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SMALL STATES RECONSIDERED: 
SMALL IS WHAT WE MAKE OF IT

Abstract: This article reconsiders the concept of small states by arguing that 
small is what we make of it. Building on the existing objective and subjective 
approaches to defining small states and data collected at the 25th Conference 
of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change in Madrid (COP25), the article proposes an intersubjective approach 
that calls for a shared understanding between state actors of when a state is 
small. This approach occupies the middle ground between the objective and 
subjective approach. The former relies on facts that can be verified and mea-
sured, such as population size, whereas the latter focuses on individual per-
ceptions, including comparison between states. An intersubjective approach is 
necessary because the concept of small states is socially constructed. Without 
a shared understanding, the concept loses its significance—as demonstrated 
by current myriad definitions of small states. An intersubjective approach 
creates new opportunities for the theoretical and empirical investigation of 
small states and transfers power back to state actors who represent and act on 
behalf of the state. 

“They are big and I am small, and that is not fair, oh no!”

The quote above is from Calimero, an Italian animated television series 
about an anthropomorphized chicken. The chicken, Calimero, finds himself 
in situations where other people decide for him what to do and where to go. 
Calimero is not happy with his limitations but does not believe he can make 
any changes, so he complains and gets angry. However, nobody is listening 
to what he has to say. Calimero relates this to his size and famously utters: 
“They are big and I am small, and that is not fair, oh no!”1 
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introduCtion

Calimero’s quote serves as an analogy of how some states came to be 
known as small states. Over the years, much has been written about small 
states and their conceptualization. This scholarship has sparked a debate 
between objectivists that focus on neutral criteria such as population size 
and subjectivists that focus on personalized criteria such as individual per-
ceptions. This article critically engages with both approaches and in so doing 
identifies their shortcomings, which in turn formalizes a gap in the existing 
literature on small states. It argues that the scholarship on small states 
lacks an intersubjective approach. This intersubjective approach builds on 
existing studies and is informed by qualitative data collected at the 25th 
Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (COP25) in Madrid.2,3 

An intersubjective approach for defining small states is important, as the 
concept of small states is socially constructed and contentious. This means 
that there needs to be a shared understanding of when a state can be clas-
sified as small or otherwise. Without consensus, the concept of small states 
loses its significance and meaning—as demonstrated by current myriad 
definitions of small states. The polysemy of the term “small states” has 
undermined the credibility of the concept, leading to distortive appropria-
tions of the term. The socially-constructed nature of small states further 
entails that the concept is subject to change—depending on how state actors 
identify their own and other states. These perceptions can be systematically 
investigated by analyzing official discourses and state practices. 

The social construction of small states also implies that the concept 
does not have meaning unless we understand the social context in which it 
emerged.4 In fact, what it means to be a small state is historically contin-
gent and shaped by power. The origin of the concept can be traced back 
to the rise of the modern state system, which was established in 1648 in 
Western Europe as an element of the two treaties constituting the Peace 
of Westphalia. The Westphalian state system is based on the principles of 
state sovereignty, equality among states, and non-intervention of one state 
in another state’s domestic affairs. Although the international state system 
is a Western European construct, developed without the involvement of 
non-Western states, it now encompasses every region in the world through 
Western territorial expansionism.5 

Western European practices constructed the concept of small states. 
Rothstein noted that the first endeavor to categorize states was the Treaty 
of Chaumont, which was signed in 1817 after the French Revolutionary 
and Napoleonic Wars.6 These wars had a dual effect on the European 
state system, as they created both unity and division. Due to their victory, 
France and the winning alliance of European states, including Great Britain, 
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Prussia, Russia, and the Habsburg Empire, gave these states special status 
as great powers.7 The other states were “deemed too inconsequential” and 
“came to be known as small states,”8 that is, states “left to obey the rules of 
the game, because they were too weak to be taken seriously when the rules 
were negotiated.”9 

The classification principle used in the Treaty of Chaumont is still in 
effect today as states continue to be defined as great powers and small 
states. This shows that the concept of small states has become so entrenched 
that it is taken for granted as natural. However, we can notice a few 
changes. First, whereas the category of small states was initially generated 
indirectly—as the focus was on big states while all other states were sub-
sequently being characterized as small—states are now defined as small in 
relation to objective (e.g. population size) and subjective (e.g. individual 
perceptions) criteria. This shows that what it means to be a small state has 
changed over time. Second, and related to the first point, the conventional 
great power-small states dichotomy has been broadened to include other 
types of states. These days, states are labeled as one of the following five 
categories: superpowers, great powers, middle powers, small states, and mini 
or microstates.10 Although this categorization suggests clear boundaries 
between each category, the way in which states are differentiated remains 
vague and contentious. 

The first section of this article critically engages with the classification 
of small states with a focus on the objective and subjective approaches for 
classifying states as small. Building on this discussion, the second section 
discusses the identification of small states while introducing an intersubjec-
tive approach that should be used to define states as small. This approach 
highlights the importance of a shared understanding among state actors 
of whether a state is small. The third section explains the implications of 
the intersubjective approach. Lastly, the concluding section points out the 
importance of an intersubjective approach for scholarship on small states. 

ClassifiCation of sMall states: objeCtive and subjeCtive aPProaChes

The academic literature shows that there is no consensus on what consti-
tutes a small state. This incongruity has led some scholars to question the 
usefulness of the concept as an analytical tool. Baehr, for example, argued 
that most authors who want to use the concept struggle with the problem of 
definition and which criteria to adopt, as well as where to draw a line between 
large and small states. He explained that there are two main types of defini-
tions: a clear and unambiguous definition, which he perceives as “arbitrary 
and intellectually difficult to defend;” and a more sophisticated definition, 
which is “more ambiguous and difficult to apply to concrete cases.”11 Both 
types of definitions have been adopted by scholars. They are detailed in this 
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article as the objective and subjective approaches, respectively. The former 
foregrounds quantitative variables, whereas the latter highlights qualitative 
characteristics. Both approaches will be discussed below.

Objective Approach
The objective approach to defining states as small focuses on tangible 

and quantifiable criteria. The criterion applied in these studies is size, mani-
fested through the area of a state’s territory, its population, economy, and 
military. Of these, the most applied criterion has been population size.12 
These criteria are problematic, as they have often been applied in arbitrary 
ways. For instance, writing half a century ago, Marriott and Masaryk clas-
sified European states with a population of less than 20 million as small.13 
Vital, on the other hand, distinguished between economically advanced 
and underdeveloped countries. He set the demarcation line at 10 to 15 
million for the former and increased it to 20 to 30 million for the latter.14 
Vellut combined a population limit of 10 to 50 million and/or a per capita 
gross domestic product level of no more US$2,000,15 whereas Clarke and 
Payne defined a state as small if it has a population under one million.16 
Likewise, in the contemporary era, international organizations such as the 
Commonwealth and the World Bank have adopted an objective approach, 
as they classify countries with a population under 1.5 million as small.17

These studies show that the criteria and cut-off points used by scholars 
are both straightforward and yet subjective, as they vary from one study to 
another. This can be explained by the nature of the approach, which consti-
tutes a clear and unambiguous definition of small states.18 Another expla-
nation can be found in contextual circumstances. Crowards, for example, 
explained that the population cut-off points changed over time due to an 
increase in the number of states, which then meant that a higher cut-off 
point would include the vast majority of countries within the category of 
small states.19 The number of states first increased due to decolonization 
and then with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold 
War.20 This, again, shows the social construction of the concept of small 
states, as the understanding of a small state changed over time depending 
on the historical context and the agency of scholars who have the power to 
include or exclude states from the small states category. 

The objective approach is useful in that it uses definite criteria to cat-
egorize states as small, which therefore makes it easy to define small states. 
However, the approach elicits important questions about applicability and 
validity. For example, the boundary between big and small states is arti-
ficial and arbitrarily drawn, which means that it can seldom be taken for 
granted.21 In this way, it is difficult to justify why a state with 20 million 
people should be a great power and a state with 18 million should be a small 
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state, using population measurements alone.22 
Furthermore, Armstrup has emphasized that size is a very vague concept, 

which easily lends itself to different interpretations.23 One such interpre-
tation can be found in Rappard’s study on small states in the League of 
Nations, in which he argued that the smallness of states does not depend 
on the population of a state or its economy. Instead, he deemed that “the 
small states within the League of Nations have nothing in common which 
distinguishes them from others, except that they enjoy no permanent rep-
resentation on the Council.”24 In other words, enduring membership in the 
League of Nations became the rubric for defining small states. Small states 
were, according to Rappard, deprived from permanent representation on 
the Council because they were not considered to be Great Powers.25 This 
viewpoint opens the prospect for a subjective approach to conceptualize 
small states. 

Subjective Approach
The subjective approach to defining states as small is based on qualitative 

criteria such as perceptions and the notion of comparison. For instance, Hey 
defines a state as small when its citizens and institutions perceive them-
selves as small or if another state perceives that state as small.26 Bjøl, on the 
other hand, focuses on comparison, arguing that Belgium can be categorized 
as a small state when it is compared to France but should be classified as a 
large state if compared to Luxembourg.27 Likewise, Steinmetz, and Wivel 
define a small state as “the weak part in an asymmetric relationship.”28 
This approach suggests that a state can be both weak in one relation and 
powerful in another. 

Another group of scholars utilizes psychological dimensions when 
defining states as small. Edis, for example, states that “‘smallness,’ like 
beauty, is to some extent in the eye of the beholder.”29 This means that 
different people can have different opinions about what a small state is. 
Additionally, states have been defined as small in relation to security issues. 
Rothstein, for instance, defined a state as small when it cannot obtain secu-
rity by its own capabilities and thus requires external help.30 Other scholars 
have focused on the role and influence that states have in the international 
system. For instance, Keohane classifies small states as “system ineffectual 
states,” which he defines as states that can do little to influence the system.31

Although the subjective approach offers a different way to conceptu-
alize small states, it has limitations as well. For instance, Hey’s approach 
only takes individual perceptions into account, whereas the comparative 
approach reflects the same underlying notions as the objective approach.32 
Furthermore, Bjøl33 and Steinmetz and Wivel’s34 approach to defining states 
as small is informed by tangible resources, as exemplified by the comparison 
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of Belgium to France and to Luxembourg. Furthermore, their approach 
benefits from a bilateral focus, as it is relatively easy to identify the weaker 
part in a bilateral relationship but more difficult to do so in a multilateral 
one. Likewise, a focus on the security of small states35 can be questioned. As 
most states are not security self-sufficient, it is unclear how we can measure 
the impact of states on the international system,36 since a state can have an 
impact in one area though not in another. 

The objective and subjective approaches to defining small states are a 
continuation of the classification principle used in the Treaty of Chaumont. 
These approaches involve a systematic arrangement of states in categories 
according to externally-imposed objective and subjective criteria. Building 
on the objective and subjective approaches, this article puts forward an 
intersubjective approach to define states as small based on identification 
rather than classification.

identifiCation of sMall states: an intersubjeCtive aPProaCh

The intersubjective approach to defining states as small is informed by 
the constructivist school of thought, which argues that the social world 
is of our making.37 In other words, the nature of reality and the nature 
of knowledge are socially constructed.38 This may also be applied to the 
concept of small states, as explained above. Small states exist because they 
have been created and accepted by different actors. The concept does not 
have inherent meaning; the only meaning it has is the meaning given to it.39 

The intersubjective approach proposed in this article argues that there 
needs to be a shared understanding between states that a certain state is 
small. See Diagram 1:

Diagram 1: Shared Understanding
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Diagram 1 shows a shared understanding between two states, state A and 
state B, though this does not mean that a shared understanding need only 
occur between two states. A shared understanding of small states can occur 
among multiple states depending on the states that are involved. The key 
idea is that states are perceived as small when they meet the following two 
conditions:

1. State actors of state A identify their state as small, and
2. State actors of other states identify state A as small as well.

The intersubjective approach is an agential approach, as the focus is 
on how state actors identify their own and other states. The emphasis is 
on state actors because they represent and act on behalf of the state and 
share the same commitment to state identity.40 State identity is socially 
constructed through interaction with other states. It is a representation of 
state actors’ understanding of what kind of state their country is, which in 
turn forms the basis of their interests, decisions, and actions on national, 
regional, and global levels.41 States that conform to a certain identity are 
expected to comply with the norms that are associated with that identity.42 
This idea, it should be noted, comes with an expectation that some kinds of 
behavior and action are more acceptable than others.43 This process is also 
known as “the logic of appropriateness,” where actors behave in certain ways 
believing that this behavior is appropriate.44 

The intersubjective approach suggested in this article does not disre-
gard the objective and subjective approaches discussed earlier, as the social 
world is made up of material and ideational structures at the core of the 
two current approaches. The intersubjective approach acknowledges that 
shared understandings of what constitutes a small state can be influenced by 
objective and/or subjective criteria. In other words, objective and subjective 
criteria can function as identity markers in defining states as small. The key 
difference of this new approach, however, is that it requires a shared under-
standing between state actors that a given state is small, rather than that 
given state being classified as small solely based on quantitative variables or 
individual qualitative characteristics. The three approaches to defining small 
states are located in Diagram 2. 

As shown in Diagram 2, the intersubjective approach occupies the 
middle ground between the objective and subjective approach. The objec-
tive approach is based on facts that can be verified and measured, including 
tangible criteria such as the size of a state’s population, economy, or mili-
tary. Subjective criteria, on the other hand, are interpretations based on 
individual feelings or perceptions, including comparison between states. The 
intersubjective approach embraces the characteristics of both approaches 
while centering on shared understanding between state actors of different 
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Diagram 2: Intersubjective Understanding 

states. This approach creates new opportunities for the theoretical and 
empirical investigation of small states. 

It is important here to differentiate between the three approaches, as 
state actors’ understanding of their state might differ from how scholars 
or international organizations understand a small state. A case in point is 
Pacific Island Countries (PICs), which have been classified as small island 
states and Small Island Developing States (SIDS) by scholars45 and interna-
tional organizations like the United Nations.46 Semi-structured interviews 
conducted by the author with Pacific island leaders at COP25 reveal that 
state actors of PICs do not view their own countries as small states but 
rather as large ocean states. This identification is informed by their connec-
tion to, and dependence on, the Pacific Ocean, which includes their exclu-
sive economic zones (EEZ). PICs’ self-identification as large ocean states is 
empowering, as they have become global leaders on ocean governance and 
the climate-ocean nexus, which in turn has enabled PICs to push the global 
agenda and project themselves as stewards of the ocean on the global stage.47 

PICs’ identity as large ocean states is now acknowledged and accepted 
by scholars,48 international organizations,49 commentators,50 and other 
state actors.51 For instance, during his public lecture at the University of 
the South Pacific,52 United States Secretary of the Navy Carlos Del Toro 
referred to PICs as large ocean states. He stated, “As large ocean nations like 
yourselves, with the world’s most expansive exclusive economic zones, you 
best understand how critical it is to monitor and control your own waters.”53  
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iMPliCations of the intersubjeCtive aPProaCh

Intersubjectivity is fundamental to the production of social meaning 
and knowledge.54 The concept of small states exists because the alliance of 
European states and France first assigned special status to their countries 
as great powers with other states classified as small states. This practice 
shows that the social construction of small states is a major dimension of 
political power.55 It emerged out of power, and those states that were classi-
fied as small had no say in their own classifications—hence the reference to 
Calimero’s quote at the onset of this article: “They are big and I am small, 
and that is not fair, oh no!”

Burger and Luckmann explain this process as one of externalization, 
which proposes that meaning is carried and communicated to the outside 
world.56 The winning alliance of European states and France felt superior 
to other countries based on their victory in the French Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic Wars. This feeling of superiority gained momentum when it was 
maintained through discourses and practices and when others agreed that 
their victory made them superior to other states. As a result, small states 
became a social fact. Once the social fact of small states was established, 
actors started to objectify this reality by institutionalizing57 it and by estab-
lishing a scholarly sub-discipline known as small states studies. Over time, 
these practices legitimized the concept of small states by giving them cogni-
tive and linguistic bases, thereby embedding small states in the social world 
and its functioning. Subsequently, the concept of small states was internal-
ized, as the externalized and objectified understandings of the concept were 
accepted. As a result, the concept of small states has become a valid truth.

External classifications of small states are biased, as such classifications 
limit the agency and power of what are understood as “small” states. They 
restrict the abilities of these small states to fully develop their potentials 
and contribute to global affairs, highlighted by the example of PICs. 
Furthermore, the external classification of small states disempowers these 
states in their social relations, as others will adjust their behavior58 in line 
with what it means to be a small state. What is possible and not possible is 
circumscribed by the meaning attached to the classifications of small states. 
Rather than empowering external actors, an intersubjective approach to 
define small states transfers power back to state actors. This is of paramount 
importance, for the power of a state depends on, and thus is limited by, 
its recognition within the community of states and the international com-
munity at large. It also empowers states to do things they could not have 
otherwise done if they were classified as small states. This instantiates the 
nexus of social production of knowledge, power, and action. 59 

An intersubjective approach also enables state actors to identify their 
state the way they see fit. This means that state actors can redefine the 
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identity of their state, rather than adhering to an externally-applied, anti-
quated classification system. This is a salient transformation, which rewrites 
history. It should not be the sole prerogative of great powers or scholars to 
categorize states or to sustain the historically-situated classification system 
of states. Specifically, there is a difference between the concepts developed 
by social scientists and how these concepts are understood in everyday 
context.60 Current classifications of small states are abstract understand-
ings, whereas an intersubjective approach looks at how state actors under-
stand and identify their state. This is an example of theory from Clifford 
Geertz, who refers to the former as distant-near concepts and the latter as 
experience-near concepts.61 

The implications of applying an intersubjective approach to the classi-
fication of small states go beyond the study of small states. This approach 
offers a novel means of classifying states in general, be they large, medium, 
small, or micro. Additionally, this approach provides conventionally “small” 
states the opportunity to determine their own fates and influence events in 
the international system. 

Furthermore, the policy implications of the discussions in this paper 
are significant. By understanding how small states have been classified 
and acknowledging the power that is central to these classifications, policy 
makers can bring greater critical awareness to the identification of their state 
and, relatedly, the policy-making process. After all, any policy is informed by 
interests, which in turn are informed by identifications. Identifications are 
a prerequisite for interest because actors cannot know what they want until 
they know who they are.62 This means that different identities will generate 
different interests and (inter)actions.

ConClusion

This article revisited the concept of small states by demonstrating 
that small is what we make of it. Building on the objective and subjec-
tive approaches to defining small states, and qualitative data collected at 
COP25, the article put forward an intersubjective approach that calls for 
a shared understanding of smallness. This approach occupies the middle 
ground between the objective and subjective approaches. The former is 
based on facts that can be verified and measured, such as population size, 
whereas the latter is based on individual perceptions, including comparison 
between states. An intersubjective approach focuses on shared perceptions 
of state actors rather than on individual and externally-applied criteria. 

An intersubjective approach is important as the categorization of small 
states is politically and externally driven. This means that state actors’ 
understanding of their state might differ from how scholars or international 
organizations see their state. A case in point is PICs, which have tradition-



Small States Reconsidered: Small is What We Make of It

journal of international affairs | 91

ally been classified as small island states or SIDS by scholars and interna-
tional organizations. Data collected at COP25 shows that state actors of 
PICs do not see their countries as small states, but rather as large ocean 
states. PICs’ large ocean state identity is acknowledged by other state actors, 
scholars, and international organizations. This shows that there is, in fact, a 
shared understanding of PICs as large ocean states. The new shared under-
standing of PICs as large ocean states increases their political clout, which 
then becomes visible in the global leadership role that they have adopted in 
the fight against ocean impacts and climate change. 

An intersubjective approach also entails that state actors can identify 
their state the way they see fit. State actors can redefine the identity of 
their state rather than adhering to an externally applied age-old classifica-
tion system. This is a salient transformation as it rewrites history that it 
should not be the prerogative of great powers or scholars to categorize states 
or to sustain the ancient classification system of states. There is a difference 
between the concepts developed by social scientists and how these concepts 
are understood in everyday context. Current classifications of small states 
are abstract understandings whereas an intersubjective approach looks at 
how state actors understand and identify their state. 

An intersubjective approach will also invite scholars to reflect upon their 
academic practices, which reproduce and reinforce knowledge. It is impor-
tant that scholars take notice of the distinctions that state actors make so 
that scholars discover a better vantage on how these state actors perceive 
their own states, other states, and their social world. This will also enhance 
the quality of data generated, as well as the knowledge that is produced. 
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