respond to Israel’s offensive stood in stark contrast with the highly militarized group 

Hamas which had been led by Sunni fundamentalist non-notable Palestinians frustrated 

by the lack of leadership since the early 1900s. During the Second Intifada, Hamas 
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gained significant support both for their party and also for their vision of Palestinian 

identity that was grounded in an obligation to and responsibility to protect the 

community. This distinction between the Hamas and Fatah sections of Palestinian 

leadership persisted as the primary divide over whether being Palestinian is about right to 

the land (with Fatah) or a blood connection and responsibility to the land (with Hamas). 

Consequently, at the end of the Second Intifada following Arafat’s suspicious illness and 

death in November 2004, Hamas positioned itself to take a more active role in the PA, 

winning the 2006 elections. Hamas’ electoral victory reflected a shift of the Palestinian 

identity away from the notable and relatively secular leadership of the PLO that had 

characterized the PA. Consequently, the embrace of Hamas led several states (the US and 

most European States who labeled Hamas as a terrorist organization) to cut off aid to the 

Palestinians. Tensions between the Fatah and Hamas factions would characterize the next 

several years of Palestinian struggle more overtly and publicly than ever before as the 

debate over the core of the Palestinian identity came into focus (Khalili, 2007; Khalidi, 

2006; Taraki, 2006). This was exacerbated by international confusion over who 

legitimately spoke for the Palestinians in November 2008 when the PLO’s Fatah-led 

central committee elected Mahmoud Abbas president of the State of Palestine in a 

controversial move. While the Arab states and the US would again recognize and lend aid 

to the now bifurcated PA by 2009, the EU and its constituent states were much slower to 

lend support to Palestine again and focused on state-building projects for Palestinians in 

general in 2010 and 2011 but did not refer to the PA, “Palestine” or the state in any 

official documents.361  

                                                             
361 The EU’s failure to support Palestine stood in marked contrast to their response to Russian aggression 
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Even though the divide between Hamas and Fatah within the PA continued in the 

first half of 2011, all international institutions involved in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

published reports that unanimously stated that the Palestinians were ready for statehood 

and that the international community ought to facilitate their autonomy.362 In 2011 

UNESCO granted Palestine “state representation” status and in November of 2012, the 

UNGA voted to recognize Palestine as a non-member UN observer state (A/67/L.28 of 

26 November 2012 and A/RES/67/19 of 29 November 2012). While the PA uses the 

name State of Palestine on official documents and has gotten some international 

recognition (devoid of vilifying or negative affective language), Israel continues to deny 

them recognition and reverted to challenge or outright come into conflict with the 

Palestinian State and the identities of its people. Israel began again to refer to Palestinians 

as refugees who illegally occupy Israeli territory, thus maintaining their contrary 

epistemic and evaluative deixes, vilifying Palestinian people for their mode of being 

rather than for any specific illegal actions.363    

 

AN ANALYSIS OF PALESTINIAN RECOGNITION 

 It has been 100 years since the end of Ottoman rule, and the fate of the Palestinian 

people is as uncertain as ever. As several scholars have noted, “the history of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
on Georgia in 2008 and to Sri Lanka’s war against the Tamil tigers in 2009, both of which occurred at the 
same time with similar dynamics. For an extended conversation of Europe’s controversial alliance with 
Israel at the sake of human rights protections in Palestine, see Cronin (2001) and Persson (2015). 
362 For instance, see IMF 2011 Program Note West Bank and Gaza, UNESCO 2011 Palestinian 
Statebuilding: An Achievement at Risk, World Bank 2011 Building the Palestinian State: Sustaining 
Growth, Institutions, and Service Delivery. For additionally compelling commentary, see EU High 
Representative Catherine Ashton’s remarks from 2011.  
363 Additionally, Israel sought to perpetuate the split between Fatah and Hamas, repeatedly telling Fatah 
that they could have peace with Hamas or Israel but not both. When the coalition government was 
symbolically formed in 2014 (with no Hamas leaders), Israel declared that the PA had chosen peace with 
terrorist Hamas over Israel and used the move to justify continued vilification of the Palestinians and the 
PA.  
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Palestinians in the twentieth century manifests a gradually changing emphasis from pan-

Arab to uniquely Palestinian” (Kabha, 2013, p. 2). This “uniquely Palestinian” identity, 

however, is not without contestation over who belongs in that group, who should speak 

for that group, and what that label entails in terms of political and religious 

understandings of self and group. Even under the “unity” government, the PA or state of 

Palestine has a divisive core that reflects long-standing tensions between the more secular 

notable class that lead Fatah and the more fundamentalist non-notable-led, militant 

Hamas whose leaders never fled the occupied territories during the lost years or the 

contemporary period. Though the Fatah-led arm of the PA continues to be recognized as 

the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people by much of the international 

community, that status and control over the PA and the core of Palestinian identity 

remains contentious with many noting that “the Palestinian [Fatah] leadership has lost its 

relevance” and is “facing a legitimacy crisis” (Wilson, 2015). 

 In this section, I transition from an exploration of the historical narrative of the 

Palestinian people and build on the narrative provided thus far with a systematic analysis 

of internal identity statements and external recognition statements over the periods 

outlined in Table 6.1. The Palestinians are an interesting case for this project as their 

identity has long been contested both internally among varying factions dating back to 

the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and externally among complicated geopolitics and 

rival state creation. The internal struggle over the core of Palestinian identity has taken 

place during a turbulent century marked by annexation and occupation, resulting in one 

dominant version of Palestinian identity being recognized externally as the prevailing 

identity but with even that identity (and those other identities that are overlooked by such 
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a vision) being contested, challenged, questioned, jeopardized, and criminalized by some 

members of the international community.  

 In order to better understand the history of recognition and identification of the 

Palestinian people, I explore 948 recognition documents in the form of formal reports, 

agreements, laws, agendas, statements, referenda, and resolutions made by various states 

(like the UK, the US, and Israel) and organizations (like the UN and the EU) as well as 

similar 258 documents made by Palestinian representatives or organizations.364 These 

documents were collected and coded in accordance with the process outlined in Chapter 3 

and use frameworks of understanding to explore how the form and content of recognition 

as well as the expressions of collective identity vary over time. 

Figure 6.1 provides an image of external recognition documents from 1900 to 

2015, coded on the variation in the form of recognition (from Table 2.1) ranging at the 

high end from being a taken for granted member of the political community with both 

enduring de jure and de facto recognition to having neither temporary or conditional de 

facto or de jure recognition at all. Here each dot signals the status of recognition of 

Palestinians in a given year. Prior to the collapse of the Ottoman Empire with the defeat 

of Turkey in 1918, Palestinian identity was in a moment of flux with Palestinians 

experiencing a temporary loss of legal recognition as their fate was to be determined with 

the dissolution of the empire’s holdings. With the imposition of the League of Nations’ 

Class A Mandate in 1920, the Palestinians regained significant de jure recognition 

                                                             
364 Recall that with the creation of the state of Israel, the new Zionist state and its elites engaged in an 
intentional destruction of the Palestinian archives. As a result, the Palestinian documents of internal identity 
expression are significantly fewer in number in the first two periods of study than in the subsequent 
periods. A breakdown of these documents by type and decade can be found in Appendix B. 



	

 341 

throughout the world, which would persist, only to be threatened again at the end of the 

mandate with the creation of Israel in 1948 and the first few “lost years” that followed. 
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That image of recognition, however, masks stark divisions between the Arab 

world and the rest (mostly the West). If we exclude the Arab states and their 

organizations from the picture of recognition presented in Figure 6.1, we can see that the 

state of de jure recognition in particular looks very different without Arab backing. In 

Figure 6.2, we can see that until the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, the recognition of 

Palestinians by the non-Arab world mirrors the Arab world, the dissolution of the empire 

results in a prolonged period of legal limbo for Palestinians who fail to garner de jure 

recognition again until the late 1970s when the PLO (divorced from the more militant and 

non-notable-led PFLP) slowly garners international recognition and maintains such 

recognition from non-Arab states even through the first and second intifada. 

 

This distinction between the form of recognition by the Arab world and the non-

Arab world is mirrored in the content of recognition and the characterization of 
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Palestinian identity. Before turning to the content of recognition, however, it is useful to 

get a better understanding of the variations of Palestinian identity expressions. In Figure 

6.3 expression of collective identity have been mapped out based on the coding of these 

documents regarding the frame of exclusivity and the centrality of the Palestinian identity 

using the coding system laid out in Chapter 3. Here, statements made by group 

representatives as well as official statements of groups, statements by heads of 

communities, councils, and political parties were used to explore how the category and 

label of Palestinian was embraced overtime.  

As this figure indicates, the label of Palestinian and the identity of Palestinian 

over any other geographic based or tribe-based identities has been quite contested over 

the past 100 years. While the label has largely been present and has increased in its use as 

the primary identification over time, there has been significant variation in its usage and 

prominence. If, however, we separate the identity expressions such that those from 

notable-led organizations and figures (such as the AHC and PLO) are separated from the 

non-notable-led organizations and figures (like the national committees and PFLP), we 

see a slightly clearer story about Palestinian identity expressions. Figure 6.4 does just that 

with the expressions of identity mapped out separately with notable-led organizations in 

the figure on the left and non-notable-led organizations in the figure on the right. 

Figure 6.4 mirrors the historical narrative that demonstrates that notables and 

notable-led organizations who had received places of prominence in the Ottoman Empire, 

saw themselves as a much more united entity during the late stages of the Ottoman 

Empire and following its dissolution. That vision was further consolidated following the 

1948 Nakba and the foundation of the PLO in 1974 and its subsequent declaration of 
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Palestinian statehood in 1998. While the AHC and PLO have had (and continue to have) 

significant debates over the appropriate path towards peace and what politics they should 

engage in, their vision of themselves has been relatively consistent and united behind the 

notable structure and its manifestations (notably the AHC, the PLO, and the PA). This 

path of unity and consolidation, however, does not hold true for the non-notable-led 

organizations. 

 

Unlike the notable structure with its long history and roots in empire, the non-

notable organizations were largely created during the mandate period, growing and 

evolving following the Nakba (1948) and the early part of the lost years. Consequently, 

while the notable-led organizations saw consolidation and consistency in the expression 

of Palestinian identity, the non-notable-led organizations did not as quickly embrace the 

category of Palestinian over geographic, religious, or tribal identities. Such identities 

persisted and dominated the non-notable-led expressions of identity such that it was not 
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until the second intifada (2000-2005) that we see a real embrace of a unified Palestinian 

identity over and in lieu of other forms of expression. This is perhaps more easily seen in 

Figure 6.5, where rather than show a single dot for each document (which may overlap, 

“hiding” several documents behind a single point in the images above), the line for both 

notable and non-notable groups moves each year to the average score of all the identity 

statements given by the different type of organization. Looking at these averages makes 

the departure between notable-led and non-notable-led organizations all the more obvious 

during the Lost Years (1948-1967) as well as helping to see the significant trend towards 

consolidation in non-notable-led organizations following the Second Intifada (2000-

2005).  

 

 Differences in expression of identity are also interesting divided across the central 

image of what it means to be Palestinian. For many of the notable-led organizations, 

including the PLO, the Palestinian identity is fundamentally tied to a “right” based 
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identity. That identity manifests along the lines of a framework of that invokes language 

arguing that Palestinians have been denied their rights or their right to the land. This 

right-based narrative is tied to a visions of Palestinians as the rightful owners of the land 

of Palestine. Another narrative appears in other texts focused not on the right to or 

ownership of the land but instead on the historical ties to the land and the responsibility to 

care for the land and the people on it. This second narrative is much more common in the 

statements from non-notable-led organizations and figures that focus more on the people 

and their connection to the history of the place rather than legality and right based claims. 

Figure 6.6 provides a visual of these different narratives. 

 

While Palestinian identity has fluctuated a great deal, the changes in the centrality 

and narrative of that identity are tied closely to the nature of the organization or figure 

speaking on behalf of the Palestinians, the interpretation of Palestinian identity during the 

last century is similarly complicated. As emphasized earlier in this chapter, Palestinian 
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identity has been assumed by most of the international community (but especially the 

those in the West) to be aligned with the Fatah-led PLO comprised and guided by the 

notable class. As seen in 6.5, while the difference between the notable based identity and 

the non-notable based identity has varied, in the past 10-12 years there has been 

significant convergence on both the narrative behind Palestinian identity and the 

cohesiveness of that identity. To understand how Palestinian identity has been interpreted 

from the outside, I will look beyond the form of recognition (seen in Figure 6.1 and 

Figure 6.2) to focus on the content of that recognition. 

 

Recall that the content of recognition has to do with how well significant others – 

external parties to the group in question – understand and represent that group’s identity. 

It can range from a complete distortion of the group’s identity on the low end to true 

recognition that affirms and mirrors the identity of the group in question. In Figure 6.7, 

below, (which looks at the same external recognition documents from Figure 6.1 and 
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Figure 6.2), I have coded the changes and variations in the content of recognition relative 

to the notable, Fatah-led PLO vision of a secular nationalist identity of the Palestinians. 

Figure 6.7 paints a confusing picture of how Palestinian recognition manifests. 

While on the surface 6.7 does not offer a clear story, there are three things worth pointing 

out before delving a bit deeper into the content of recognition. The first notable 

observation from the recognition documents is that during the periods of 1900 until the 

late thirties and the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, while many documents 

included negative stereotypes about the Palestinians and a handful in the 1930s 

challenged or conflicted with Palestinian identity, the extreme of distortion and the real 

challenges and conflicts with Palestinian identity came later. While Palestinians were part 

of the Ottoman Empire, recognition of their identities, while certainly not aligning with 

their identities, did not become truly toxic until late into the British trusteeship period and 

then ultimately with the creation of the state of Israel and its annexation and occupation 

of Palestine.  

 Relatedly, a second observation centers on the movement away from distortion 

and conflict of the Palestinian identity following the First Intifada (1987-1993). This is 

somewhat surprising how violent and bloody the First Intifada was. At the time where the 

Palestinian people were perhaps their most violent in response to their misrecognition and 

mistreatment, there was the most significant shift towards a truer recognition of their 

identities.  

 A third interesting observation comes with the lack of documents in the late 1990s 

up to today which lack either a positive or negative image of the Palestinians. While the 

entirety of the period up until that point contains a smattering of recognition statements 
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that fail to make positive or negative claims about the Palestinian peoples’ identities, 

following the first intifada, there was a significant shift in the discourse surrounding the 

Palestinians. Since the late First Intifada, positive or negative – everyone has a position. 

This aligns with the narrative discussed earlier where in 1988 as the First Intifada was 

underway the PLO sought not only to unify Palestinian identity and to push for an 

independent state, but they actively sought out the recognition of others, garnering 

recognition as a coherent people with the right to a state by 92 states, which (among other 

things including the Oslo Accords), helped the PLO begin to warm up to powerful states 

like the US who finally took them off the terrorist list in the early 1990s.  

 These three trends help make sense of the content of recognition displayed in 

Figure 6.7, but they are all the more obvious alongside some other trends when we 

separate the content of recognition by Arab significant others from the non-Arab 

significant others, mirroring the separation in Figures 6.1 and 6.2. 
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Unsurprisingly as Figure 6.8 demonstrates, the Arab significant others 

consistently had a closer approximation of Palestinian identity than the non-Arab 

significant others. While there are a handful of negative stereotypes leading up to the 

First Intifada (primarily resulting from contestations with Jordan over the West Bank), 

the bulk of the recognition documents mimic or approximate Palestinian notable identity 

fairly consistently. The non-Arab significant others still have a significant range in the 

content of their recognition across the 115 years. Notably, while the non-Arab significant 

others have a significant dip in the content of their recognition of Palestinians in the Cold 

War (reaching its “low” point in 1962, around the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis), there 

is a notable rise in Palestinian recognition over the next several years following the Six-

Day War (1967), the increased violence of the 1970s, and both intifadas.  

 

These changes in the content of recognition for the Palestinians raise questions 

about the trends and relationships between collective identity and the form and 
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recognition of those identities at the same time. If we map the variations in recognition 

onto the evolution of group identity (Figure 6.9), we can see that identity has generally 

consolidated over the 115 years in question, but that consolidation has been incremental, 

slow, and not matched by increases across the board in correcting misrecognition. Figure 

6.9 juxtaposes the average ranking each year of internal expressions of collective identity 

for both non-notable and notable-led organizations (blue dotted line), superimposed over 

the content of recognition (in solid grey) and the form of recognition (in solid red) of all 

significant others. 

 The form and content of recognition took a significant hit with the collapse of the 

Ottoman Empire and then again with the creation of the state of Israel. It is not until the 

Six Day War (1967) and the increased violence that followed in the 1970s that we start to 

see the form and the content of recognition to move towards a truer recognition of the 

Palestinian people. This, unsurprisingly occurs in the 1970s and 1980s as identity 

becomes more consolidated and less volatile (more consistent). These patterns are clearly 

borne out in Figure 6.10 where the Arab significant others have been removed from the 

analysis, and consequently, the content of recognition falls more sharply with the 

creational of the state of Israel. 

 Figure 6.10 lends some support to the notion that misrecognition that challenges 

the psychological and physical existence of individuals will encourage them to embrace a 

collective identity through which they can alleviate the experience of hysteresis. For the 

Palestinians, however, internal divisions among the Palestinians and how they understood 

themselves proved a challenging barrier to overcome. The lack of internal cohesion made 

it difficult for the Palestinians to garner external support and to “right” some of the 
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misrecognition that they faced from various states and institutions, leaving them subject 

to assimilationist politics under the crumbling Ottoman Empire, the British mandate, and 

the early state of Israel. 

 

 While the Lost Years following the Nakba and the creation of the state of Israel 

led to a decline in external support and worsened their recognition, leaving the 

Palestinian people devoid of internal cohesion or external support, the period of go-it-

alone politics brought to light the internal fissures in the Palestinian community that 

needed to be addressed to consolidate Palestinian identity, alleviate the hysteresis of the 

Palestinian people, and seek external support and true recognition. It was thus the 

violence and intentional organization following the Lost Years that helped the 

Palestinians transition into a state of politics characterized by a mix of de facto and 

assimilation politics, furthered by the creation of the PA. 
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Based on the predictions laid out in earlier chapters and summarized in Table 6.1, 

the Palestinian case finds some support for the theory as summarized in Table 6.2. When 

the Palestinians had low external support and low internal strength as in the period of 

1948-1967, we did in fact see go-it-alone politics play out. Similarly in the two periods 

leading up to that when we saw low internal strength but high external support, the 

Palestinians were subject to assimilation politics. It was, however, when the Palestinians 

garnered internal strength but failed to have external support that we have more mixed 

results. With the increase in internal strength, I anticipated that they would transition 

from a state of go-it-alone politics to de facto politics. Instead, we see a mix of de facto 

and assimilation politics. This was tied partially to the divisions within the two camps of 

Palestinian identity as well as to the fact that they had strong external support from a 

small group of Arab states but had an extremely hostile host state. This combination of 

events meant that rather than having a simply high level of internal strength and low level 

of external support, they were perhaps more accurately described as medium or mixed on 

both accounts, resulting in unanticipated mixed politics. 

Table 6.2 Summary of Findings for Palestinians 

Internal 
Strength 

External 
Support 

Anticipated 
Politics 

Findings for Periods 
meeting Criteria 

High High Candidacy NA 

High Low De facto Mixed 
(1967-1987)** 
(1987-2015)** 

Low High Assimilation Support 
(1900-1939) 
(1939-1948) 

Low Low Go-it-alone Support 
(1948-1967) 

** actual results a mix of de facto and assimilation politics 
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CONCLUSION: CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES AND CURRENT 

TENSIONS 

 The struggle over the essence of what it means to be Palestinian goes on, and the 

mixed support of international actors muddies the waters, with some 170 civil society 

organizations supporting “Palestinians” generically and a split between states who 

support the Fatah (PLO) led side of the PA (like the US, Canada, Germany, France, and 

the U.K.), states who support the Hamas side of the PA (Qatar and Turkey), and states 

that generically support the Palestinians regardless of internal divisions. This mixed 

recognition and support (coupled with Israel’s continued opposition to Palestine and 

misrecognition of Palestinians that manifests in a denial of their history and a core 

conflict with their personal narrative) combined with two competing centers of identity 

cohesion for the Palestinians results in a rather precarious position.  

 If the internal fractures between Fatah and Hamas can be reconciled and the larger 

Palestinian community aligns behind a singular version of what it means to be 

Palestinian, one might surmise that their growing international support might help push 

them from the nebulous space of a fractured de facto recognition firmly into the realm of 

candidate recognition. If, however, fractures persist and result in or occur alongside 

increased violence between factions with Israel, as has happened in the past, it is likely 

that the Palestinians will lose some of their international support and be subject to 

increased and (likely) more aggressively assimilationist policies from Israel resulting in 

increased deportations, policing, and land loss. The general trend since the Second 

Intifada does offer some hope for the Palestinian people as it indicates an increased 
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formal recognition of the Palestinian people and the PA as well as that recognition 

increasingly aligning with the positive and collective sense of a Palestinian self.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION – ON THE NEED FOR INTERNATIONAL 

RECOGNITION IN IR AND IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

  “Who in the world am I? Ah, that’s a great puzzle.” 
   -- Alice in Lewis Carroll (1920, p. 19) 

 
 “Justice grows out of recognition of ourselves in each 
other.” 

   -- President Barack Obama (June 26, 2015) 
 
“No, we do not want to catch up with anyone. But what we 
want is to walk in the company of man, every man, night 
and day, for all times.” 

– Frantz Fanon (1963, p. 238) 
 

In Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Alice embarks on a journey 

through Wonderland, which is ultimately a story of navigating one’s identity through 

interaction with others. At various points in the story, Alice is confronted by a world that 

challenges how she thinks about herself and about the world, at one point insisting that 

she has possibly accidentally traded places with someone else or that fundamental pieces 

of herself are no long hers after coming into contact with this strange new world. She is 

repeatedly mistaken as something other than a little girl identified throughout the story as 

a housekeeper, a serpent, a flower, a volcano, and at one point “only a sort of thing” in 

the Red King’s dream. These instances of misrecognition are frustrating to Alice who is 

witness to events beyond her control and consistently told she does not belong, and while 

she objects to these misinterpretations of who she is and the insistence that she is 

different, she is constantly forced to reexamine how she understands herself, responding 

to the Caterpillar’s question of who she is with “I-I hardly know sir, just at the present – 

at least I know who I was when I woke up this morning, but I think I must have changed 

several times since then” (p. 60). Her frantic journey through Wonderland is a story of 
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her addressing her own hysteresis in an attempt to find her habitus once again in a world 

occupied by creatures who do not know what to do with her because she is of a different 

sort.  

Stories like Alice’s are not unique, that is partly why hers has lasted. Such 

concerns over identity are a fundamental component of the human experience. Figuring 

out who we are, how we fit in society, and how to achieve recognition of those truths by 

others are themes that consistently drive our lives, our politics, and our narratives. While 

identities can and do change, they are defining characteristics of existence, and as such, 

“identities are not something one can pick up, try on, and cast aside” (Brown, 2001, p. 

128). At the same time, however, notions of authentic, unchanging identity are largely an 

illusion. Identity is an ongoing project rather than a fixed reality; the enterprise of 

renegotiating identity is inherently political and, as this project hopes to demonstrate, 

international. 

 Increasingly, IR is taking note of the importance of identities.365 While often still 

relegated to the “domestic” level, contemporary identity battles are at the forefront of 

international relations with resurgent Pan-Arabism, Wahabianism that drives ISIL, 

Turkey’s struggle to walk the line between European and Arab identities, conversations 

about belonging for Syrian refugees, the challenges to the Bidun in Kuwait, the violence 

targeted at the Rohingya in Myanmar, Comoros’s selling of citizenship to those who 

adopt a Comorian identity, Thailand’s attempt to end statelessness for victims of human 

trafficking, and less violent issues of what it means to be European that come out of 

Brexit and the subsequent challenges to EU institutions, among others. Identity is a key 

																																																													
365 See in particular Abdelal et al (2009), Acharya (2000), Fierke & Jorgensen (2001), Hagström & 
Gustafsson (2015), Jackson (2016), Parker (2009), Rogers (2009), and Wang & French (2013). 
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component, if not a primary driver, of many of these contemporary issues in international 

relations, and as a result, identity needs to be brought into IR to make sense of the world 

and international relations. 

Identity is key to the international relations surrounding each of the groups 

explored in this dissertation and serves as the driving force for their political struggles. 

Identity is not a neutral label. It is fraught with contestation, normative meaning, and 

political reality. How people identify is as important as how they are identified by those 

in positions of power; when those two visions come into conflict with one another, 

violent and/or social conflict often manifest in the world. In response to a growing 

literature focused around the debate of whether or not international institutions matter,366 

this dissertation asked a slightly different question: to whom and when do international 

institutions matter. In embracing the notion that institutions are capable of serving as 

virtual triggers for action and have real consequences for individuals, I argue in this 

dissertation that the ways in which identity is recognized by international institutions 

have the capacity to alter the way that identity evolves over time. The logics we have 

about how states behave and respond to international institutions are based on predictions 

about rational man, scaled up in a leviathan. It only makes sense that these predictions 

would scale to other forms of organizing that are not centered on the state and state 

belonging. 

In the preceding chapters, I have explored a new theory about the effect of 

international institutions on identity (re)formation over time focusing how a variety of 

international institutions have the power to change the way that groups conceive of, 

																																																													
366 See for example, Allen (2018), Checkel (2007), Dai (2008), Mitchell (2003), Oluwatobi et al (2015), 
and Shi (2017),  
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express, and institutionalize their identities over time. Under the framework of the first 

imaged reversed, I theorized that different combinations of internal strength and external 

support would lead to four different permutations of, what I termed, steady states of 

politics that would characterize a group’s attempts to deal with the hysteresis resulting 

from misrecognition. I argued that in the instance where a group has both high internal 

strength and external support, they are likely to experience candidacy politics where they 

are likely to be alleviate their hysteresis and correct their misrecognition. If, however, 

that group experiences high internal strength but lacks external strength, I argued that 

they would experience de facto politics. Such a state of politics would result in political 

mobilization and violence against any hostile host states. If the host state was 

complacent, however, I theorized that de facto politics would result in the group’s exit 

from international politics, functioning as an autonomous community. 

In the case where a group has low internal strength but high external support, I 

argued that they would experience assimilation politics wherein host states and other 

international actors would engage in assimilation projects with protectionist and 

paternalistic practices. In the final case of steady politics, what I term go-it-alone politics, 

groups would largely exit from international politics and society as a result of their lack 

of internal strength and external support. It is, then, the various combinations of the 

internal and external strength that I explore within each of my three cases over time. The 

following sections summarize these findings, relate this project to new movements in the 

field of international relations, and address the implications of this research for the field 

and for the conduct of international relations.  
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS  

 After exploring the cases of the Eritreans, the Roma in Europe, and the 

Palestinians, I have found support for many parts of my theory and mixed results for 

others as summarized in Table 7.1. I found support for candidacy politics resulting from 

high internal strength and high external support in the case of the Eritreans during the 

period of 1991-1993. I similarly found support for my theory for de facto politics 

resulting from high internal strength and low external support for the Eritreans in 1974-

1991. For the Palestinians, however, the periods of 1967-1987 where they experienced 

high internal strength and low external support yielded mixed results. Rather than 

experiencing de facto politics, the Palestinians experienced a combination of de facto 

politics and assimilation politics. Based on both the historical narrative and the content 

analysis done in Chapter 6, I suspect this unexpected mixture of politics experienced by 

the Palestinians is tied to the fact that the dichotomy of “high” and “low” on external 

support and internal strength. The reality of both of these measures would have perhaps 

been better captured as “medium,” potentially yielding a mixture of the steady states 

possible. 

 In cases of low internal strength and high external support seen in all three cases 

at different points in time, I found support for my theory which predicted that the group 

would be party to assimilation politics. Thus, when the groups were relatively weak 

internally as in following the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in the early 1900s for the 

Palestinians, in the immediate post-war period for the Roma in CEE, and in post-WWII 

period for the Eritreans, they were party to assimilation campaigns by their host states, 

British trustees, and the international community. In cases of low internal strength and 
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low external support, I predicted that groups would experience go-it-alone politics. While 

the Eritreans in the period of 1881-1951 and the Palestinians in the period 1948-1967 

provided support for this theory, the Roma offered mixed results. For the Roma in 

Western Europe, the two periods of 1945-1971 and 1971-1985 lend support to this 

component of the theory as well. For the Roma in Central and Eastern Europe, however, 

we see a mixture of go-it-alone politics and assimilation politics for the period of 1985-

1999 and 2000-2007. Again, this may be a result of the dichotomous nature of 

operationalizing external support. It might also, however, be the result of lingering 

policies and practices from the previous time period at the Roma in CEE states had 

experienced. While the CEE Roma had largely lost their external support, following the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, the legacy of that treatment and those policies extended 

unexpectedly into the subsequent periods. 

Table 7.1 Summary of Findings 

Internal 
Strength 

External 
Support 

Anticipated 
Politics 

Findings for 
Eritreans 

Findings for 
Roma 

Findings for 
Palestinians  

High High Candidacy Support  
(1991-1993) 

NA NA 

High Low De facto Support  
(1974-1991) 

NA Mixed 
(1967-1987)** 
(1987-2015)** 

Low High Assimilation Support  
(1951-1973) 

Support 
(CEE. 1945-1971) 
(CEE. 1971-1985) 
(W. 1985-1999) 
(W.  2000-2007) 
(2007-2016) 

Support 
(1900-1939) 
(1939-1948) 

Low Low Go-it-alone Support 
(1881-1951) 

Mixed 
(W. 1945-1971) 
(W. 1971-1985) 
(CEE. 1985-1999)* 
(CEE. 2000-2007)* 

Support 
(1948-1967) 

*  actual results assimilation politics 
** actual results a mix of de facto and assimilation politics 
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The importance of significant others. Throughout the cases explored here, 

significant others have been found to be vital in shaping the way that groups and 

individuals respond to and interact with international institutions. One interesting finding 

in regard to significant others was the distinction between states and international 

institutions. While states were more often reluctant to renegotiate their narratives of 

understandings in regards to the groups in question, international organizations often led 

the way in correcting and altering international recognition of misrecognized groups. This 

was particularly true with the Roma where European institutions and to a lesser extent the 

UN adjusted their categorization and recognition of the Roma well before states have. 

Similarly, the nature of significant other has been found to be significant. In the case of 

the Roma, this meant a distinction between the West and CEE states during the Cold War 

and the legacies of the Cold War divide afterwards. A similar distinction between the 

nature of significant others can be seen in the Palestinian case where the recognition and 

support of Arab states differed significantly from their non-Arab counterparts. Similarly, 

the distinction in the case of Eritrea between the significant others who had been on the 

ground in Eritrea (the British Military Authority) was substantively different than 

significant others who remained at a distance from the day to day experience of Eritrea 

and Eritreans (notably the British Government). These distinctions of difference indicate 

not only that the type of significant other matters but that the engagement of the 

significant other with the actual group in question matters. The significant others that had 

first had experience with the misrecognized group were more likely to adjust their 

misrecognition such as to alleviate the hysteresis of the group and more closely align with 

their actual identities and lived experiences. 
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 While the type of significant others varied within and across the cases, different 

positions of significant others (and their relative power) have been found to be crucial in 

playing supportive or oppositional roles across the cases. In all three cases, the role of 

persistent enemies or oppositional others played a significant role in the evolution of each 

group’s identity and their ability to achieve recognition on the international stage. For the 

Palestinians, the persistent opposition from the state of Israel has served as a significant 

barrier for gaining international support and recognition. This opposition, coupled with 

Israel’s support from other powerful states like the US and UK, served to perpetuate the 

hysteresis of the Palestinian people. Similarly, the persistent opposition of hostile host 

states for the Roma served to reinforce and perpetuate their hysteresis, even in the face of 

support from international organizations. While this project predicted that it is important 

to have allies, one interesting conclusion from this study is that it is almost more 

important to not have persistent, powerful enemies. The case of the Eritreans 

demonstrates this clearly. As the US’s opposition to the Eritrean people diminished 

during the federated period, the Eritreans were able to build on their other supporters and 

their internal strength to further consolidate their internal notions of identity and at the 

same time seek out more accurate recognition on the international stage. 

 The international nature of support was important across all three cases for 

garnering support for the misrecognized group, encouraging some states and IOs to 

modify their recognition and treatment of the misrecognized. This points to the 

importance of international organizations in leading the way for correcting 

misrecognition. One important way for IOs to get involved is to ensure that groups 

seeking to renegotiate their position are not excluded from the international arena. As we 
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saw with the delay in getting issues regarding the Roma, the Eritreans, and especially the 

Palestinians on the agenda, a failure to be identified and recognized on the international 

level is a form of misrecognition in itself. Inclusion on the agenda of IOs and inclusion at 

meetings of IOs is one of the important first steps in seeking international recognition and 

altering the manifestations of misrecognition from states. Keeping misrecognized and 

marginalized groups off the international agenda is tantamount to keeping them out of 

international society and denying them a place in our imagined community. By 

acknowledging the existence and experiences of misrecognized groups, international 

organizations like the UN and the EU help initiate the process of correcting instances of 

misrecognition. The role of international organizations as significant others, then, has 

been significant in helping to alleviate the conditions of misrecognition, but their reach is 

still fairly limited. As we saw with European Union enlargement, the ability of IOs to 

alter the behavior of host states in regards to the Roma was limited once those host states 

were accepted into the EU. In order to be effective in helping support and alleviate the 

condition of hysteresis for marginalized groups, IOs need to have some teeth behind their 

policies such that states are encouraged if not required to address concerns of these 

groups. 

Shared identities and group boundaries. Across the cases, the importance of a 

shared sense of self was extremely important in helping to alleviate hysteresis at different 

points in their histories. For the Eritreans, this meant overcoming long standing tribal, 

linguistic, and religious differences to unite under the banner of Eritrean. For 

Palestinians, this meant embracing the category of Palestinian rather than Arab or 

Muslim as a political identity. For the Roma, this meant recognizing and appropriating 
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terms of their collectively and pivoting conversations away from their “gypsy-ness” to 

their shared Romani identity. In each of these cases, overcoming internal divisions helped 

garner support from external parties. By resolving the differences between the group 

members, having a coherent and cohesive sense of self-made convincing others of their 

existence as well as drawing attention to the injustices they faced was easier. Garnering 

international support meant having a clear understanding of who belongs to your group 

and how you understand yourself. In addition to garnering support, a coherent and 

cohesive sense of self meant that groups were better situated to withstand pressures of 

assimilation. While the drive for assimilation was common across all cases, it most 

successful in cases where there was significant fracture among the group in question such 

as with the Roma during the start of the Cold War or with the Eritreans at the beginning 

of Italian colonization. When those groups had a clearer sense of a collective self, as in 

contemporary Palestine or in Federated Ethiopia, assimilation policies aimed at 

destroying alternative identities were less successful and the core identity was able to 

withstand challenges. 

 Where confusion existed over those group boundaries and the core of that 

identity, international support was harder to come by. More so, where there was internal 

contestation over those groups, coherence of the identity waned and made it harder for a 

coherent center to take shape. Group divides persisted in each of these cases, and to some 

extent it is the remnants of those divisions that were never fully resolved that characterize 

the contemporary politics of each of these groups. Though the Roma have largely 

embraced the unifying category of Roma and are working with European institutions to 

improve their conditions throughout Europe, several tribes of Roma maintain their 
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uniqueness as a special “sect” of Roma. The Sinti in Germany and the Gitanos in Spain 

are both examples of subgroups of Roma who were able to achieve successes beyond 

those of their contemporaries elsewhere in Europe. Consequently, while the Sinti and 

Gitanos have embraced the category of Roma, when challenged (as in during the 2008 

financial crisis), they revert to their tribal identity, emphasizing the identity that has been 

accepted by their host state, the German Sinti and the Spanish Gitanos. When belonging 

to the collective is too costly, groups tend to revert back to identities that provide them 

with better standing in their host state and an identity that is less challenged by their host 

state. While the Roma can choose to revert to old divisions tied to their tribal identities, 

the Palestinians are faced with a continued struggle between two competing visions of 

what it means to be Palestinian by Hamas and Fatah. In the face of continued hysteresis 

due to displacement and dispossession, Palestinians struggle to resolve the long-standing 

divide between these two visions of who the Palestinians are and what they want that 

marks a divide between the notable led movement and the non-notables. The failure of 

the Palestinians to resolve this core component of their identity has made it difficult for 

significant others to recognize them correctly and consistently or to offer support for a 

group with a seemingly inconsistent nature. 

 The group divides that the Eritreans were seemingly able to overcome to achieve 

independence have dominated their post-independence experience. While the United 

Front brought the Eritrean people together by juxtaposing Eritrean against Ethiopian, 

many of the core issues of the group’s identity were never resolved. As the new state 

tried to establish itself and prepare for what they felt was (and what turned out to be) an 

impending war with Ethiopia, old divisions over tribal autonomy, religious values 
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(manifesting primarily in the role of women in the new state), and representation 

dominated Eritrean conversations. Eritrean identity had been successfully consolidated in 

so far as positioning Eritrea as apart from Ethiopian, helping to garner international 

support to break from the forced Federation, but that weak center of identity meant that 

persistent group divides have left a scar on the state as it tries to modernize. 

Redistribution following recognition. One interesting finding from this project 

was the transition from recognition politics to that of redistribution politics. As predicted 

early in this project, those individuals and groups that had successfully yielded some 

recognition as legitimate members of the political community turn away from politics of 

recognition and towards a redistribution of goods and rights. This can be seen in the case 

of the Eritreans. Though they had persistent internal debates over the core of their 

identity, upon getting recognized as a coherent whole their politics domestically and 

internationally became characterized by seeking out redistribution of power and 

resources. Domestically this happened along tribal lines as different groups sought 

autonomy and control over natural resources and markets. Internationally, Eritrea though 

embattled with persistent struggles with Ethiopia turned to regional and international 

organizations to seek out preferential trade policies and to gain power in regional 

organizations. With the Roma, this can be seen with the Sinti and Gitanos who after 

receiving protections for their tribal identities in their respective host states transitioned 

their own focuses on “traditional” redistribution politics rather than on Roma issues and 

larger recognition struggles. In fact, this transition was noticeable as with the influx of 

Eastern European Roma into Germany, the Sinti aligned with the German state and 

several civil society organizations against extending protections and protected status to 
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the German Sinti. Later in the 2008 financial crisis, the Sinti and the Gitanos reverted to 

calling themselves by their state-protected tribal identities, focusing their efforts on 

ensuring distribution of public goods in Germany and Spain to their people, distancing 

themselves from other Roma still in search of recognition and protections.  

The role of space. Across each of the cases, territoriality or how people use space 

to communicate ownership and occupancy was key both as a recognition and 

identification practice. For significant others, the use of space was a key way that they 

signaled exclusion or inclusion. This can be seen in both respects regarding the British 

treatment of the Roma during and after WWII. During WWII when the British relied on 

the Roma to work farms or as service members, literal space was cleared and designated 

for the Roma to settle throughout the UK. Homes were allocated to Romani families and 

long-term parking restrictions for caravans were lifted to allow the Roma to settle into the 

communities where they were working. At the end of the war, however, the British 

reverted to policies excluding the Roma from their community, and used space and 

restrictions on space as a way to communicate that by pushing them out of the homes or 

campsites previously made available to them and restricting the places where travel was 

permitted. These patterns of using space to signal exclusion or inclusion are common 

with the Roma with the CEE states during the Cold War trying to use relocation projects 

to incorporate the Roma into mainstream society and then instances of forced mobility 

and anti-settling laws used to signal exclusion in the West. Similar patterns of the use of 

space by significant others can be seen in the case of the Palestinians who were literally 

driven off of space during the initial phases of dispossession and occupation and who 

continue have their ability to consume space and their right to space challenged by Israel 
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with the continued monitoring of space and construction of illegal settlements. Like with 

the Palestinians, contestation over the legacy of space and to whom it belonged 

“originally” was a point of contention for Eritreans. With the dissolution of the Italian 

colony, the Eritreans were faced with a prolonged struggle over ownership and 

occupancy of the former colony with debates over tribal autonomy and self-government 

being overtaken by claims of ownership and rhetoric about inclusion from Ethiopia. 

While it was apparent that the Eritreans belonged on the space, the debate during the 

British Mandate period focused on who had the right to possess that space. For each of 

these cases, space was used to help justify and facilitate exclusion and inclusion at 

different times.  

 Beyond the relationship between space and place, space also played an important 

part in construction of identity for the groups in question. The physical dispersion of 

individuals and groups across space had a significant impact on the consolidation of 

identity. While the Eritreans were spread across what would become the entire country, 

through increased contact offered by serving in the military, Eritreans were able to 

overcome the psychological space between them and embrace their collective identity. 

This was furthered during the Ethiopian federation, for while the Ethiopians occupied a 

few select cities, the much of the rest of the space was ungoverned and consequently, 

Eritreans came into contact with each other much more often without an intermediary. 

Similarly, space played an important role in identity construction for the Palestinians. For 

those who remained in occupied territories, their proximity and interactions helped foster 

a shared sense of self which was heightened by the restrictions on their movement out of 

designated spaces and the limited presence of others in those spaces. That identity, 
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however was not embraced in the same way by Palestinians who had fled into 

neighboring states and comprise the growing diaspora. 

With the Roma, their dispersion (especially for those in Western Europe who 

were much fewer in number) impacted their ability to embrace a shared sense of self. 

Building a shared sense of self happened for the Roma more easily in CEE states during 

the Cold War as tribes were relocated and dispersed not only among gadje but amongst 

each other, creating the conditions for solidarity to be built across tribal lines. It is worth 

noting that the two groups that most persistently hold onto their tribal identities over a 

shared Roma identity both came from Western Europe and had little interaction with 

other tribes of Roma. Unsurprisingly, those tribes have been less willing to embrace 

commonalities with others. Thus, dispersion across space facilitated contact with other 

members of what would become larger collectives, helping to create shared sense of 

community and self. 

Dehumanization and normative evaluation. One significant thread throughout 

the cases is the use by significant others of dehumanizing language regarding those who 

fail to conform to accepted state-based identities. Rather than presenting such differences 

as mere categories of difference, alternative forms of identification and the people who 

ascribed to them were consistently framed with dehumanizing language. Difference was, 

then, interpreted not as an alternative but as wrong, backwards, less than, and animalistic. 

This is seen consistently through the cases from the Italians framing Eritreans as 

subhuman and noting how tribal identifications were “barbaric” and “uncivilized” to the 

Israeli framing of Palestinians as “animals” and to the framing of Roma as “subhuman 

beasts.” This denial of the humanity of these groups serves as a political tool to justify the 



 371 

mistreatment and exclusion of these groups, but it also reinforces the perceived otherness 

of those individuals and the manner in which they identify themselves. These themes are 

consistent throughout the cases; where people failed to conform to the Westphalian way 

of inhabiting the world – settled with a state-based, non-tribal identity – they were 

identified as incompatible with the contemporary world.  

The persistence of divisions and continued struggles with the Westphalian 

model. Though identity was consolidated significantly across all three cases, the 

divisions that exist, even in seemingly coherent wholes who achieve recognition, persist. 

While on the surface most onlookers might view the Eritreans as a success story, their 

drive for statehood that did not include an internalization of a sense of community 

beyond pushing outsiders away has left them vulnerable. It is unsurprising that their long-

standing ethnic and religious tensions have been revived since independence given their 

inability and unwillingness to focus on internalizing a sense of community. The violence 

that has erupted since 1991 and continues to dominate Eritrea that falls along old tribal 

lines and ethnic groupings dating back to divisions seen prior to Italian colonization that 

persisted under the British mandate. While the Eritreans have shed much of their 

hysteresis due to international misrecognition, the divides along ethnic lines have left 

some Eritreans subject to hysteresis and misrecognition from their fellow countrymen 

who embrace one version of what it means to be Eritrean and utilize their power within 

the state to promote that vision at the sake of others. The violence in Eritrea stemming 

from this internal contestation should serve as a warning to groups like the Palestinians; 

achieving statehood (if even a goal) does not address the longstanding tensions in a 
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community, particularly one that has long standing internal divides pertaining to the 

boundaries, leadership, and direction of the group. 

 These seemingly intractable tensions in the case of Eritrea indicate that success on 

the Westphalia model does not resolve identity issues. Moreover, these three cases 

indicate that for those groups that were left out of the nation-state model with the creation 

of Westphalian nation-state system, the Westphalian model continues to present 

challenges. These challenges manifest both to the international system in terms of new 

states struggling to “settle into” a Westphalian statehood model once it is “achieved” as 

in the case of Eritrea as well as for those cases like the Palestinians and the Roma who 

continue to present both international and domestic challenges. For the Palestinians, 

though they have alternative governing and associational structures that seem to mirror 

something akin to statehood (making them look to some like candidates for sovereign 

recognition), their lack of a physical “space” and continual conflict with Israel makes it 

unlikely that they will achieve a place in international society. Consequently, their 

existence presents challenges for international institutions and states that seek to 

recognize the Palestinians without challenging the sovereignty of Israel or the state-

system. There seems to be no place for the Palestinians in the Westphalian model. The 

continued (and internationally supported) dispossession of the Palestinians and 

colonization of their lands has seemingly left them without a path to statehood; at the 

same time Palestinians are denied paths to recognition as members of other states 

whether it be through the seemingly endless condition of limbo for the refugee 

populations living in neighboring states or through Israel’s denial of place with the 
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segregation and apartheid-like conditions for those in the occupied territories, Gaza, and 

the West Bank. 

 As the Eritreans struggle to adjust to the expectations and requirements of 

statehood and the Palestinians struggle with their continued oppression and denial of 

place in international society, the Roma struggle with the tensions of finding a place in 

Europe and in their host states. For the Roma, their dispersion throughout multiple states 

in Europe has meant that they present a series of domestic challenges to their host states 

while at the same time presenting a regional challenge through European institutions. 

While the European Union and other regional organizations seem to offer an alternative 

path for the Roma to seek out protections and benefits, the member states of those 

organizations consistently refuse to make a space for the Roma either as Roma or as 

citizens of host states. What this dissertation finds is that for those who happened to be 

ideologically placed outside of the state-system at its creation, it is challenging to find 

any place within that system either through the creation of a new states or through 

incorporation into existing ones. 

 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIELD 

Individuals and small groups defining themselves in ideological, cultural, ethnic, 

and religious, among other, terms over and above nation-state terms are increasingly 

powerful players in international relations and as a result there is a needs for more 

theorizing about the interests, natures, and actions of different sorts of actors and how 

they articulate what they are doing in terms of who they understand themselves to be. 

Few IR scholars have moved away from conversations about identity independent of state 
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identity. Addressing such issues at the forefront of IR rather than at the margins lends us 

a greater understanding of processes that are particularly relevant in seeking to 

understand contemporary issues of IR – nationalism, fundamentalisms, the new wars, 

genocidal massacres, new social movements, populism, transnational solidarity, etc. 

These pressing contemporary issues cannot be fully explained as if they are domestic 

phenomena. They are generated and perpetuated at least in part by the international 

system, and thus this project has helped to situate their examination at the international 

level. 

Small groups and individuals are increasingly powerful players in world politics, and 

international society must learn to cope with the presence of new powerful non-juridical 

entities. Communal conflicts that challenge the existing states, the state system, and the 

concept of the state are not anomalies.367 Modernization has increased the significance of 

international networks at all levels, increasing the ability and desire of alternative 

political groups to make demands on an international society that they see as owing them 

due respect and place. These cases represent a generic problem rather than a 

geographically or temporally limited phenomenon. The goal of this project was to focus 

on particular actors that are traditionally at the margins of IR theory, shifting in the study 

of international politics “from exclusive focus on the activities of the great powers to a 

concern with what have traditionally been considered peripheral actors” (Holsti 1996, p. 

207). While Holsti had IOs and NGOs in mind, that shift can and must go further.  

																																																													
367 While some of these challenges have been studied (Enloe, 1973; Gottlieb, 1993; Jacobson, 1997; 
Joireman, 2003), new challenges are being posted regularly – consider the manifestations of Boko Haram 
and ISIS or the instantiations of Kurdistan, Nagorno-Karabakh, Northern Cyprus, the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic, Somaliland, South Ossetia, Taiwan, and Transnistria.  
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This project contributes to the literature in several significant ways. It furthers the 

post-internationalist paradigm by explaining phenomena that play an important role in 

politics at large. Simultaneously, it changes the dominant liberal and statist paradigm that 

prioritizes states and state membership as necessary components of the international 

community. By problematizing the nation-state model of identity, this project directs 

attention to the failure of that model to capture all individuals, as it claims to do. This 

project then asks what the consequences are for those individuals left outside of the 

international community of states and explores how the exclusion of some creates the 

potential for conflict when the nation-state model haphazardly tries to accommodate 

excluded parties (as with the forceful federation of Eritrea with Ethiopia), tries to force 

unwilling host states to make space for excluded parties (as with the Roma), or tries to 

find a place for excluded parties who have been denied their physical space (as with the 

Palestinians). Moreover, it contributes to the discussion of whether or not institutions and 

law matter by focusing the question on a particular level at which it matters, asking not so 

much where the law matters but to whom and when does it matter to them. It also lends 

to the new but growing literature about memory and trauma in world politics (see Edkins, 

2003; Kapralski, 1997; Khalili, 2007), encouraging a serious discussion of long-term 

consequences of denial and exclusion. Finally, it introduces ideas borrowed from political 

philosophy to help us understand the implications of categories (re)produced in law and 

international organization membership, where conversations about membership and 

legitimacy have largely been neglected. This project, then, brings to the international 

arena political issues that have long been inaccurately relegated to the realm of domestic 

politics or the field of political theory. 
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AGENDA FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This project opens up a number of areas for future research. First and most 

obviously, it would be interesting to apply this methodology and approach to a number of 

other cases not explored here. While this project focuses on the mere existence of 

recognition and misrecognition, there is a great deal to be done in looking at cases of 

intentional versus unintentional misrecognition. The cases explored here grapple with 

instances of both intentional misrecognition stemming from ignorance and a lack of 

knowledge, but several also deal with an intentional misrepresentation of a group’s 

identity or preferences. While ignorance has a more straightforward remedy, I suspect 

that cases of intentional misrecognition in the form of reimagining and misrepresentation 

present a different set of struggles for misrecognized parties. While a significant other 

might be more easily negotiated with to correct misrecognition and alleviate a group’s 

hysteresis, a significant other bent on intentionally warping the image of a group will 

likely perpetuate the hysteresis of that group. While determining intentionality is surely a 

challenge, this distinction is surely worth investigating for the role it plays in impacting 

the identities and lived experiences of people as well as contributing to international 

conflict and crisis.  

A related avenue for future research would be to explore the framing of 

misrecognition, drawing special attention to criminality and illegality. One interesting 

finding in the cases here was tied to the use of criminalized language to identify to 

intentionally misrecognize different groups and to justify harsh treatment of and violence 

towards those groups. By criminalizing groups, significant others paint individuals and 

groups as unworthy of a place or space in international society as they are portrayed as 
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already violating the social contract with their very behavior. It would be interesting to 

look at how language of criminality is used to exclude certain parties from international 

society as a gatekeeping signal as well as to see how the language of criminality in the 

recognition of existing members of international society serves to create a second-class.  

Another avenue of interesting research that might come from this type of project 

would be a comparison of the role of identity in paths to statehood or sovereignty claims 

in different levels of state development. Part of the Eritrean success in gaining statehood 

and recognition of their shared identity was tied to the relatively weak state of Ethiopia 

and the lack of order in the region. In the same vein, part of the Palestinian challenge in 

gaining statehood and recognition of their shared identity is tied to the strength of the 

state of Israel. The creation of new states has occurred in recent years primarily in the 

shadow of weak states (South Sudan, Kosovo, Montenegro, East Timor, Palau), but the 

rise of nationalism has coincided with claims of sovereignty and recognition for groups 

that want separation from relatively stable states (Quebecois, Catalans, Kurds, and Puerto 

Ricans). This raises questions about the persistence of fixed sovereignties or the 

durability of sovereignty as well as the role of state strength in thwarting or 

accommodating such challenges.  

A related area of research would be to explore those shared identities that the 

international community consistently rejects. This project focused on the embrace of 

outwardly imposed categories with the embrace of a misrecognition of Roma, the 

colonial invention of Eritrea, and the shared identity of Palestinian tied to a territory that 

was not previously a coherent identity group. An interesting avenue for research would 

be to look at the experience of recognition and misrecognition of those groups that 
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identify as a collective but international society continually refuses to recognize as one. 

This would be particularly interesting those groups who span across multiple states but 

understand themselves to be a coherent whole like the Kurds in what they term Kurdistan 

(southeastern Turkey, northern Iraq, northwestern Iran, and Northern Syria). It would 

also be interesting for those groups who have achieved relative self-governance and are 

recognized by some other states but are in a state of limbo as their “host state” still makes 

claim to them (such as the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic, South Ossestia, 

Somalialand, or Transnistria).  

Lastly, this project indicates that discourse analysis can be scaled up and used in 

IR in meaningful ways. While there is some work in IR that utilizes discourse analysis 

(see Jackson, 2018; Milliken, 1999; Neumann, 2008), there is significant room for 

discourse analysis to be incorporated into the field of international relations. Doing so 

would open up space, particularly for constructivist and post-internationalists, to engage 

seriously and methodically with questions of meaning. The embrace of discourse analysis 

would enable IR scholars to investigate systematically the role of ideas over time in a 

number of areas.  

 

MOVING FORWARD 

 If we acknowledge the deep effects international institutions might have on the 

physical and psychological well-being of individuals and the fact that not all individuals 

or groups of people conceive of their existence as ordered by states, we need to take 

seriously the potential consequences of institutional behavior such as the UNHCR’s 

commitment to end statelessness. While the UNHCR’s position on statelessness is driven 
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by their observation that stateless people often lack access to basic human rights, the 

desire to end statelessness raises a number of concerns. The UNHCR has committed itself 

to a goal of ending statelessness by 2024, building on the 1954 and 1961 conventions. 

While the 1954 convention protects the rights of stateless people to enjoy a minimum set 

of human rights and the 1961 convention established a framework to ensure the right of 

every person to a nationality, the November 2014 UNHCR commitment to end 

statelessness in ten years focuses on the elimination of the category of statelessness rather 

than the protection of individuals in that category. The UNHCR statement is tied to the 

belief that people want a nationality, which is evident in the fact that they repeatedly 

invoke the claim that people not only have a right to a nationality, but that people who are 

stateless are being denied a nationality. This is further emphasized in the UNHCR’s 

stance that they and civil society organizations have roles to play in supporting the efforts 

of states to establish who their nationals are. This endeavor has been backed by a variety 

of states as well as international institutions like the European Council, the European 

Union, ASEAN, and the AU. Such efforts are emblematic of Waltz’s logic (as echoed by 

Wight) that for the international system of states to persist, states must maintain their 

place of privilege. 

 Arguably, we are still in the Peace of Westphalia with the agreements regulating 

how states are going to behave still very much the rule of the land. That system 

perpetuates identities and a system of identification built upon the idea of the state and 

our attachment to it. Inherent in the creation of that system were flaws that have 

presented challenges to this ordering over time. While alternative systems of 

identification have flourished outside of Europe, those ways of identifying are 
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inconsistent with the Westphalian vision of world order that has come to govern the 

world both in practice and in our minds. Alternative ways of understanding oneself and 

one’s group continue to present challenges to the state system that the system and its 

composite states seem unable and unwilling to deal with.  

If states want to reduce violence with non-state actors, extend practices of mutual 

respect to others, and to engage in acts of justice, they need make space for people who 

have been traditionally excluded from international and domestic politics. Continuing to 

deny space and place to people who do not conform to Westphalian identities has not 

resulted in their disappearance. Identifying these people are “problems” of sovereign 

states denies the history that has placed these people at the margins and detracts from the 

international community’s role in the exclusion of these people and their role in 

correcting or at least addressing the harm of misrecognition. 

The international community and its member states cannot simply continue to 

ignore people who live at the margins. Forcing people into states as current campaigns 

like the UN’s project to end statelessness are not sufficient mechanisms for this. Such 

campaigns to end statelessness are premised on the same beliefs that guided the Soviets 

to turn gypsies into little Bulgarians and little Czechs. Forcing groups who have lived at 

the margins of states into hostile host states will do little to address the lived experiences 

of exclusion and oppression that many of those people experience. The hysteresis will 

continue; forced integration of a community does not necessary strip them of their “other 

identity” and as in the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 2008 financial crisis with the 

Roma, moments of crisis reveal the long-standing fractures of communities forced to 

integrate. Forcing a national identity on to a people who do not embrace that identity will 
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not strip them of their alternative identities, and forcing states to take in people who they 

continue to treat as others, but simply as second- or third-class citizens does little to 

“solve” the problem of statelessness. The ideational boundaries around groups are largely 

the product of contingency (Brown, 2001, p. 129) and “no enduring political order can 

exist without a substantial sense of community and shared identity” (Deudney & 

Ikenberry, 1999, p. 193). Forcing unwanted and unwilling groups into states will only 

exacerbate the problems surrounding these communities.  

If we want to take seriously the lingering challenges presented by the state-system 

while also addressing the misrecognition and mistreatment of those who have been left 

out of that system, we must engage in a process of decolonizing the recognition process. 

This would entail changing the practice of recognition such that statehood is no longer 

the only basis on which entrance into and participation in the international community is 

allowed. The idea of the Westphalian state-system was premised on collegiality and 

faithful neighborliness, that need not only extend to states. If the state-system is to 

successfully resolve issues presented by and party to traditionally excluded groups, those 

formerly excluded voices need to be recognized and given a place in international society 

regardless of whether they have a state to speak through or a state to speak on their 

behalf. The actions of the European Union in regards to the Roma seem to be a step in 

this direction, but much more will need to be done such that misrecognized parties have 

venues through which they can seek to alleviate their hysteresis. This project draws 

attention to the experiences of misrecognition stemming from the state-system. It 

demonstrates that such misrecognition can cause real harm to groups who fail to conform 

to state-based identities and are pushed into the margins of society. Such hysteresis can 
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and should be alleviated through a recognition of alternative forms of identification; this 

would require states and organizations to move away from dehumanizing language and 

exclusionary practices directed at those who they view as “outside of” or “unworthy of” 

membership in international society. True recognition requires intention and effort to see 

people as they are and to accept, recognize, and respect the humanity of others regardless 

of state membership, thus eliminating (or at least significantly reducing) the potential for 

hysteresis.  
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APPENDIX A: DEIXES CODING WORDS 
 
AFFECTIVE DEIXIS 
 
Positive 
abide by *treaty, io rule, law* 
above-board 
above-board 
acceptable 
acceptable 
accommodating 
acknowledged 
appropriate 
appropriately 

brothers 
cooperative 
cousins 
dear  
excellence 
family  
fathers 
fellow 
friends of 

friendship 
global community 
highest esteem 
ingenuous 
innocent 
lawful 
legal 
legitimate 
licit 

neighboring 
next-door 
normal 
our 
our extended family 
our friends 
respect for *treaty/law* 
respect international law 
respect law 

respect of *treaty/law* 
responsible 
righteous 
rightful 
sisters 
substantial 
succeeding 
superior 
uncle 

 
 
Negative 
adverse 
alien 
alterative 
alternative lifestyle 
anachronistic 
anarchic 
animals 
antiquated 
appalling 
archaic 
assassin 
backward 
backwards 
bandit 
barbarian, barbarous 
barbaric 
bombers 
childlike 
confrontational 
contemptible 
corrupt 
criminals 
crooked 
crude 
danger 
dangerous 
deceitful 
degenerate 
deplorable 
depraved 

despicable 
deviant 
devious 
dirty 
dishonest 
dishonorable 
disingenuous 
disloyal 
distasteful 
disturbing 
domestic terrorist 
drifters 
erosion of 
*state/culture/community* 
felonious 
flagrant 
gang 
gypsies 
harmful 
hazardous 
heretical 
hinder 
hooligans 
hostile 
ignoble 
ill-conceived 
illegal 
illegitimate 
illicit 
immoral 

inappropriate 
inassimilable 
indictable 
inferior 
instability to the community 
instability to the state 
invasive 
irresponsible 
iterant 
itinerant 
juvenile 
kidnap 
kill 
lacking 
lazy 
looters 
lowlife 
malignant 
marauder 
medieval 
menace 
miscreant 
monsters 
moral hazard 
murder 
nefarious 
neglect 
non-compliant 
non-modern 
non-western 

not appropriate 
not modern 
not normal 
not/non - country/european 
nuisance 
outlaw 
outsider 
peril 
perverse 
petulant 
pilferers 
plague 
poor 
premodern 
primeval 
primitive 
prisoners 
problematic 
ravage 
rebels 
refuse to integrate 
reprobate 
resisting modernity 
riot 
roamers 
rootless 
savage 
scars 
scumbags 
shady 

shifty 
simple 
steal 
superstitious 
swindlers 
terrorist 
thief 
thoughtless 
threat to *group/state 
thug 
treacherous 
trespasser 
unaccepting 
unassimilable 
unattractive 
unbearable 
uncivilized 
uncooperative 
underhand(ed) 
undermine 
undesirable 
unemployed 
unscrupulous 
vagrant 
vandal 
villain 
violent 
vicious 
wicked 
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EPISTEMIC DEIXIS 
 
Equality 
acceptable 
acceptable 
accommodating 
acknowledged 
appropriate 
appropriately 
brothers 
cousins 

dear  
excellence 
family  
fathers 
fellow 
friends of 
friendship 
global community 

innocent 
lawful 
legal 
legitimate 
licit 
like us 
neighboring 
next-door 

normal 
our 
our extended family 
our friends 
our friends 
parity 
partner 
respect for *treaty/law* 

respect international law 
respect law 
respect of *treaty/law* 
responsible 
sisters 
uncle 

 
 
Admiration 
appropriate 
above-board 
highest esteem 
ingenuous 
respectable 
righteous 
rightful 
substantial 
succeeding 
superior 
 
 
Paternalistic 
antiquated 
backward 
backwards 
care of *group * 
caring for *group * 
duty bound 
for *group* 
for the good of 
for the interest of *group 
* 

for the wellbeing of 
*group* 
for their own good 
for those who don't know 
better 
immature 
in need of 
help/assistance/aid/develo
pment/advising 
in the interest of 
in the interest of  *group * 

in the name of *group* 
medieval 
moral hazard 
naïve 
not appropriate 
not modern 
not normal 
not/non - 
country/european 
obedient 

obligation to  
*group/state/europe* 
on behalf of 
on behalf of *group* 
passé 
peculiar 
petulant 
premodern 
primeval 
primitive 
problematic 

protection of 
*state/europe* 
quaint 
simple 
simple 
these people 
to protect *group* 
unfriendly 
young 

 
 
Contemptuous 
adverse 
alien 
alterative 
alternative lifestyle 
anachronistic 
anarchic 
animals 
antiquated 
appalling 
archaic 
assassin 
backward 
backwards 
bandit 
barbarian, barbarous 
barbaric 
bombers 
childlike 
contemptible 
criminals 
crooked 
crude 
danger 
dangerous 
deceitful 
degenerate 
deplorable 
depraved 
despicable 
deviants 
deviant 

devious 
dirty 
dishonest 
dishonorable 
disingenuous 
disloyal 
distasteful 
disturbing 
domestic terrorist 
drifters 
erosion of  
felonious 
flagrant 
gang 
gypsies 
harmful 
hazardous 
heretical 
hinder 
hooligans 
hostile 
ignoble 
illegal 
illegitimate 
illicit 
immoral 
inappropriate 
inassimilable 
indictable 
inferior 
instability of/to  

instability of/to the state 
invasive 
irresponsible 
iterant 
itinerant 
juvenile 
kidnap 
kill 
lacking 
lazy 
less civilized 
looters 
lowlife 
malignant 
marauder 
medieval 
menace 
miscreant 
monsters 
moral hazard 
murder 
nefarious 
nefarious 
neglect 
non-compliant 
non-modern 
non-western 
not appropriate 
not modern 
not normal 
nuisance 

outlaw 
outsider 
peril 
perverse 
pilferers 
plague 
poor 
primeval 
primitive 
prisoners 
problematic 
ravage 
rebels 
refuse to integrate 
reprobate 
resisting modernity 
riot 
roamers 
rootless 
savage 
scars 
scumbags 
shady 
shifty 
steal 
superstitious 
swindlers 
terrorist 
thief 
thoughtless 
threat to *group/state 

thug 
treacherous 
trespasser 
unaccepting 
unassimilable 
unattractive 
unbearable 
uncivilized 
uncooperative 
underhand(ed) 
undermine 
undesirable 
unemployed 
unscrupulous 
vagrant 
vandal 
villain 
violent 
violent 
vicious 
wicked
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EVALUATIVE DEIXIS 
 
Criticism or Blame 
actionable 
banned 
betray 
betrayal 
blame 
cancerous 
confrontational 
cover-up 
damage 
dangerous 
deleterious consequences 
deplorable 
deprived 
destructive 

disingenuous 
disloyal 
domestic terrorist 
erosion of 
*state/culture/community* 
failed 
failed to 
fault 
felonious 
flagrant 
guilty 
harmful 
hastily 
hazardous 

hinder 
hostile 
ill-conceived 
illegal 
illegal 
illegitimate 
illicit 
in violation of 
inappropriate 
indictable 
innocent 
instability to the community 
instability to the state 
internal contestation 

irresponsible 
irresponsible 
lacking 
menace 
menacing 
misguided 
misrepresented 
misunderstood 
moral hazard 
neglect 
non-compliant 
not appropriate 
nuisance 
oppose(s) 

peril 
plague 
problematic 
prohibited 
refuse to accept 
refuse to integrate 
relegated 
run(s) counter to 
terrorists 
thanks 
threat to *group/state 
unassimilable 
undermine

 
Praise or Positive 
above-board 
acceptable 
acceptable 
accommodating 
acknowledged 
actionable 
appropriate 
authorized 

cohesive 
compliant 
constitutional 
contractual 
cooperative 
customary 
decision(s) of *legal 
body/organization* 

duty bound 
endorsed 
fitting 
friends of 
high ground 
highest esteem 
in appreciate of 
justified 

lawful 
legal 
legitimate 
licit 
normal 
permissible 
permitted 
respect for *treaty/law* 

respect international law 
respect law 
respect of *treaty/law* 
respect of international law 
responsible 
righteous 
virtuous 
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APPENDIX B: BREAKDOWN OF DOCUMENTS 
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Figure A.1 Eritrean External Recognition Documents by Decade
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Figure A.2 Eritrean Internal Identity Statements by Decade
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Figure A.3 Romani External Recognition Documents by Decade
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Figure A.5 Palestinian External Recognition Documents by Decade
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Figure A.6 Palestinian Internal Identity Statements by Decade
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