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In the political realm, our world is currently experiencing both a massive decline in
democracies as well as the quality of democratic regimes in all geographical regions,
and a rise in pro-democracy social change movements. Meanwhile, extant scholarly
research emphasizes that social movements can contribute to changes in political
regimes, such as the undermining of authoritarian ones or simply causing a circulation
of the elite. Nevertheless, there is a gap in the scholarly knowledge regarding when political
activism becomes effective or can even take place without total annihilation in the context
of unrecognized states. To address this gap, studying cases of pro-democracy
movements in unrecognized states through a comparative schema is the most
effective methodology. In these cases, some variables that affect movement
outcomes, such as international diplomatic relations, NGO activity, multinational
company pressures, etc. are more restricted due to these states lacking official
diplomatic capacity. Therefore, in unrecognized states, domestic political-economic
factors are primal and their effects can be observed much more easily, which then
lends some tentatively generalizable insights as well. For the purposes of this paper, I
will consider the emergence and ultimate outcomes of pro-democracymovements in three
unrecognized states: North Cyprus, Abkhazia, and Taiwan. All three cases in comparative
perspective can shed light on the dynamics of how nonviolent, pro-democracy
movements unfold under the authoritarian-leaning settings of unrecognized states with
minimal international interaction or oversight.
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INTRODUCTION

Nonviolent social change movements, while systematically inquired into since the 1960s, have
garnered considerable attention since the Arab Spring events of 2011, where entrenched autocracies
were targeted and democratization in the region gained steam. This provided hope that authoritarian
governments can be defied and democracy can be achieved even where the pre-existing regional
democratic capacity is questionable (Vidwans, 2020). On the one hand, only the Tunisian case has
been a sustainable success, whereas Egypt—another famous case—only saw some limited reforms.
On the other hand, cases such as Bahrain led to heavy repression and failure, while the Yemeni,
Libyan, and Syrian movements have instead led to civil wars. As such, one question still remains
dominant in the field: can nonviolent social movements be effective in enacting change where their
opponents are authoritarian governments?
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This question is especially prominent in the current political
realm: our world is experiencing both a massive decline in
democracies as well as the quality of democratic regimes in all
geographical regions (Carothers and Press, 2020; Repucci and
Amy, 2021), and a significant increase in political social change
movements (Cordenillo and Van der Staak, 2014; Burcher, 2017).
Meanwhile, extant scholarly research emphasizes that social
change movements—ranging from completely violent to
entirely non-violent—can contribute to changes in political
regimes, such as the undermining of authoritarianism or
simply causing a circulation of the elite (Hallward and
Norman, 2015; Freeman-Woolpert, 2017; Sa’di, 2015; Chen
and Moss, 2018; Brancati, 2016; Aleman, 2015; Dahlum and
Tore, 2019; Lee, 2010). Nevertheless, there is a gap in the scholarly
knowledge regarding when political activism becomes effective or
can even take place without total annihilation under authoritarian
regimes. This especially holds true regarding the same dynamics
within the context of unrecognized states; in fact, there is no
systematic study of how and why pro-democracy movements
emerge or succeed in these cases.

To address this gap, this paper provides case studies of
unrecognized states where pro-democracy movements emerged
and an analysis of what we can learn regarding the dynamics
driving and the ultimate success or failure of said movements.
Unrecognized states are those that possess some measure of de
facto sovereignty over territories otherwise legally claimed by
another, recognized state (labeled as “the parent state” in this
context); as such, they lack de jure sovereignty. Even in cases
where they achieved eventual democratization, unrecognized
states have invariably experienced at least a long period of
authoritarian or semi-authoritarian rule accompanied by
militarization. Such centralized power and armed power
invariably appeared necessary for unrecognized states to
perpetuate their jeopardized existence against a parent state
aiming to reclaim their territories. Moreover, in these cases,
variables such as international diplomatic relations, NGO’s
political activity, multinational company pressures, etc. can be
either eliminated or much more restricted due to these states
lacking official diplomatic capacity and actors attempting to
refrain from providing inadvertent recognition. Therefore, in
unrecognized states, domestic political-economic factors as
well as the sponsor state-unrecognized state relations are
primary and their effects on these cases can be observed more
easily.

For the purposes of this paper, I consider the emergence and
ultimate outcomes of pro-democracy movements in three
unrecognized states, which exhibit high levels of similarity,
over time: North Cyprus1, Abkhazia, and Taiwan2. The pro-

democracy movements in all three cases followed differing
trajectories: the Northern Cypriot case went through a
pendulum of failure-minimal success-backlash; the Abkhazian
case remained only performative; and the Taiwanese case went
from repression (during widespread recognition) to resounding
success (while unrecognized). All three cases in comparative
perspective can shed light on the dynamics of how nonviolent,
pro-democracy movements unfold under in the context of
unrecognized states as they experience changes along the
authoritarianism-democratization continuum over time.
Through these case studies, I demonstrate how economic
factors and international relations, rather than the
authoritarian or democratic nature of a regime, predict the
emergence and success of sustained pro-democracy
movements in the context of unrecognized states.

LITERATURE REVIEW

This inquiry into the dynamics driving the occurrence and
success of pro-democracy movements in unrecognized states
that shuttle between authoritarianism and democratization due
to internal and external factors3 must necessarily start with a
review of the literature. Given this, there is a dearth of works on
pro-democracy movements in unrecognized states; as such, this
literature needs to be synthesized with and supplemented by a
review on social movement theories, as well as authoritarianism
and pro-democracy movements. Specifically, this paper reviews
the state of scholarly knowledge on movement onset, success, and
failure, as well as authoritarian stability within both a more
general context, as well as the specific context of unrecognized
states. Ultimately, this literature review serves to create the
background and a framework for inquiring into the prowess
of pro-democracy movements in unrecognized states.

Currently, social movement generally fall along the fault-lines
of structural/relational or cultural/emotional emphases
(Buechler, 2011). The main competing ideas are Resource
Mobilization Theory (McCarthy and Zald, 2001; Tilly, 1978;
1992), Political Process Theory (PPT) (Tilly, 2000, 2003,
2004a; Della Porta and Tarrow, 2004) and Framing Theories.
Of these, PPT is the one adopted in this paper as it is both a multi-
level approach and this study examines variables at multiple
analytical levels; and PPT is an attempt to synthesize the theories
in the field, which allows us to tap into the varied approaches in
the field at once. PPT emphasizes “political opportunity,
mobilizing structures, and framing processes” whereas culture
and contentious repertoires play a minor role (Buechler, 2011,
208). Political opportunities here refer to openings to encourage
elite defections, decline in authoritarian capacity, international
support, etc. that allow to build momentum for a movement
(Goldstone 2004; Skocpol, 2006). Meanwhile, mobilizing
structures involve existing formal or informal social networks
that can be utilized to galvanize and sustain participation in the

1While North Cyprus is generally coded as free or semi-free (see for example
(Northern Cyprus Country Report 2002, 2003; “; Northern Cyprus Country Report
2011, 2012)), I have argued elsewhere that the system is inherently flawed and there
is such widespread intervention as to render the state a puppet that ignores popular
will that coding it mostly authoritarian is appropriate (see (Ulas 2017)).
2Taiwan is generally seen as a partially-recognized state but categorically, given the
lack of official recognition by most UN states, Taiwan is coded as part of the
Universe of unrecognized states. See (Caspersen 2012; Ulas 2017).

3For more on this, see: (Caspersen 2011b; Voller 2015; Kopeček, Hoch, and Baar
2016; Ulas 2017).
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movement. Framing processes allow not only an awakening
towards common interests and goals but also the creation of
strong collective identities to generate support for the movement.
In the modern social movement theories, the framework predicts
that political opportunities are necessary yet insufficient
indicators of movement emergence, maintenance, and success.
Indeed, a movement’s capacity to get people’s support through
framing and get them to overcome the barriers to participation by
actively tapping into mobilizing structures appears to be just as
important. Considering pro-democracy movements in
unrecognized states, then, one can predict that the theory
would focus on weaknesses in authoritarian power, changes in
the international context, and the movement’s ability to bring the
opposition together through identity politics or economic
incentives (such as increased trading opportunities through
democratization) as the main approach to promoting
movement success.

Authoritarianism is a form of government where individual
freedoms, political rights, and civil liberties are heavily restricted
and where the use of repression promotes high levels of obedience
towards the state (Della Porta et al., 2014; “Understanding and
Challenging Authoritarianism,” 2017). As such, socio-political
dissent tends to be heavily discouraged in authoritarian states
(Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen andMoss, 2018; Sa’di, 2015), which
is why the larger question of how pro-democracy movements can
succeed under significantly adverse circumstances is expedient.
However, it is important to note that despite common
generalizations, authoritarian states are not monolithic; in fact,
neither are all authoritarian states opposed to all forms of dissent,
nor do they always employ violent forms of repression (Chen and
Moss, 2018).

Authoritarian regimes, which are well-established and well-
consolidated, hold advantages that undermine pro-democracy
movements. Firstly, they tend to have a wide repertoire of
repression, including the use of education and media to
promote obedience (Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen and Moss,
2018). Moreover, their repressive mechanisms can be formal
(such as the use of police forces) or informal (such as the use
of thugs) (Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen and Moss, 2018).
Importantly, open (and potentially legalized) repression can
force anti-regime/pro-democracy movements to go
underground or online (Groves, 2012; Pinckey, 2020).
Secondly, authoritarian regimes create, reinforce, and maintain
elite and oligarchic networks through patron-client relations,
whereby the power-holders and power-brokers of autocracies
tend to support the regime for their common interests (Facal and
Estrelita, 2020). Thirdly, autocracies tend to create a tight
military-state relationship, which significantly reinforces the
repressive capacity of the state (Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen
andMoss, 2018; Sa’di, 2015). Occasionally, the state is also able to
benefit from a “national hero” narrative where the authoritarian
leaders are perceived as the heroes of a liberation struggle
(Dendere, 2019). Additionally, autocracies tend to also
promote a robust public sector, which allows them to exert
control over their own population by making the latter
dependent on the state for their livelihood and economic
survival (Isachenko, 2012).

Given all the factors outlined above, which should eliminate
the possibility of any pro-democracy movement, how do such
movements occur—and even succeed? Firstly, it is important to
recognize that pro-democracy movements are not monolithic.
Indeed, the formation, mobilization, goals, and power of a pro-
democracy movement will necessarily alter according to local
factors: historical context; state-society relations and society-
movement relations; and the repressive repertoire of the state
(Chen and Moss, 2018; Sa’di, 2015). Importantly, legitimacy is a
key word: whether the repression as well as the state are seen as
legitimate or not either reinforce or undermine the regime’s
capacity to repress and depends, in turn, on a delegitimizing
framing (Della Porta et al., 2014; Jackman, 2020). However, even
regimes known to be corrupt and thus illegitimate appear able to
keep power through patronage networks and sustain repressive
capacities allowing for the suppression of movements. This, in
turn, conforms with extant theories: framing is not the primary
factor in predicting movement emergence.

Which takes us to the first important factor in reinforcing pro-
democracy movements: the decline and/or failure of traditional
repressive mechanisms serves as an ideal opportunity window for
these movements (Skocpol, 1979; Della Porta et al., 2014; Sa’di,
2015). These opportunities can emerge if state-elite or state-
military interests fall out of alignment and the pro-democracy
movement obtains access to these potential elite or military
defectors (Skocpol, 1979; Tilly, 2004a; Della Porta et al., 2014).
Additionally, economic crises serve as a way to undermine
repression by crippling the regime’s ability to maintain
patron-client relations as well as bloated levels of public sector
hiring (Heydemann and Leenders, 2013; Facal and Estrelita, 2020;
Chen and Moss, 2018; Sa’di, 2015; Della Porta et al., 2014).
Nevertheless, opportunity windows alone cannot explain
mobilization or success—so what does?

Most research underlines a few key factors that allow for the
emergence of pro-democracy movements under authoritarian
regimes. The increased mobilization of youth, who believe the
risks of protest are outmatched by potential benefits (as well as
perceived costs of the status quo) and who feel less ingratiated for
liberation and war heroism, can increase the movement’s chances
if the movement can recruit these “free radicals” (Jackman, 2020).
An economic downturn, which can shrink opportunities available
to the youth while also increasing unemployment, can reinforce
youth mobilization as the relative costs of protest will decline
(Brancati, 2016; Carothers and Press, 2020). Furthermore,
cyberspace and online platforms have allowed for pro-
democracy movements to emerge and mobilize
virtually—although this is a space susceptible to state
control—as well (Dendere, 2019; Pinckey, 2020). Importantly,
if community elders who want to support a better future for the
youth also mobilize, pro-democracy movements become
inevitable (Groves, 2012; Guzman-Concha, 2012; Cini and
Guzmán-Concha, 2017; Dendere, 2019; Jackman, 2020).
Additionally, as noted above, not all forms of dissent are
discouraged under autocracies; in fact, social dissent is usually
allowed where political dissent is not (Chen and Moss 2018).
Therefore, there are ample opportunities under authoritarian
regimes for the practice of popular agency at micro and meso
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levels of society (Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen and Moss, 2018).
Such agency allows for movements to build capacity for further,
larger, and potentially political mobilization thus building
mobilization structures as a resource (Petras and Veltmeyer,
2011; Sa’di, 2015).

Pro-democracy movements can also benefit from their
association with political opposition parties/formal networks,
but there are caveats here. Firstly, while opposition parties are
wont to support pro-democracy movements when not in power,
they are just as likely to discourage these “radical” movements
once in power (Pinckey, 2020; Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen and
Moss, 2018; Sa’di, 2015). Secondly, opposition parties may also
attempt to co-opt, subsume, and thus undermine some key
players in the movements that brought them into power
(Pinckey, 2020; Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen and Moss, 2018;
Sa’di, 2015). Moreover, once movements are subsumed by
politics, they become routinized actors rather than subversive
ones, losing much of their impact and creativity that initially
allowed them to defy authoritarian governance (Pinckey 2020;
Della Porta et al., 2014; Chen and Moss, 2018; Sa’di, 2015).
Nevertheless, having close networks with defecting political elite
might be a necessary yet insufficient component of a successful
pro-democracy struggle in an autocracy.

Transnational dynamics also house factors that are important
to the success or failure of pro-democracy movements (Chen and
Moss, 2018; “Understanding and Challenging Authoritarianism,”
2017; Bursztyn et al., 2021; Smith and Wiest, 2012). The most
pertinent aspect here has been the occurrence of a tectonic shift in
the global order from the power and legitimacy of a state being
based on territorial control to one where power and legitimacy are
rooted in a state’s capability to conform to normative
international standards (Smith and Wiest, 2012; Bursztyn
et al., 2021). In fact, this new paradigm of legitimacy and
power is called sovereignty as responsibility and is rooted in
the globalization of human rights as standard norms (Etzioni,
2006; Bellamy, 2009; Deng et al., 2010; Moses, 2014).
Subsequently, this has meant that the state’s ability to use
coercion has declined whereas their need to conform to
international laws and standards has increased (Berg, 2009;
Berg and Molder, 2012; Smith and Wiest, 2012). Therefore, we
can argue that international dynamics have become more
accommodating and, in fact, supportive of pro-democracy
movements. Moreover, the more interconnected a movement
is with its international counterparts, the more it will be
empowered. This empowerment comes from an increase in
transnational knowledge sharing and support in logistical
terms, and increased pressure on the state (Smith, 1998; Della
Porta and Tarrow, 2004; Johnston and Paul, 2006; Bakker and
Frank, 2016; Understanding and Challenging Authoritarianism,
2017). This also means that less interconnectedmovements might
not benefit much from transnational dynamics. In addition,
transnational networks vary in intensity and commitment
despite their potential role in increasing movement capacity
(Smith and Wiest, 2012; Bursztyn et al., 2021). Furthermore,
movements inspired by other international examples might
imitate tactics without a thorough understanding and the
prerequisites build up, which lowers their chances of success

(Vidwans, 2020). Ultimately, we can conclude that transnational
dynamics help empower movements in direct correlation with
the level of interconnectedness between transnational networks
and the local pro-democracy movement. This also holds true
regarding the democratization of unrecognized states.

The democratization of unrecognized states is significantly
correlated with the perception of the need to democratize by the
power-holders for these states for the purposes of regime survival
and, ultimately, gaining recognition (Mulaj, 2011, 47; Caspersen,
2011b; Ulas, 2017). Meanwhile, these states depend largely on
their sponsors for the former goal whereas they depend on the
international community for the latter (Caspersen, 2011b; Ulas,
2014, 2017; H.; Lin, 2016; Isachenko, 2012; Harvey and Stansfield,
2011; Closson et al., 2013). This means that the requisite
dependence on the populace and the subsequent give-and-take
between the rulers and the ruled (as outlined by Tilly, 1992) is
largely undermined in these contexts (Ulas, 2017). Given this lack
of dependence of the state on the populace, can there be a role for
social movements and civil society in promoting democracy?

The literature on the democratization of unrecognized states
has produced four frameworks that can help understand the role
pro-democracy movements may play in unrecognized states.
Ulas’s framework (Ulas, 2017, 427–35), which will be adopted
in this study, is largely a synthesis of the other three frameworks
proposes by Caspersen, Kopecek et al., and Voller (Caspersen,
2011b; Voller, 2015; Kopeček et al., 2016) together with theories
of democratization. According to the framework, unrecognized
states (and any other state suffering a similar condition)
experience—at least at inception—acute threat perceptions
which push towards hyper-militarization, repression of dissent,
and the systemic promotion of internal unity. During this time, so
long as the regime can absorb economic shocks (through trade,
external aid, or domestic economic performance) and/or
maintain a high repressive capacity, in addition to providing
positive economic incentives to provide for basic human needs
and to co-opt opposition, then the regime will remain stable. The
main mechanisms of pro-democracy change in these cases were:
significant systemic shocks beyond the capacity of the state and
external aid to accommodate; changes in the international
context (switch to emphases on earned sovereignty and
human rights over Cold War alliances) and economic shocks
reducing repressive capacity; contentious repertoires and
institutional legacies; and last but not least, an active enough
civil society of both formal and informal networks to mobilize to
take advantage of the opportunity window (Ulas 2017, 428).
Another important factor in these cases was international
scrutiny and engagement; the former caused the state to be
less repressive (or less brazenly so), whereas the latter
provided hopes for an alternative and more prosperous future
through democratization (Ulas 2017). This framework overlaps
significantly with the dynamics of pro-democracy movements in
authoritarian settings as underlined above; moreover, the factors
identified through the literature review thus far are in accord with
the framework of social movement emergence and success as
proposed in the Political Process Theory (McAdam, 2010; Tilly,
2000; 2003; 2004b).
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METHODOLOGY AND CASE SELECTION

Generating an understanding of the dynamics driving pro-
democracy social movements in unrecognized states requires
inquiries into the existing cases of such phenomena. Given
this, there is a dearth of existing scholarly knowledge
regarding the dynamics of these movements in unrecognizes
rates; as such, the case studies will naturally be exploratory
rather than explanatory, as causal relationships cannot be
drawn based on the limited academic knowledge of this
phenomenon. Moreover, case studies naturally generate
knowledge that is context-specific. Instead, this paper
addresses this methodological weakness by utilizing a
comparative case study approach. On this note, this work will
be richly descriptive in covering the dynamics of the chosen cases
in order to uncover similarities and differences that have marked
the emergence, persistence, and success/failure of pro-democracy
movements in unrecognized states across the past several
decades. Additionally, in unrecognized states, one can
specifically observe how much impact several factors, such as
dependence on an external actor, international engagement (esp.
economic), international norms, and international scrutiny, can
have on movement onset, sustainability, and success.

Unrecognized states are entities that have unilaterally seceded
from a recognized parent state, asserting control over territories
whose ownership is under dispute between the entity and its
parent state (Caspersen, 2012; Ulas, 2017). Therefore,
unrecognized states tend to be in a prolonged state of conflict,
which pushes them towards militarization and authoritarianism
(Caspersen, 2011a; Ulas, 2017). Indeed, especially early after their
establishment, unrecognized states tend to be on the higher
spectrum of authoritarianism. Moreover, unrecognized states
have de facto sovereignty but lack de jure sovereignty,
meaning that they have limited interaction and
interconnectedness with the international community,
especially at the diplomatic and economic levels. Even NGOs
are unlikely to engage unrecognized states on political topics such
as peace-making in order to avoid accidentally providing implied
recognition (Wolff, 2011; Ulas, 2016). This diplomatic and
economic isolation in turn make unrecognized states
dependent on external sponsor states for their survival - more
so than their own people or good relationships with other states
(Caspersen, 2008; Kamilova and Berg, 2012). This provides for an
exceptional authoritarian setting in which to study the role of the
economy and international interactions in dictating the success of
pro-democracy movements.

Unrecognized states almost invariably suffer from a period of
authoritarianism (Caspersen, 2011a, 2011b; Isachenko, 2012;
Ulas, 2017). In addition, their economies as well as diplomatic
relations tend to be heavily regulated due to their political,
economic, and social isolation, which eliminates or severely
weakens the influence of several variables such as the role of
trade relationships in providing opportunities for movements.
This, then, allows for the study of unrecognized states and
hypothesize on the importance of the missing variables for the
success of pro-democracy movements. In addition, for the
present study, I have chosen three cases that feature multiple

outcomes for pro-democracy protests: Abkhazia, where two pro-
democracy revolutions took place without visible gains; North
Cyprus, where one pro-democracy revolution took place, others
were suppressed, and where there are ongoing protests; and lastly
Taiwan, where an initial pro-democracy movement was heavily
suppressed only for its successor to help produce one of the most
stable and advanced democracies around the globe. These cases
also constitute the three most prominent examples where pro-
democracy movements have had considerable impact in
unrecognized states.

The cases are both similar (political standing) and different
(geography, GDP, size, relation with sponsor) in ways that
allowed for more generalized conclusions to be drawn from
the study while “controlling” for the factors where the cases
differ (Mahoney and Rueschemeyer, 2003). Some important
factors for comparison are as such: Abkhazia and North
Cyprus suffer from complete economic and political isolation,
whereby they have become mostly dependent on a sponsor state
(Russia and Turkey, respectively). Meanwhile, Taiwan has partial
recognition and its economy is well-integrated into global
markets, although it is highly dependent on military support
from its sponsor state (the United States). The comparisons
among the three help explore the importance of the
international community’s engagement as both witness of and
resource provider for social movements. At the same time, this
article studies the effects of having an authoritarian government
that is economically independent of its people but is dependent
on outside actors on such movements, especially through the lens
an alteration of regular state-society relations.

Since the movements under consideration in this paper are
historical, the case studies primarily rely on secondary data. These
data will include newspaper coverage, official documents, and
NGO/CSO reports. In addition, the study also considers tertiary
data such as op-eds and editorial works, testimonials, news
commentaries, as well as existing academic analyses. A
mixture of these data provides both a historicized context to
the cases as well as a deep understanding of the apparent main
dynamics that allowed at times for the success or repression of
pro-democracy movements—and, at times, completely averted
their occurrence despite conditions being met.

CASE STUDIES

The Rise, Fall, and Re-Birth of
Authoritarianism in Northern Cyprus
Cyprus was an ex-Ottoman colony that was then colonized by the
British, only to gain its independence in 1960. This newly
independent state was called the Republic of Cyprus (RoC).
According to the treaties, this was supposed to be a bi-
communal constitutional republic where political power would
be shared between the two main ethnic groups: Greek Cypriots
and Turkish Cypriots. As with many other power-sharing
arrangements, this republic fell apart quite fast: while the
nature of the violence (whether it was a full-scale civil war or
a limited communal strife) is disputed, there was nonetheless
sporadic and sometimes widespread instances of violence that
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happened from December 1963 to August 1974. In the end, a
unilateral Turkish intervention or invasion took place, dividing
the island into two along what is now known as the Green Line.
The Turkish Cypriot community was displaced to the north just
as the Greek Cypriot Community was displaced to the South. As
the status quo antewas never re-established, the Turkish Cypriots
unilaterally declared their secession as well as their statehood in
1983. This new “state” was called the Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus (TRNC), and it is an unrecognized pseudo-
state of about 500,000 people. The only state to recognize North
Cyprus is Turkey, which acts as the sponsor state for the
TRNC—meaning it provides the latter with diplomatic,
economic, and military support, ensuring its continued survival.

Given that the state was established from the ashes of an ethnic
strife that involved a militarized underground resistance
organization (TMT), it is not a surprise that the resulting
society was likewise militarized and duly hyper-nationalistic.
This context allowed for one of the war heroes to take power
in an authoritarian fashion (Isachenko, 2012; ilter and Alankuş,
2010; Duzgun, 2000). This hero, Denktash, became the president
in 1983 and held onto power until he was eventually deposed in
2003. This 20-year period marked an era of stable
authoritarianism in North Cyprus (Ulas, 2014; 2017).

Why was this authoritarian era so enduring? One of the
reasons, especially for the older generation, was the implicit
trust placed in Denktash as a result of hero worship
(Isachenko, 2012; Adamides, 2015). Indeed, for many he could
do no wrong despite obvious signs of corruption and profiteering
(Duzgun, 2000). Secondly, there was economic stability that
promoted authoritarian stability. This was partly due to the
fact that many Turkish Cypriots are hired in a heavily-bloated
government sector, which meant that they were dependent for
their livelihood on networks of patronage (Gazetesi, 2011;
Isachenko, 2012). Meanwhile, the government did not depend
as much on taxes collected from its citizens as compared to the
support coming in from Turkey, which virtually rendered all
workers expendable. Therefore, everyone had to toe the line to be
hired by the government and to keep their jobs, which
undermined the potential for a protest movement to take place.

Furthermore, whenever economic crises occurred (which was
often due to rampant corruption and fiscal mismanagement),
Turkey would bail the authoritarian leadership out, fulfilling its
role as the sponsor state (Ulas, 2017). This meant that patronage
networks could be perpetuated and paid off for much longer than
the coffers of a corrupt, authoritarian state should have allowed.
In fact, economic crises tend to usher in an era of resistance,
mostly due to the collapse of patronage networks (Ulas, 2017). By
not allowing the escalation of this crisis through leveraging
external fiscal support, the authoritarian Northern Cypriot
government was able to endure in spite of its evident
economic and political weaknesses. All in all, the authoritarian
government exhibited no signs of change—until some tectonic
shifts occurred in the international realm.

In 2000, a significant economic crisis occurred in Turkey,
which was naturally reflected unto Northern Cyprus. There were
two reasons for this: firstly, Northern Cyprus depended entirely
on Turkish aid to pay for the wages of government employees,

whereas the government sector was extremely bloated due to the
selling of favors through unnecessary hiring practices. Without
aid, paying worker’s wages and maintaining the bloated
patronage networks proved straining, if not impossible.
Secondly, as the only state that recognizes Northern Cyprus,
all external visitors and tourists arriving to North Cyprus have to
go through Turkish airports and seaports. Moreover, much of the
tourism in Northern Cyprus caters to Turks traveling to North
Cyprus for beach and casino visits, and the tourism sector is the
biggest income-generator in North Cyprus. Therefore, when
Turkey experienced the economic crisis of 2000, the revenues
of the Northern Cypriot tourism sector steeply declined. Given
these two factors, North Cyprus experienced an unprecedented
economic crisis; moreover, Turkey was no longer in a position to
bail the government out of the crisis. Consequently, the well-
established patronage networks started to show cracks and the
seemingly unmitigable support for the ex-hero President
Denktash started to collapse.

At the same time, the European Union (EU) started to play a
more active role in both Turkey and Cyprus. Indeed, the RoC was
promised membership to the Union by 2004 and it appeared
highly likely that Turkey’s bid for membership would also go
through should it be able to help resolve the Cypriot conflict.
Meanwhile, Turkish Cypriots had realized the precarity of
depending on external aid for their economic survival;
therefore, many labor unions as well as Turkish Cypriot
activists also promoted peacebuilding so that Turkish Cypriots
could enter the EU alongside the RoC and thus gain increased
opportunities for trade and tourism (Guven-Lisaniler and
Rodriguez, 2002; Yesilada and Sozen, 2002; Theophylactou,
2012). Concurrently, then-Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan
started advocating for peace alongside much of the Turkish
Cypriot civil society, as he saw the economic opportunities
inherent in a potential EU membership (Theophylactou,
2012). This was a significant deviation from Turkey’s prior
position towards the conflict of no resolution without
significant autonomy for Turkish Cypriots and some territorial
control ceded to Turkey.

These changes in the Turkish Cypriot civil society and the
Turkish approach to the Cypriot Conflict undermined the seat of
the hyper-nationalistic president. Indeed, Denktash had come to
depend on several factors to keep his monopoly on political
power. Firstly, having a supposedly “eternal enemy” in the form
of Greek Cypriots had made his nationalistic and anti-peace
platform quite viable, whereby he had a stake in perpetuating the
conflict. Now that the Turkish Cypriot majority supported
economic prosperity through peace rather than perpetuating
and pursuing the “National Cause” (i.e. the Cypriot Conflict),
Denktash’s platform started unraveling. Secondly, Denktash
enjoyed the TRNC’s status as an unrecognized state as the
international community had little supervision over the
territory’s management, which promoted a lack of
accountability. Subsequently the government could utilize
corrupt policies openly to establish and maintain the
patronage networks so essential for authoritarian stability.
Moreover, Denktash and other associated “elites” exercised
war profiteering in that they took over Greek Cypriot
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properties left in the North and distributed them in order to
further finance their clientelism and their own pockets (Duzgun,
2000; Ulas, 2017). As such, increased international scrutiny
within the recognized EU framework would have not only
collapsed Denktash’s essential networks but it could also cause
him to be tried on the grounds of corruption and profiteering,
among others. Third, Denktash depended on the support of the
Turkish government and military perpetuating his power. The
support was given to protect Turkish military interests by helping
Denktash in perpetuating the conflict. However, the shift of
Turkish priorities towards economic interests that could be
better fulfilled through increase cooperation with the EU or a
potential membership in that Union undermined his support.
Therefore, Denktash belligerently declared that he would not
want the Turkish Cypriot community to pursue a pyrrhic
peace—despite the domestic political will pointing to the
opposite.

Despite Denktash’s best attempts, however, the peace talks
continued with significant support from Turkey, the EU, and the
UN—the last of whom, under the leadership of Kofi Annan,
thought that the conflict was ripe for resolution (Bucik, 2012). At
the same time, CSOs, labor unions, and student activists started
spearheading large-scale demonstrations for peacebuilding and
against the authoritarian and corrupt Turkish Cypriot leadership
(“An Assesment of Civil Society in Cyprus: A Map for the
Future,” 2005; Panov and Varon, 2017; Lonnqvist, 2008;
Ladini, 2009). Furthermore, these activists started promoting
bi-communal trust-building efforts across the border with the
RoC (“Building Trust: Civil Society, Trade and Cooperation in
Cyprus,” 2011; “An Assesment of Civil Society in Cyprus: A Map
for the Future,” 2005; Panov and Varon, 2017). Having perceived
the germination of significant political will and support for the
peace talks within the Turkish Cypriot community, the
opposition political parties—which had only won one election
in the 20 years since the establishment of the TRNC—decided to
mobilize in support of the ongoing movements. No longer able to
either pay the activists off or mobilize the military and the police
(both of whom report to the Turkish Army and not the Turkish
Cypriot legislature) against the movement due to increased
international scrutiny, Denktash would make one last gamble
in 2003 by unilaterally reopening transit routes between the
North and the South of the island as a goodwill gesture which
would demobilize a portion of the movement. However, the
gamble came off as a sign of weakness and as a last-ditch
struggle from an outdated authoritarian leader. Therefore, not
only would the opposition parties go on to win the elections, but
they would also force Denktash off of the seat of the president.

Displacing the established authoritarian leader was achieved
through several significant steps. Firstly, the opposition parties
co-opted significant portions of the pro-peace movement in order
to increase their base of support. Secondly, the opposition parties
had to make several significant promises, the fulfillment of some
of which was not actually in their own hands. Importantly, these
promises included fighting against corruption as well as increase
trade with the EU regardless of whether a peace deal could be
struck, in return for eliciting enough support for democratization
and peace end in acknowledgement off Turkish Cypriot efforts at

reconciliation (Hannay, 2009; Jarraud, 2013). Thirdly, the
opposition parties had to show support for the repatriation of
tens of thousands of Turkish citizens who settled on the island
(mostly in Greek Cypriot properties) after 1974. All of this would
combine to undermine democratization in the longer term.

After the opposition parties took political power in North
Cyprus, not only did they fail to enact any anti-corruption
reforms, but they also started partaking in these age-old
traditions of Cypriot politics (Ozadam, 2014; Gultasli n.d.;
Beyoglu, 2013; Yusuf, 2013). In fact, one of the most famous
leaders of the previous anti-authoritarian movement, Ferdi Soyer,
was proven to have embezzled millions of dollars of taxpayer
money (Garabli, 2015). As such, many participants of the
democratization movement felt betrayed by the elite from the
opposition parties. Indeed, as the political culture remained
unchanged, the previous selection only served as a circulation
of the elite rather than a much-needed political reformation and
revision. Moreover, the new elite had co-opted many of the heads
of the pro-democracy movement, including the leaders of labor
unions. Therefore, the pro-democracy movement swiftly lost
steam and started demobilizing after the opposition obtained
power; as such, the civil society was no longer capable of serving
as of watchdog to enforce accountability unto the political elite.

Concurrently, the EU ceased working as a catalyst for pro-
democracy change—in fact, its role became exactly the opposite
(Hannay, 2009). Indeed, some of the political leaders of the EU
had promised the Turkish Cypriot community rewards for their
pro-peace politics such as increased opportunities for trade as
well as more financial aid regardless of the final results of the
peace negotiations. However, not only was the RoC—whose
citizens voted against the Annan (Peace) Plan, thus causing
the plan’s failure—admitted unilaterally into the Union, but
the RoC also started blocking the European overtures towards
the Turkish Cypriot community. As such, the Turkish Cypriots
felt isolated from and betrayed by the international community.
This allowed the hyper-nationalistic parties to argue that none
but Turkey could be trusted, and as such further cooperation and
integration with Turkey in return for aid would be preferable.
Additionally, because some member states of the EU started
openly signaling that they would never approve of Turkish
membership into the Union, Turkey began to veer away from
pursuing EU membership and re-engaged its traditional
approach to the Cypriot conflict: maintaining the status quo in
order to utilize Cyprus as a military base as well as a space for
casino tourism (where many hotels and casinos are Turkish-
owned (Arasli et al., 2006)). Therefore, Turkey heavily supported
the newly-resurgent nationalist parties.

In the meantime, the demonization of the Turkish settlers in
the North during the election cycle started causing a heavy
escalation of intra-community tensions (Ulas, 2012).
Consequently, a nativist movement as well as a pro-Turkish
immigrant movement were engendered, which started to
divide the society along ethno-national lines. The nativist
movement specifically morphed the pro peace and pro-
democracy movements into exclusionary and extremist ones: a
wish to build a democratic system only for those who were “real
Cypriots” (Ulas, 2012; Gazeddakibris, 2019). The left-leaning
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Turkish Cypriot political parties therefore came to be divided
among themselves: an extremist nativist wing, a center-left wing,
and one that still retained its pro-democracy and pro-peace bend.
This heavily undermined the prospects of retaining power for the
new elite. Meanwhile, right-wing political parties came together
on the platform of supporting the pro-immigrant movement, re-
emphasizing the ethnic ties with the Motherland (Turkey), and
decrying the hypocrisy and corruption of the left-wing parties.
This counter-movement, together with the minimum support
always provided for right-wing political parties in conflict-ridden
contexts, allowed for the right-wing to rally troops in
unprecedented rates.

Ultimately, the failure of the opposing political elites to deliver
the pro-democracy and anti-corruption reforms that they had
promised, the unwillingness and inability of the international
community to create crucial bridges to engage with the Turkish
Cypriot community, and the ethno-nationalist rhetoric utilized
by the pro-democracy movement worked together to create a
path for the resurgence of hyper-nationalism. In fact, the
nationalist parties emerged from their defeat stronger than
ever, dominating the elections (with one party, the UBP,
assuming power alone—a rare feat in a parliamentary system)
and subsequently reinforcing traditional political practices such
as overt corruption. Furthermore, these nationalist parties would
also start to increasingly sell land to Turkish companies, in
addition to providing Turkish-owned businesses with
unimaginable tax breaks. As a consequence, North Cyprus
became inextricably dependent on Turkey for its economic
survival, which the Turkish Government has since used to
‘give directions’ for Turkish Cypriot domestic politics. Another
two disconcerting practices have been the granting of citizenship
to Turkish immigrants wholesale and extra-legally, as well as
allowing Turkish citizens to travel to North Cyprus without
passports. As a result, North Cypriot democracy was
undermined at its core by the co-opted and corrupted pro-
democracy movement, despite an electoral win for the elites
propped up by the movement.

Currently, North Cyprus possesses a robust civil society scene
whose backbone was built during the time of EU and UN
engagement. In fact, much of the funding for these
organizations still comes from these international
organizations. Nevertheless, these CSOs do not possess much
political influence and instead advocate for societal change, such
as an increase in LGBTQ rights (Kamenou et al., 2019)—which
are important and could help foster democratic capacity in the
long-term, but do not much affect democratization in the shorter-
term. Moreover, these CSOs often cooperate with their Greek
Cypriot counterparts, whereby maintaining some inter-
communal linkages.

However, the pro-democracy movement is now disorganized
and leaderless, and it mainly engages in symbolic protests.
Turkish Cypriot’s dependence on Turkey has made
democratization nigh impossible, and there have been multiple
marches organized in protest—to no palpable effect (Gercek,
2012; Ayberk et al., 2019; Gazeddakibris, 2019). Moreover, as the
Turkish democracy started declining in quality, through a process
called tutelary democratization, the Turkish Cypriot democracy

followed suit (Kanol, 2014). While Turkish Cypriots often engage
in demonstrations (which is the main form of activism engaged
there but, due to a lack of forethought, vision, and organization, it
is often weak) against Turkish interference and while they call for
Cypriotism, they tend to dissipate soon without substantial
results. Cypriotism, specifically, has been contentious: many
still identify themselves as Turkish or Greek Cypriots due to
the unresolved after-effects of the ethno-nationalist war over and
within Cyprus. This has further widened the rifts among the civil
society regarding a vision of eventual democracy and Turkish
Cypriot polity. The amount of property privatized or simply sold
for Turkish citizen’s use, in addition to the increase in mosques
per Turkey’s demand and against Turkish Cypriot protests
(Turkish Cypriots are notably irreligious), point to just how
much democratization has been curtailed in North Cyprus
(Gazeddakibris, 2019).

Ultimately, what can be learned from the case of North
Cyprus? Firstly, autocratic regimes in unrecognized states can
be quite stable as long as its supporting patronage networks are
economically viable. Furthermore, if political leader’s claims to
power are supported by a hero narrative, potentially due to an
armed conflict preceding the state’s independence, this stability
can be further reinforced. Importantly, while systemic shocks
such as economic crises can undermine the aforementioned
stability, this only applies in cases where the capacity (within
or based on an external sponsor’s help) of the existing regime is
not enough to absorb this particular shock—or if the regime’s
repressive capacity is not enough to overcome the shock.
Moreover, increased positive international engagement with
unrecognized states in democracy promotion can be influential
and successful so long as it is empowering towards the locals (i.e.
not imposed top-down). Meanwhile, isolation from the
international community’s scrutiny, as well as negative
relations with the international community, appear to
reinforce authoritarianism in unrecognized states—due,
potentially, to a lack of the Boomerang Effect (Keck and
Sikkink, 2014)—and hyper-nationalism—due mostly to
increased reliance on the nation as a source of security as
promoted by increasingly perceived isolation and threats from
the surrounding community, including the parent state.
Additionally, the case also points to a tentatively more
generalizable lesson: it seems that pro-democracy movements
should make alliances with opposition parties to succeed and yet
they must also avoid co-optation by the very same parties if they
are to successfully promote democracy, rather than just win
elections for the latter, in the longer term. The idea of tutelary
democracy in unrecognized states is also supported by the
Northern Cypriot case as suggested by Kanol (2014), where
the covariance between TRNC’s and Turkish Republic’s
quality of democracy is noteworthy. Last but not least, and
again this is a tentatively more generalizable lesson as
suggested by Smooha (2010; see also Caspersen 2011b), a true
pro-democracy movement should avoid making politics only
democratic for a certain ethnicity; in fact, deepening ethno-
nationalist divisions within one’s own society appears to be a
recipe for disaster with regards to democratization. In such a case,
the resulting state would be a type of limited-democracy: an
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ethnocracy (Yiftachel, Oren, and Professor Department of
Geography and Environmental Development Oren Yiftachel,
2006) where the tyranny of the majority reigns supreme. Now,
despite a strong pro-democratic movement in the early 2000s, the
TRNC is teetering among an autocracy, an ethnocracy per
Turkish tutelage (Azgin, 2012), and the idea of democracy.

Abkhaz Revolution and Ethnocratization
Abkhazia is a partially recognized statelet in the Caucasus region
that seceded unilaterally from Georgia through an extra-legal
public referendum in 1999, where its citizens seemingly—despite
the disputes regarding whether it was freely or fairly—voted for
independent statehood. Prior to the final act of state
independence in 1999, however, Abkhazia declared sovereignty
in 1990 (1 year before Georgia likewise declared its own
sovereignty over all of the territories now controlled by
Georgians, Abkhazians, and South Ossetians) and again in
1992, after the dissolution of the USSR. Between 1990 and
1992, the border issues remained mostly as a legal battle, yet
the tensions over the questions of sovereignty and autonomy
escalated. This eventually ended up resulting in the War in
Abkhazia in 1992–93. Abkhaz forces, led by Vladislav
Ardzinba, would win the war and thus de facto sovereignty
over the Abkhaz territories, while the war also caused about
30,000 casualties from all sides and the displacement of 250,000
ethnic Georgians from Abkhazia’s lands.

The initial state of democracy in Abkhazia was questionable at
best, as the 2002 elections saw the withdrawal of opposition
groups in protest of pre-election manipulations by the regime
(Bakke et al., 2014; Kopeček et al., 2016). Such manipulation was
especially evident in the frequent dissemination of pro-
government propaganda through the state-controlled media
organizations (Bakke et al., 2014; Kopeček et al., 2016).
Moreover, the first President of Abkhazia, Ardzinba, who was
first inaugurated in 1994, retained his presidency through
elections where he ran as the sole candidate. Meanwhile,
Abkhazia became heavily dependent on Russia for economic
and military aid whereas Russia also supported the chokehold
that Ardzinba maintained on political power due to the latter’s
support for the former’s agenda with regards to controlling
Abkhaz lands due to strategic concerns.

2004 proved to be a year of political change in Abkhazia as
Ardzinba had to resign due to health concerns. Interestingly, the
candidates supported by Russian president Vladimir Putin as well
as ex-President Ardzinba would fail to win the election, losing to
the opposition candidate Sergei Bagapsh. The new government
faced Russian pressure to include Russia-friendly politicians in
the cabinet and had to cave in due to the aforementioned level of
Abkhaz dependence on Russia for economic andmilitary survival
(Kopeček et al., 2016).

Nevertheless, the elections of 2004 could be marked as the
beginning of the process of democratization in Abkhazia
(Kopeček et al., 2016)—although the progress would not be
neither smooth nor linear. The chance displacement of the
authoritarian leader weakened some of the patronage networks
and encouraged free media and civil society to emerge. Indeed,
CSOs became more commonplace and were strengthened during

this time (Mikhelidze and Pirozzi, 2008). Moreover, independent
media organizations, primarily sustained by financial assistance
from their western counterparts, started supporting pro-
democracy protests. However, Western politics mainly
supported Georgian autonomy and territorial integrity,
whereas the Abkhaz CSOs and media organizations promoted
Abkhaz independence and self-determination. Due to these
disagreements and differences of vision over the Georgia-
Abkhazia conflict as well as the politics involved, the funds
from the West would dry up (Kopeček et al., 2016). As such,
independent media never quite lived up to its potential as a
democratizing factor, and the CSOs failed to grow enough
capacity to influence Abkhaz politics.

There was no particularly organized pro-democracy
movement that promoted democratization observed in
Abkhazia during this era of democratization (2002–2014).
Instead, the apparent corruption of the political elite, who
continued to live luxuriously despite a decline in socio-
economic prosperity in the country at large, started
undermining the chokehold that the authoritarian government
had on power. In fact, the organization of veterans from the war
for independence started denouncing President Ardzinba and his
cadre of allies, whose hero image had previously allowed them to
remain untouchable and to continue ruling in an authoritarian
fashion (Kopeček et al., 2016). This anti-corruption movement
translated into an anti-authoritarian movement, which then
promoted democratization.

A secondary factor that strengthened the Abkhaz bid for
democratization was the state’s inability to respond to and to
suppress protests and opposition movements; the state’s
weakness created an opportunity window for socio-political
change. Thirdly, the movement towards democracy was also
helped by the emerging principle of earned sovereignty: the
idea that an unrecognized state could obtain a measure of
recognition by the international community—with which it
would also obtain opportunities for trade and increased
aid—by demonstrating a standard for respect for human
rights, civil liberties, and political rights (Williams, 2002;
Williams et al., 2002; Caspersen, 2011a). This idea of increased
political rights that would also lead towards economic prosperity
promoted widespread support for democratization among the
public in Abkhazia.

Russia eventually recognized Abkhazia in 2008 and started to
further integrate its military and economy to Russian interests
and systems through conditional provision of aid. Despite
increased Russian involvement, the 2011 presidential elections
as well as the 2012 parliamentary elections were largely
democratic, free, and fair, demonstrating an increase in the
democratic capacity in this unrecognized state. The 2008
recognition and the subsequent democratic elections were
products of the Abkhaz and Russian hopes to replicate the
Kosovar model of “earned recognition”. However, the
international community would not invoke the same standards
for Abkhazia as it did for Kosovo, which would eventually
hamper democratization.

Unfortunately, due mainly to the chosen traumas of the War
in Abkhazia as well as the perceived external threats to Abkhaz
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independence, an ethno-nationalist trend towards the
apportioning of political rights started emerging in Abkhazia.
This is the context in which the Abkhaz Revolution of 2014
occurred. Interestingly, this Abkhaz revolution—supposedly pro-
Abkhaz “purity”—was anti-Georgian yet somewhat pro-Russian
(Beachain, 2014; Lomsadze, 2014). It was driven by a lack of
economic reforms and prosperity as well as ethnic Georgians
being granted citizenship by the Ankvab government in addition
to a supposed misappropriation of Russian aid (and a lack of
movement towards further integration with Russia). On May 27,
2014, protesters/revolutionaries stormed the Office of the
President, whereby Ankvab fled the capital Sukhumi,
eventually resigning after decrying the revolution as a coup
d’état in disguise.

The elections of 2014 therefore featured the suppression of the
right to vote for ethnic Georgians living in Gali District.
Moreover, Abkhaz diasporas in Turkey and Russia got their
own polling stations to vote in this election, despite a
considerable chunk of the local residents being denied similar
access to voting rights. This suppression of votes based on
ethnicity allowed for an ethno-nationalist and authoritarian
leader, Khadjimba, to win the presidency by a very small
margin. The elections were not free or fair as violence was
frequently utilized together with voter suppression in order to
secure the win for Khadjimba (Kopeček et al., 2016). Khadjimba
had been a favorite of Moscow for a long time and had been
advocating for increased cooperation and integration with
Russia—a stance that gained popularity as the hopes for
earned recognition and international integration faded.

We can claim, therefore, that the hopes for an international
rapprochement—especially if it would mean increased economic
opportunities—had initially been an important factor for the
onset of the pro-democratization movement in this unrecognized
state. However, without an international reciprocation of the
Abkhaz aspirations, this “democratization for recognition”
ideology—and the accompanying pro-democracy
momentum—fell apart. Subsequently, authoritarianism made a
resurgence, as the trauma of the war in Abkhazia drove identity-
building in the absence of external guarantees for security. This is
quite similar with the case of Cyprus.

Also important is the fact that, based on this case, we can
tentatively surmise that not all pro-democracy movements are
positive ipso facto. Indeed, in the case of Abkhazia, the 2014
Revolution, while outwardly democratic or at least anti-
authoritarian, was only democratic for those who qualified
(according to the movement leaders) as “true
Abkhazians”—where being Abkhazian was defined along
ethnic lines. Interestingly, this ethno-nationalist exclusion did
not apply to Russians—demonstrating the political nature of
identity-building as well as the granting and defending of
rights in spaces where populism and/or nationalism reigns
supreme.

Currently, Abkhazia is a nominally-independent
unrecognized ethnocracy that is heavily dependent on Russia
for its economy. Russia, in the meantime, maintains a relatively
large military presence in Abkhazia, for “defending the latter’s
independence against Georgia”. Abkhaz elections teeter between

authoritarian and pro-Russian incumbents and independents
gaining power, but the pro-democracy and reform left-wing
has been heavily damaged by failures of democratization to
promote economic growth and prosperity.

In the meantime, while Abkhaz elections are competitive and
pluralistic with a good structure to promote freedom of choice,
they still do not allow for ethnic-Georgians living in Abkhazia to
vote unless they have obtained Abkhaz citizenship by forsaking
citizenship in Georgia. Importantly, the government and elected
officials cannot independently make policies, especially under the
2014 Russian-Abkhaz Treaty, which has made Abkhazia so
dependent as to be considered a puppet state (Pugliese, 2015).
However, and despite opposition challenges to the process of
assimilation, the democratization process has been stalled due to
the level of dependence on and interference from Russia. Most of
the media outlets are also still controlled by the government and
Russian broadcasts are widely disseminated. Additionally, the
Georgian Orthodox Church faces a level of discrimination. In
fact, the “pro-democracy” revolution of 2014 underlined the
important of letting the Abkhaz will and independence be
preserved in a purified fashion—i.e., against Georgian
influence (Kopeček et al., 2016)—further reinforcing the
ethnocratic status of Abkhaz governance.

It is also important to note, however, that there is a reluctance
on the part of Abkhaz government in allowing Russians to buy
large chunks of Abkhaz land. Potentially, Abkhazia knows that
the Russian recognition of their independent nationhood as well
as the geostrategic value of Abkhazia allows them to fight against
a complete subsuming and folding of Abkhaz identity into a
Russian one as a minority. Nevertheless, the facts on the ground
remain that Russia’s influence over Abkhazia is large enough to
the point of locating the de facto sovereignty over the territories in
Moscow rather than Sukhumi. It appears to many experts that
Abkhazia may be slowly but assuredly getting assimilated into
Russia. Ultimately, Abkhaz identity and sovereign statehood
remain because Russia has yet to make aid conditional on
concessions from either due to larger geostrategic interests.

Taiwan’s Rapid Democratization
Taiwan, also known as the self-declared Republic of China
(ROC), is a partially-recognized and relatively small island-
state. Taiwanese territories were ceded by China to Japan at
the conclusion of the First Sino-Japanese War in 1895 and were
colonized by the latter. Subsequently, China regained the
territories at the conclusion of World War II in 1945 as Japan
and her allies surrendered. As such, the Taiwanese were hoping to
have been liberated from being second-class citizens under
Japanese rule and reuniting with their kin group as equals.

Meanwhile, mainland China, which had been under the rule of
the Kuomintang (KMT) Party and the nationalist wing ever since
the displacement of the Qing Dynasty and the establishment of
the ROC, was experiencing several troubles and significant
political changes. The KMT, led by General Chiang Kai-Shek,
had initially align itself with the Communist Party of China
(CPC) in order to earn Soviet support. However, they rapidly
betrayed and purged the communists from the ranks of power
holders lest communist principles did not fit with their nationalist
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values. As a result, the CPC and other powerful actors such as the
warlords ousted by the KMT forged an alliance in order to
remove the KMT from power. This initiated the Chinese Civil
War, which would be waged intermittently from 1927 to 1949.
Indeed, while the KMT and the CPC would briefly reconcile and
form the Second United Front to stave off the Japanese invasion
that occurred during the Second Sino-Japanese War, the alliance
would only last from 1937 to 1941. The last and the most violent
phase of the civil war would occur between 1945 and 1949, where
the CPC led by Mao Zedong would dominate, eventually pushing
the KMT to retreat from the mainland and into Taiwan.

In the end, the CPC declared the People’s Republic of China
(PRC)—a one-party state with a communist system—which
claimed sovereignty over all of the Chinese territories.
However, the KMT re-established the ROC in Taiwan and
declared itself the rightful sovereign of all Chinese
territories—a claim that would be recognized by much of the
international community (especially the United States) until 1971
to deter the outwards spread of communism from China. Since
the ROC was seen as an essential bulwark against communist
expansionism, it was provided with unconditional support from
the West until mid-1980s (H. Lin, 2016).

During this era of unconditional support, the KMT ruled
Taiwan in an authoritarian fashion under the militarized
leadership of Kai-Shek (H. Lin, 2016). In fact, when the
mainlander KMT party arrived in Taiwan, they quickly
excluded and ostracized the native population of the island
whom they believed to have been influenced too much by
Japan (Wang, 1992). Moreover, the KMT had just lost a civil
war against the Communist Party, whereby the party’s threat
perception of a potential communist revolution—whereas they
believed communism was a fast-spreading virus—was
exceptionally high (Wang, 1992). Therefore, the KMT
immediately declared martial law with the rhetorical reasoning
of curbing communist dissent but with the actual result of
eliminating political opposition and excluding native
Taiwanese from political power (Blundell, 2012). Indeed, when
the Taiwanese population inevitably rose up in protest against the
iron-fisted rule of the KMT in December 1949, the latter would
label the pro-democracy protesters as communist agitators and
duly mobilized its armed forces against them. This event, called
the Kaohsiung Incident, resulted in thousands of deaths, injuries,
and arrests. Such heavy-handed repression would galvanize
Taiwanese activism yet at the same time push Taiwanese
political activists to operate underground until an opportunity
window emerged, which would prove elusive for another three
decades. Importantly, the KMT experienced no international
fallout from this incident due to Taiwan’s strategic importance
for the West—supposed champions of democracy and human
rights—in the context of the Cold War. Clearly, both democracy
and human rights promotion are political in nature and only
selectively applied. In fact, the American support for Taiwan
remain quite the same and there was a lack of political will to
scrutinize Taiwanese internal affairs to retain an anti-communist
partnership (Hsiao-ting Lin, 2016). This constant support from
the international community at large and from the United States
in particular, together with both the KMT’s capacity and

willingness to use repressive tactics and the KMT’s chokehold
on the local economy, allowed for authoritarian stability for
decades to come.

Overall, authoritarian stability in Taiwan was largely based on
external support as well as a virtual monopoly over the economic
institutions of the island. Therefore, a natural consequence of the
gradual loss of Taiwan’s strategic importance was that the
capacity of the authoritarian regime to weather troubles—such
as economic underperformance, international human rights
standards, and domestic political opposition—started being
undermined. Indeed, beginning with 1971, the PRC started
garnering recognition as the sole sovereign of all of China in
international circles—which equaled a gradual loss of recognition
for and the subsequent decline of ROC’S diplomatic rights and
power. Slowly, the international community shifted from
supporting any anti-communist regime unconditionally
towards demanding the respect for human rights and
democracy in return for their aid, increasingly isolating
Taiwan. Importantly, the international community did not
isolate Taiwan economically despite its withdrawal of
recognition vis-à-vis Taiwanese sovereignty. In fact, aside from
providing aid, Taiwan also relies on the international community
for trade. These two economic bridges between the international
community and Taiwan have allowed the former to exert
influence and pressure on the latter regarding democratization
and human rights.

This shift in international priorities and attitudes, together
with increased international scrutiny as well as a growing
subsuming of economic power by the native Taiwanese
population, prepared the necessary conditions for a pro-
democracy movement. Moreover, the war hero/dictator and
the main enforcer of martial law, General Chiang Kai-shek,
died in 1975, undermining authoritarian stability—especially
as the potential successors for political power started vying and
dividing among themselves. In light of this favorable turn in
conditions, the opposition, eventually united under the banner
of Tangwai, started promoting political gatherings and
protests (Meseznikov, 2013). Nevertheless, the KMT only
responded in a limited fashion due to a decline in their
authoritarian power; therefore, the opposition sensed the
opportunity to escalate the conflict, which led to the
Gushan Incident of 1979.

In this case, the KMT once again mobilized its armed forces in
order to suppress the movement, leading to such tragedies as the
massacre of the Lin family, where Lin Yi-hsiung was the leader of
the pro-democracy movement. Unlike in 1949 however, the
arrests and imprisonment as well as the corrupt behavior of
the police caused international backlash—including a legislative
scrutiny regarding whether the U.S. should continue to provide
aid to Taiwan. This was a death knell for the authoritarian regime,
as the U.S. had become the sponsor state for Taiwan, without
whose military and diplomatic aid Taiwan’s independence,
economic, and political survival could not be guaranteed. As a
result, the KMT had to softened its political approach and allow
for political opposition to emerge for the sake of demonstrating
progress towards the prerequisite democratization and to imply
an attempt at responding to international human rights
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standards. These changes in KMT’s approach would
subsequently lead to the rise of the main opposition
party—the DPP (the Democratic Progressive Party). The DPP
would start arguing for Taiwanese independence and self-
determination—which would promote democratization.

KMT could no longer dam the flood of
changes—democratization became inevitable due to internal
and external pressures. From 1980 to 1985, Taiwan would
slowly enact democratic reforms while the KMT began to
accept and promote more native Taiwanese members among
its ranks in order to perpetuate its hold on political power. These
changes would eventually lead to a native Taiwanese member of
the KMT, Lee Teng-hui, to assume power in 1988. However, the
change in the elite did not necessarily promote the rates or the
breadth of Taiwanese democratization.

Indeed, traditional power holders appear to be dragging their
feet, despite the revocation of martial law in 1989. The unelected
and authoritarian nature of the Taiwanese National Assembly,
where most members were appointed for life and in turn decided
on the president and the prime minister, was especially
problematic with regards to Taiwanese democracy. As a result
of the slow pace and limited impact of democratic reforms, the
pro-democracy Wild Lily Movement began on March 16, 1990.
The movement was spearheaded mainly by student leaders from
the National Taiwan University and employed tactics such as sit-
ins and fasting. Additionally, the DPP and the Progressive
Women’s Union also supported the movement as allies. One
of the largest goals tackled by the movement was the dissolution
of the undemocratic and authoritarian-leaning National
Assembly.

The White Lily Movement garnered the support of
thousands, successfully remaining non-violent by dissolving
in about 6 days when participation went out of hand,
consequently increasing the potential for tactical deviations
into violence. The movement created an opportunity for
president Lee, who would be the first popularly elected
president of Taiwan in 1996, to enact more radical reforms
(Wang, 1992; Huang, 1998; Jacobs and Ben Liu, 2007). The
Wild Lily Movement itself is accredited with speeding up the
democratization process in Taiwan, where president Lee
started transferring legislative power to a fully and
democratically elected body, eventually dissolving the
National Assembly in 2005 in favor of the Legislative Yuan.

Following its success, most of the leaders of the Wild Lily
Movement would eventually be co-opted by the DPP and join
traditional institutional politics. Therefore, the civil society of
Taiwan would lose strength and momentum with regards to
activism. Indeed, the Wild Strawberry Movement of 2008, which
was inspired by its predecessor of 1990 and pursued increased
rights to assemble and protest peacefully, is largely considered to
have failed due to a lack of organizational and tactical know-how.
Nevertheless, both the political repression of the martial law era
and the success of the Wild Lily Movement clearly created a
culture of political activism in Taiwan. This has also been evident
in the fact that many likewise-inspired pro-democracy
movements have occurred since the Wild Lily Movement to
varying degrees of success.

Importantly, this culture was quite evident during the
sunflower movement in 2014, which was led mostly by youth
in protest of the KMT-dominated government’s attempts to sign
a Free Trade Agreement with China. This was a pro-democracy
movement when considering the fact that China had—and
has—been attempting to interfere in and influence domestic
decision-making in Taiwan. Additionally, the movement was
spurred on by a surging sense of indigenous nationalism end
economic marginalization of highly educated Taiwanese youth at
large (Ho, 2018). In this movement, the activists ended up seizing
and occupying the legislative building. The KMT’s failure to
effectively deal with the protests, in addition to the evidence of
popular support against the trade deal with China, ended up
prompting a resurgence of the DPP in the following elections as
well as the trade deal to not be ratified in the legislature—despite
executive signature. Nevertheless, the movement only remained
active in 2014, whereas many of the activists were co-opted into
the ranks of the DPP, causing the movement to rapidly
demobilize. Additionally, the fact that the government did not
concede to the movement demonstrated the power of
institutional politics in Taiwan (Ho, 2018). Subsequently, this
unresponsiveness caused frustration and disillusionment among
the activists, many of whom eventually demobilized and started
prioritizing private concerns over social change (Ho, 2018).
Meanwhile, some new organizations for democracy, social
justice, and Taiwanese identity emerged from the movement
as well (Ho, 2018). However, aside from a circulation of the
elite, the only considerable successes of the movement were:
phasing out of nuclear power (which the Taiwanese activists
had been working on for around two decades) and the reform of
high school curricula. Therefore, the movement was mostly
successful in the social sphere and not as much in the political
sphere, which likely caused the politically-minded activists
associated with the movement to switch from extra-
institutional activism to political party participation.

Taiwanese politics has been charged and divided by hyper-
nationalism due to the ongoing conflict with the PRC (Diamond,
2001; Chu, 1996; T.; Lin, 2005). However, in this case, the
Taiwanese identity has been decoupled from ethnicity and
instead emphasizes national independence and pride, rather
than the ethnic purity of the group. In fact, Taiwanese
nationalism is inclusive of all who feel some belonging to the
island—whether one is ethnically a mainlander or a native alike.
Therefore, the quality of the democracy in Taiwan did not decline
due to a surge of nationalism, unlike in other cases. This shows
that nationalism does not need to lead to authoritarianism or
ethnocratization; the nature of identity-building—i.e. whether the
end product is inclusive/diverse or exclusive—matters more vis-
à-vis the identity’s effects on democratization, at least in
unrecognized states.

The case of Taiwan is a great example of the power and impact
of the international community in supporting the emergence and
success of pro-democracy movements in unrecognized states.
Indeed, the differences between the movements of 1949 and 1979
clearly demonstrate that the international community, by making
aid and trade conditional on the fulfillment of democratic and
human rights norms as well as by increasing scrutiny over the
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domestic politics of de facto states, can create the conditions for
successful socio-political activism. As such, we can also conclude
that the international community needs to sustain engagement
with unrecognized states, regardless of their status in the
international realm, if pro-democracy movements are to
succeed in these spaces.

Another lesson from Taiwan is that institutional politics are
clearly too powerful and too alluring for those who want to make
political change in unrecognized states—which can sometimes
undermine the momentum and sustainability of pro-democracy
movements. Indeed, in these spaces, political powerholders
dominate economic possibilities, receive and distribute aid,
and make decisions on local identity, education, and land
distribution, which are components that determine the
direction of the existential conflict between parent and
unrecognized state, raising the stakes involved. Most of the
activist leaders of the movements from 1990 to 2014 made a
swift switch into party politics. While this is not ipso facto
problematic vis-à-vis democratization, the quality of a
democracy is harder to safeguard without extra-institutional
watch dogs and accountability. On the one hand, from a
pessimistic point of view, citizen activism is an essential
ingredient of a good democracy, which makes the fact that
activists leaders are often co-opted by opposition parties
disconcerting. On the other hand, from an optimistic point of
view, activist’s ability to transition into traditional politics
demonstrates an openness for accepting social change within
established political institutions in Taiwan. All in all, the case of
Taiwan demonstrates the centrality of international scrutiny and
support in the onset and initial success of pro-democracy
movements in unrecognized states, as well as the fact that
movements for social change set a good precedent for further
activism within societies.

ANALYSIS AND LESSONS LEARNED

Ultimately, what do the cases of North Cyprus, Abkhazia, and
Taiwan reveal about pro-democracy social movement onset,
success/failure, and sustainability in unrecognized states? And
what might be somemore generalizable dynamics here? There are
multiple lessons gleaned throughout these three cases regarding:
the roles of external actors such as the international community
and sponsor states; the roles of authoritarian stability and
opposition parties; the centrality of the economy; the
importance of the movement’s thrust and capabilities; and the
impact of a history of ethno-national conflicts. For the purposes
of this section, each of these factors will be elaborated on.

To begin with, external actors appear to play a central role in
the onset, success, and sustainability of pro-democracy
movements in unrecognized states. On the one hand, in all
three cases, a lack of international scrutiny and engagement
were common contributors to authoritarian stability. On the
other hand, again in all three cases, the requirement of
increased democratization and increased provision of human
rights in return for international recognition, increased aid, and a
boost in trade were common drivers towards pro-democracy

movement’s onset and success as these created the prerequisite
political opportunities. The caveat here is that the promises
associated with democratization need to be followed through if
the movement’s momentum and success are to be preserved.
Indeed, in the case of Taiwan, ensuring a level of engagement
(even if not recognition) as well as trade and aid allowed for rapid
and sustainable democratization, whereas in the cases of North
Cyprus and Abkhazia, the lack of international response to
democratization and the perception of broken promises
eventually drove these two states towards ethnocratization,
increasingly authoritarian politics, and extreme levels of
dependence on the sponsor state (Ulas, 2017). This brings us
back to the idea of framing: in unrecognized states and potentially
other internationally-isolated states, the hope and belief that the
movement and its success in promoting democratization matters
and will bring prosperity and status must be maintained for long-
term stability and success.

It is also essential to underline that the shift in the
international community’s overt priorities (especially in the
West), from ideological warfare and related support to
upholding democratic and human rights standards, has also
been vital for the onset and success of pro-democracy
movements in these three cases. In fact, some pro-democracy
movements in unrecognized states, such as in the cases of
Abkhazia and North Cyprus, only garnered momentum due to
the idea of obtaining international engagement, if not
recognition, through enacting democratic reforms. Meanwhile,
in the case of Taiwan, aid conditionality naturally undermined
authoritarianism while promoting democratization. Clearly, the
international community and its political priorities have an
immense role to play in the onset and success of pro-
democracy movements in unrecognized states, especially when
they are authoritarian-leaning. From these factors, we can glean
that international context and framing regarding the movement’s
goals, such as democratization, matters for galvanizing support
for the movement and to create the political opportunities by
undermining authoritarian state power in unrecognized states. As
such, we can also argue that a friendly contextual framing and
culture might precede and in turn be prerequisites for the
appearance of political opportunity structures in these cases.

The role of the sponsor states in each of the three cases studied
herein cannot be overstated. To begin with, all three cases
conform to the idea of tutelary democratization (Kanol,
2014)—that is, the idea that dependent/sponsored states will
tend to replicate the quality of democracy of their sponsor
state. The Abkhaz regime reflects the widely corrupt and
limitedly democratic nature of Russian governance; the
Northern Cypriot regime, much as the case of Turkey, is an
ethnocratic and limitedly-democratic republic; Taiwanese
democracy replicates the strong human rights record and
institutional depth of the American regime. Partially, this
might be in response to the fact that aid from the sponsor
states is conditional towards certain reforms to the domestic
regime. As such, sponsor states clearly intervene in or at least
influence—for better or worse—the domestic affairs of states
dependent on them, which could be considered anti-democratic
as this is an external influence over indigenous political will. Here,

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org November 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 72412513

Ulas Social Movements in Unrecognized States

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles


it is also important to recognize that pro-democracy movements
will not be guaranteed international support a priori regardless of
regime violence or non-violence being adopted by the movement
as political considerations around unrecognized states appear to
reign supreme, unlike what has been argued recently regarding
the success of anti-authoritarian civil resistance at large
(Chenoweth and Stephan, 2012). Instead, in cases such as
authoritarian Taiwan, “grand strategic” or security concerns
or, as in the cases of Abkhazia and North Cyprus, concerns
regarding regional power balances, alliances, and stability may
dominate motives of engagement/non-engagement.

In the domestic arena of unrecognized states, authoritarian
stability and the opposition’s stance appears important for pro-
democracy movement’s onset, success, and sustainability as
predicted in the literature. Authoritarian regimes in
unrecognized states prove quite stable when they can establish
and maintain widespread patronage networks, usually by gifting
land and property or by providing government jobs. The bloated
government sector, however, usually implodes, undermining
authoritarian stability (Isachenko, 2012). Authoritarian
stability also depends on the regime’s capability of repressing
opposition movements. All three cases considered in this paper
indicate that, insofar as an unrecognized state’s regime is capable
of 1) overcoming systemic shocks such as economic crises
through fiscal incentives and injections; and 2) mobilizing
armed forces to legitimately and effectively repress any pro-
democracy or anti-authoritarian movements, then the regime
can preserve stability. Additionally, the cases indicate that if a
state has recently emerged from a fight for independence and a
war hero has taken power, the newly-minted authoritarian leader
appears to possess a measure of invulnerability until they fail to
maintain patronage networks (Abkhazia); a new, younger
generation of activists who do not unconditionally support the
leader emerges (North Cyprus); or the leader is abandoned by
external allies (Taiwan). Having all of these factors present
explains the authoritarian stability and the lack of political
opportunities for movement emergence and success that
followed the establishment of all three of the unrecognized
states considered for this paper.

The political opposition in unrecognized states, meanwhile,
appears to wait for an opportunity window to emerge in order to
break into political power, where the onset of pro-democracy
movements can indicate such a window. Indeed, in these cases, it
is not only the movements but also the power-starved/
opportunistic opposition elite that await such windows, and
the elite/movement interests may align only temporarily. In
such moments, according to two of the cases considered, the
opposition tries to first bandwagon on and then co-opt the pro-
democracy movement, demobilizing the latter. This may lead to a
decline in the momentum for democratization (North Cyprus),
or it may lead to better democratization as in the case of Taiwan,
as the opposition’s support for Taiwanese independence—a
platform through which they garnered votes—was well-served
by democratization (as Taiwanese are the majority in the ROC).
Clearly, however, opposition partie’s support has been essential in
unrecognized states for movement’s success in affecting politics
across the two cases as predicted by the literature; in such cases,

and possibly with other authoritarian-leaning contexts, the trick
for pro-democracy movements appears to be avoiding co-
optation and demobilization per the cases studied.

Economic survival as a motive for power-holding elite appears
to be yet another driver of pro-democracy movement’s
emergence and their success in unrecognized states. Indeed,
according to Tilly’s studies of European processes of
democratization, democracies have historically emerged when
the state/power holders are forced to concede civil liberties and
political power to their citizens due to a need to extract
resources—such as taxes—from the latter for economic
survival (Tilly, 1992). In the cases of Abkhazia and North
Cyprus, the regime was more dependent on the sponsor states
of Russia and Turkey, respectively, than their own citizens for
economic survival; hence, they were able and willing to repress
pro-democracy movements. Meanwhile, in the case of Taiwan,
not only did the sponsor state require democratization starting
from 1980s, but the state also depended on native Taiwanese
businessmen for economic survival through trade, which led to
regime responsiveness towards the pro-democracy movements.
Economic underperformance, meanwhile, when coupled with the
regime’s increasing inability to maintain patronage networks, can
create enough domestic political will to mount a pro-democracy
struggle while undermining the regime’s ability to repress the said
movement, thus allowing for movement onset and success in
unrecognized states—as in the cases of North Cyprus and
Abkhazia. Having alternative hopes for economic prosperity,
such as through international engagement, appears to help in
these cases. All in all, economic concerns—more so than human
rights, civil liberties, or political rights—appear to drive pro-
democracy movement onset in unrecognized states by providing
political opportunities. As such, in these cases, providing
conditional aid and increasing engagement options in addition
to sanctions might be a method to aid pro-democracy
movements.

The capabilities and nature of the movements themselves are
naturally central to the success of pro-democracy movements in
unrecognized states—and, tentatively, in other authoritarian-
leaning contexts. Indeed, as observed in post-2004 movements
in North Cyprus and post-1990 movements in Taiwan, pro-
democracy movements inspired by the tactics of their successful
predecessors may fail due to a lack of understanding regarding the
need to organize, build capacity, and engender shared knowledge
of and commitment towards direct nonviolent action—as
suggested by the literature (Vidwans, 2020). Moreover, if
movements are mobilizing around societal issues rather than
political ones, they appear unable to engender democratization
despite the fact that increased civil liberties are part of a quality
democracy. Nevertheless, if we are to take the long view, we can
argue that these slow and small successes can change the local
political culture/contentious repertoire to eventually lead to larger
movement successes. Meanwhile, in post-conflict contexts such
as unrecognized states, due to the politicized nature of social
activism, most international aid appears directed towards
apolitical movements aiming to address societal issues in order
to not ruffle any feathers. As such, pro-democracy movements in
post-conflict contexts may not be well-supported by the
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international community, thus undermining the potential of such
movements in post-conflict contexts.

Last but not least, as we observe in all three cases, due to
historical grievances, chosen traumas, or ongoing threats to their
independence (perceived or real), unrecognized states that have
emerged as a result of recent warfare tend to be driven largely by
ethno-nationalistic concerns (Smooha, 2010; Caspersen, 2008;
2011b)—such as in the cases of Abkhazia and North Cyprus. In
these cases, “non-suitable minorities” (e.g. Georgians in Abkhazia
and Maronites or Turkish immigrants in North Cyprus) may
suffer from attempts to exclude them from political processes. As
such, cases such as North Cyprus and Abkhazia may at best lead
to ethnocratization, which is an undesirable and limited form of
democracy that exists only for some (Smooha, 2010; Ulas, 2017).
However, all is not lost: the Taiwanese case demonstrates that,
when pro-democracy activists can avoid ethnocizing the national
identity and instead emphasize diversity, nationalist fervor can
lead to democratization. In the case of Taiwan, the movement
leader’s motivation may have been to avoid antagonizing China
into war or to avoid a civil war; regardless, this type of inclusive
nation-building worked much better for democratization than
the ethnocratic tendencies of the Abkhaz and Northern Cypriot
movements. How pro-democracy movement can avoid the
ethno-national tendencies brought about by chosen traumas
and perceived threats in order to achieve success in
democratization, however, is not quite clear from these three
cases and needs to be investigated further. Nevertheless, it is
important to note that not all pro-democracy movements are
desirable—and thus not all movements should be supported
ipso facto.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

To conclude, in cases of unrecognized states governed by an
authoritarian-leaning regime, pro-democracy movements may
emerge due to a combination of 1) systemic shocks whose severity
exceeds the regime’s capability of accommodating them, with or
without sponsor state support; 2) the international community’s
well-targeted sanctions, engagement, and promises, although
promises need to be kept to ensure the sustainability of pro-
democracy); 3) a decline in the regime’s repressive capacity due to
a decline in the pertinence of the hero narrative and/or an
inability to maintain patronage networks, as well as a decline
of perceived threat from the parent state or the international
community; and 4) sponsor state’s willingness to support
democratization through tutelary engagement. In all three
cases, not only the idea but also the perceived possibility of
earned recognition—or at the very least, earned international
political and economic engagement—proved central to the
emergence, sustainability, and success of the movements. As
such, pro-democracy movements in unrecognized states would
benefit from a shift in international engagement priorities from a
focus on the politics of recognition to a humanitarian emphasis
on democratic rights.

On the theoretical end, the findings support the PPT
framework which emphasizes political opportunities, formal
networks, and framing with the centralization of international
engagement and context as core factors. As predicted in the
framework, findings also indicate that while the movement onset
is largely dependent on factors external to the movement, the
movement’s sustainability and long-term success will depend on
the activist’s ability to increase organizational and tactical
capacity as well as to leverage alliances with opposition parties
while avoiding co-optation.

Given all of this, what are the implications on other
cases—i.e. how generalizable are these lessons learned?
Considering the small amount of cases studied in an
exploratory fashion, any genarlization will need to be
tentative. Nevertheless, the lessons learned from these
three cases may be applicable to any state that exhibits
high levels of dependence on a sponsor state; states that
are small in size; states that suffer from differing levels of
isolation from the international community; and states that
have recently been through violent conflicts revolving
around ethno-national identity groups. The implications
of these cases are that the international community must
not simply isolate or freeze and forget “undesirable states”;
rather, international engagement—even without
recognition—appears necessary to support
democratization. Indeed, the simple act of international
scrutiny matters—although the effect may be dependent
on international value alignments. On the one hand, pro-
democracy movements are reinforced where the
international community’s values align with human
rights, civil liberties, and political rights; on the other
hand, when geopolitical interests are more central for
international support than democratization, pro-
democracy movements may be undermined. Nevertheless,
movements tending towards ethnocratization must be either
reformed through conditional aid or not supported. On that
note, we can also claim that while movements will brand
themselves according to what message “sells”—and thus the
brand shift from communist/anti-communist to pro-
democracy in post-Cold War era,—economic and political
incentives and opportunity windows, rather than grievances
based on regime type, appear to be the more pertinent
drivers of pro-democracy movements.

All in all, pro-democracy movements in unrecognized
state contexts may be heavily repressed until an eventual
opportunity window can either be created (North Cyprus and
Taiwan) or emerges by chance (Abkhazia). Moreover, if
movements are to be successful in unrecognized states, the
international community must clearly keep prioritizing
democratization and human rights as a basis of
sovereignty and state legitimacy over other concerns, such
as historical claims to territories, in addition to providing
economic incentives such as increased trade in return for
democratization as a supplement. Additionally, the
international community and pro-democracy activists
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must build the capacity to take advantage of these windows
and to not allow for authoritarian backlashes due to ethno-
nationalism and/or lack of international engagement/
scrutiny and positive economic incentives (North Cyprus
and Abkhazia). Instead, the Taiwanese model of
engagement without recognition must be pursued—as the
case clearly demonstrates that pro-democracy movements
that are well-supported both internally and externally are
bound to succeed regardless of how stable the preceding
authoritarian regime(s) may have been.
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