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Introduction 

Two interesting changes occurred at the 1907 Imperial Con- 
ference. First, before it moved to other business, the con- 
ference itself was renamed: the “Colonial Conference of the 
British Empire” was officially rebranded the “Imperial Con- 
ference.”1 The second change was that the Conference rep- 
resented the first time that certain settler-colonies of the 
British Empire came to be collectively and institutionally 
known as “Dominions.” In other words, the Conference saw 

the introduction of a new official category within the British 

Imperial hierarchy. 
Drawing upon original archival research, we use this 

episode to ask: how and why do actors struggle to recon- 
stitute international pecking orders in world politics? To un- 
derstand how and why the term “Dominion” came to refer 
collectively to the settler-colonies of the British Empire, we 
develop the notion of “dissociation” for status research in 

International Relations (IR). A major focus of this scholar- 
ship to date has been on association . Although they do not 
always use this term, scholars frequently study how actors 
seek to further their associations with social superiors to en- 
sure higher status and a positive sense of self ( Larson and 

Shevchenko 2010 ; Ward 2019 ; Wohlforth et al. 2018 ). Often, 
this involves looking to join “elite clubs” or ensuring close 
relations with high-ranking actors vis-à-vis one’s “peer refer- 
ence group” or what Renshon calls a “status community,”
against which actors compare themselves and their status 
( Larson and Shevchenko 2010 , 68; Renshon 2017 , 4). Actors 
compare themselves to actors who are higher, lower, and of 
comparable standing to themselves ( Kim 2024 ; Larson and 

Shevchenko 2010 , 68). In short, the baseline premise of this 
research is that actors try to outperform others with whom 

they compare themselves. 
In contrast, this paper develops and showcases the (of- 

ten complementary) theoretical dynamic of dissociation . The 
lens of dissociation draws our attention to the ways actors 
also struggle to separate, detach, and/or disconnect from 

certain social categories, groups, or actors to try to establish 

an uncomparability between themselves and certain unde- 
sirable others. This lens illuminates how actors struggle to 

construct divisions and distinctions in a bid to make compar- 
isons between themselves and certain others inconceivable. 
Because status is relational, we also need to theoretically 
consider who actors strive not to be or not to be like and, con- 
sequently, who actors struggle to ensure they are not com- 
pared to. Dissociation allows us to capture and theorize this 
process. 

Drawing on original archival research, we illustrate that 
dissociation is a crucial aspect of how “Dominion” status was 
constituted at the 1907 Imperial Conference and, specifi- 
cally, how and why the term came to refer collectively to 

the settler-colonies of the British Empire. We show how 

the British Empire’s settler-colonies struggled to reconsti- 
tute the Empire’s status hierarchy to separate and distin- 
guish themselves unequivocally from the “Crown Colonies,”
whom they viewed as beneath them. Thus began the search 

for a category that would produce this dissociation and en- 
sure the settler-colonies could not be conceived of in simi- 
lar terms as the “Crown Colonies.” The settler-colonies even- 
tually settled on the category of “Dominion” to collectively 
refer to themselves and distinguish themselves from the 
“Crown Colonies.” This new category was intended to in- 

1 Minutes of Proceedings of the Colonial Conference, 1907 (henceforth 
“MPCC 1907”), London: HMSO, 38. 

stitutionalize this differentiation, establishing the “Domin- 
ions” and the “Crown Colonies” as two different and uncom- 
parable categories of actor, subject to different and uncom- 
parable institutional arrangements. 

Through these arguments, we make two contributions. 
First, we illustrate how actors are not merely striving to be 
“higher up” on a status ladder than those they consider 
themselves comparable to ( Larson and Shevchenko 2010 , 
68); nor do actors just “choose the right pond” to ensure 
more favorable comparisons (i.e., Frank 1985 ; Wohlforth et 
al. 2018 , 529). Instead, we demonstrate how actors also strive 
to construct pecking orders in ways that ensure they are per- 
ceived as a fundamentally distinct entity (or even a distinct 
“species”) from those they hold in contempt beneath them. 
This is not simply a case of actors striving to be “not only 
better but different” within a “status community” or “peer 
reference group” to whom they compare themselves ( Kim 

2024 ; Larson and Shevchenko 2010 , 68). Rather, it is an in- 
stance of actors actively looking to ensure they are under- 
stood as fundamentally different kinds of actors and thus not 
conceivably part of the same “status community,” precisely 
because being part of such a community is demeaning and 

undesirable. In other words, actors also seek to (re-)construct 
the boundaries of ponds , often with the intention of not being 

comparable to actors that they consider to be in “dirtier,”
“lower quality” ponds, with whom any sort of comparison 

would be disparaging. Thus, while previous work has exam- 
ined how actors seek to differentiate themselves from those 
below them in status hierarchies ( de Bhal 2023 ; Kim 2024 ), 
we foreground a different logic—one rooted in efforts to 

render comparison itself impossible or illogical. Fundamen- 
tally, our contribution emphasizes uncomparability, rather 
than simply “outranking,” as the intended outcome of many 
of these processes. In short, to escape the disparaging im- 
pacts of comparison and association with a range of “bad ap- 
ples,” it may be appealing to reframe oneself as an “orange”
instead of an “apple,” to make such comparisons illogical 
and impossible. 

Second, and relatedly, this has important implications for 
practices of recognition. In Freedman’s words, “[j]ust as we 
cannot separate an actor’s status from their recognition, we 
can also not separate an actor’s status recognition from their 
subjective perception of what such recognition ought to look 

like” ( Freedman 2016 , 815–6). Existing work on recogni- 
tion has considered how actors seek recognition through 

access to certain stratified rights ( Ward 2019 ), reclaiming 

specific historical status symbols of importance to that ac- 
tor ( Freedman 2016 ), and reaffirming an actor’s positive 
self-concept by granting said actor a higher ranking relative 
to those that it compares itself to ( Larson and Shevchenko 

2010 ). We add to conceptions of status recognition by illus- 
trating how actors are not just looking to affirm their own 

position in a pecking order, but also ensure that compar- 
isons between themselves and those from whom they are 
dissociating are inconceivable. Essential to practices of sta- 
tus recognition, therefore, is understanding whom actors do 

not want to be compared to. 
The paper proceeds in four parts. First, we show how sta- 

tus research in IR has understood status primarily through 

the lens of association, overshadowing the dynamic of disso- 
ciation. Second, we draw dissociation from this shadow and 

build an account of how it helps us better understand the 
constitution of international hierarchies. Within this discus- 
sion, we consider the role racialization often plays in this 
process. Third, we showcase how the general dynamic of 
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dissociation helps us understand the formalization and in- 
stitutionalization of “Dominion” status in the British Impe- 
rial hierarchy at the 1907 Imperial Conference. Fourth and 

finally, we conclude by gesturing at the implications of our 
argument for other theoretical debates. 

Status in World Politics 

IR scholars have reinvigorated their interest in status in 

world politics over the last few decades. Status is gen- 
erally understood as an actor’s standing or position in 

social hierarchies ( Paul, Larson, and Wohlforth 2014 , 7; 
Renshon 2017 , 4; Ward 2019 , 213). It is now widely ac- 
cepted that “status matters” in IR ( MacDonald and Parent 
2021 ; Røren 2024 , 2), with scholars having decisively demon- 
strated how this important variable influences a range of 
outcomes in world politics. For instance, scholarship has 
shown the importance of status for understanding the onset 
of war ( Renshon 2017 ), rising power foreign policy ( Larson 

and Shevchenko 2010 ; Ward 2017 ), small state behavior 
( Wohlforth et al. 2018 ), and normative change in domestic 
political environments ( Schulz and Thies 2023 ). All types of 
status-seeking require other relevant actors to recognize and 

socially sanction one’s pursuits ( Duque 2018 , 580). Which 

audience(s) are considered important is an empirical ques- 
tion that varies by context ( Røren 2024 ). 

The main conceptual and empirical focus of the status lit- 
erature in IR can be characterized as focusing on association , 
exploring how and why actors attempt to further their asso- 
ciation with social superiors by joining “elite clubs” or en- 
suring closer and better relations with high-ranking actors 
( Larson and Shevchenko 2010 ; Renshon 2017 ; Ward 2019 ; 
Wohlforth et al. 2018 ). Actors pursue higher status than the 
“reference group” to which they belong, composed of ac- 
tors “of equal or slightly superior” social standing ( Larson 

and Shevchenko 2010 , 68; Renshon 2017 , 22). More re- 
cent work has shown that actors will also engage in com- 
parison with those that they consider inferior to themselves 
( Kim 2024 ; de Bhal 2023 ). Scholars have studied the range 
of strategies actors use to pursue higher status than their 
reference groups, including using branding techniques to 

pursue a “positive identity” ( Wohlforth et al. 2018 ), en- 
tering elite clubs ( Ward 2019 ), and/or engaging in forms 
of conspicuous consumption that signal their eligibility for 
higher standing ( Gilady 2018 ). More recent studies on small 
and middle power status-seeking indicate that these actors 
can achieve higher status by engaging in morally admirable 
behavior, especially if such behavior reinforces the status 
quo ( Wohlforth et al. 2018 ). The point to underscore here 
within this focus on association is that actors are understood 

to strive to outperform others to whom they compare them- 
selves. 

We build upon a more specific strand within this litera- 
ture that has concerned itself with the construction and con- 
stitution of “international pecking orders” ( Pouliot 2016 ). 
International pecking orders—or “status orders”—are nor- 
mally understood as the socially constructed rankings and 

positions available to actors, underpinned by “sets of shared, 
and often tacit, assumptions … about what things, practices, 
or reputations count as effective symbols for determining 

actors’ social status” ( Røren 2023 , 17; Naylor 2019 , 1–2). 
These studies are based on the premise that if status is so- 
cially constructed, we ought to understand the processes 
of social construction through which status hierarchies are 
made ( Beaumont 2024 ; Naylor 2019 ; Pouliot 2016 ). We also 

extend upon and depart from the insights of social iden- 

tity theory (SIT), arguably the most influential framework 

for understanding the strategies actors use to seek social sta- 
tus in world politics ( Larson and Shevchenko 2010 ; Ward 

2017 , 822). SIT posits that actors will choose different status 
management strategies depending on the permeability of 
higher groups and the extent to which they are free to iden- 
tify with new groups ( Larson and Shevchenko 2010 ; Ward 

2019 ). There is nothing here that is incompatible with the 
understanding of “dissociation” we offer in this paper. How- 
ever, Ward notes that understanding processes of social con- 
struction through which actors produce international peck- 
ing orders “requires going beyond the world of social psy- 
chology” and SIT ( Ward 2017 , 824). Indeed, social psycho- 
logical approaches such as SIT are less concerned with social 
construction and the constitution of status, and more with 

how actors behaviorally respond to low status ( Ward 2017 , 
824). Dissociation is an interpretive lens that can help us 
further our understanding of how actors engage in certain 

types of social construction in response to low status. 

Recovering and Theorizing Dissociation 

Building upon these studies of association, we develop the 
equally important dynamic of dissociation . Dissociation, ac- 
cording to the Cambridge English Dictionary, refers to “be- 
ing separate from and not related to something else” ( 2024 ). 
As an interpretive lens, dissociation focuses our attention on 

the ways actors struggle to separate, detach, and/or discon- 
nect from certain social categories, groups, or actors with 

whom comparison is perceived to be disparaging and/or 
undesirable. We also want to highlight the definition’s em- 
phasis on the intended outcome of separation, which is to 

achieve a state of not being related or compared to some- 
thing else. The core implication of this is that dissociation 

captures how often actors are not merely looking to “rank 

above” others in their “comparison group.” Instead, they are 
looking to construct the world in such a way as to ensure 
that comparison between themselves and certain “others” is 
inconceivable, precisely because such comparisons are un- 
desirable in the first place. Dissociation is focused on sepa- 
ration and detachment from such actors, not simply outper- 
formance. 

Dissociation is a commonly used concept to study stratifi- 
cation and identity formation in sociology and urban stud- 
ies. Many of these studies use the concept to understand 

how actors attempt to separate themselves from and en- 
sure they are not related to “others” with whom compari- 
son would be disparaging, demeaning, and ultimately un- 
desirable. Often, the main focus of these studies is how dis- 
advantaged people deal with their situation when a range 
of undesirable pejoratives become—or have the potential 
to become—attached to them: “scum,” “dirty,” “disgusting,”
“rough,” and “backward,” just to name a few ( Miller 1997 ; 
Preece 2020 ; Skeggs 1997 ; Watt 2006 ). For example, Lawler 
documents how there is a long tradition of working-class 
people being represented as an unruly “mass” or “mob,”
while “terms like ‘trailer trash’ (in the United States) and 

‘chav’ (in Britain) circulate widely as terms of disgust and 

contempt” ( 2015 , 140). In cognate fields, the concept of 
dissociation is often deployed to understand how non-elite 
actors navigate stratification and construct stratified social 
orders. The specific predicament that these studies focus on 

is how these non-elites deal with being cast as part of ho- 
mogenized, undifferentiated “masses.” These “masses” are 
often stereotypically characterized in negative, demeaning, 
and undesirable terms. 
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For example, Preece (2020) has documented how peo- 
ple in a traditionally working-class neighborhood have con- 
structed the geography of their neighborhood. In his study, 
he observes how individuals construct the boundaries of 
their own neighborhoods in a way that allows certain indi- 
viduals to dissociate and distinguish themselves from the 
“rough people” and “rough” areas of “other” neighbor- 
hoods, often cognate with their own ( Preece 2020 , 835). 
He documents how the boundaries between such neighbor- 
hoods are often constructed in a way to ensure that certain 

actors are considered separate from those they consider “un- 
ruly.” Indeed, someone unfamiliar with such an area would 

think that the neighborhoods being described were one and 

the same; occupants, though, were eager to draw boundaries 
between themselves and those they did not want to be associ- 
ated with or compared to. Watt (2006 , 786–90) has likewise 
shown how those living in council estates in London were 
anxious to make distinctions between themselves and what 
they would call “problem tenants,” the implication being 

that the “non-problem tenants” were more respectable than 

the unruly, drunk, and problem-creating council estate res- 
idents. This often manifests in attempts to draw geograph- 
ical boundaries—in a socially gerrymandered manner—to 

ensure that the “problem tenants” are considered to live in 

a different neighborhood from the “non-problem tenants.”
Studies of dissociation, therefore, examine how actors 

struggle to separate themselves from and ensure they share 
no relation or possible comparison to negatively perceived 

and undesirable categories and actors. This involves shap- 
ing perceptions that actors are separate, different, and, ul- 
timately, unrelated and not comparable. The studies cited 

above from urban studies illustrate how this separation and 

differentiation can often be physical, i.e., where actors seek 

to occupy physically and qualitatively different spaces ( Malik 

1996 , 93; Preece 2020 ; Watt 2006 ). The “problem” groups 
and individuals from whom actors are often trying to dis- 
sociate are considered to be “contaminated,” and associ- 
ation with such individuals can be considered dangerous 
for “respectable folk” ( Malik 1996 , 169). While constructing 

the “other” as polluted, actors engaged in dissociation con- 
tribute to this perception of the “other” as infected, while 
this trope also serves to create social distance between the 
“respectable” and the “rough.” These are two qualitatively 
different types of human beings: one respectable and the 
“other” almost “subhuman” because of their “moral turpi- 
tude” ( Malik 1996 , 247). The implication here is that these 
actors should be conceived of as different and subject to dif- 
ferent types of treatment. 

The other related way that actors struggle to dissociate 
themselves is by using categories to impose differences be- 
tween one set of actors and another. By placing one set of 
actors in a different type of category, actors attempt to pro- 
duce differentiation that shapes perceptions about actors 
being fundamentally different and, consequently, separate 
entities. In brief, categories are mechanisms of demarcation 

and separation. We return to this idea in a moment. First, we 
turn to differentiate the notion of dissociation from other 
cognate concepts in order to illustrate its value-added. 

Differentiating Dissociation: The Value Added of Dissociation 

In this section, we differentiate “dissociation” from cognate 
concepts like “association,” as discussed above, and “other- 
ing.” How is dissociation distinctive from these cognate con- 
cepts? How do we know dissociation when we see it? And 

what does dissociation add to our understanding of the con- 
struction and constitution of international pecking orders? 

Associative behaviors, as discussed above, are generally 
geared toward establishing connections with other actors 
and outperforming peers. But, as noted above, we highlight 
comparability to peers as the baseline assumption of associa- 
tive behavior ( Larson and Shevchenko 2010 , 68; Renshon 

2017 , 4). Associative behavior is geared toward outranking 

or being superior to those with whom one compares one- 
self. Dissociation, by contrast, refers to behaviors concerned 

with separating, exiting, and detaching from a given cate- 
gory of actors. The main point to highlight here is that dis- 
sociation is not concerned merely with outperforming a set 
of peers that an actor considers itself comparable to. Rather, 
it is concerned with establishing a basis on which compari- 
son between that actor and certain “others” is inconceivable. 
In an ideal-typical sense, the intentionality of these concepts 
and their associated behaviors is critical to their differentia- 
tion. One is concerned with ensuring superiority or outper- 
formance in relation to a set of actors that one compares 
oneself to; the other is aimed at separating from and prevent- 
ing comparisons with certain actors with whom any sort of 
affiliation or connection would be undesirable, demeaning, 
and/or potentially disempowering. The associative script is 
familiar to scholars of IR. What does the conceptual lens of 
dissociation add to our understanding of status in IR, and 

how do we identify dissociation? Likewise, how do we know 

when dissociation is a primary driver of behavior, and how 

can we identify dissociative motives and actions? 
First, dissociation highlights a specific aspect of what Nay- 

lor calls “the status game” and a particular type of “status 
anxiety” ( Naylor 2019 , 7; Onea 2014 ), whose observable im- 
plications are extremely distinctive. Because dissociation is 
geared toward generating separation and trying to prevent 
comparisons, we would expect to initially observe actors ex- 
pressing their aversion to being considered “in the same 
category” or “in the same league” as a set of actors they 
hold in contempt. We would then see the dissociating ac- 
tors attempt to generate separation through comparisons 
that, paradoxically, seek to establish uncomparability and 

fundamental differences between themselves and those ac- 
tors from whom they seek to dissociate. Comparisons may be 
invoked to establish the alleged impossibility of comparing 

or drawing any equivalence between the dissociator and the 
group from whom they hope to distance themselves. Iron- 
ically, it is through the use of such comparisons that actors 
seek to produce the dissociation they desire. To reiterate, an 

actor engaged in dissociation is not seeking to simply out- 
perform a set of “peers,” but rather to ensure that compar- 
ison is inconceivable and reject the suggested peer group. 
By introducing dissociation as a conceptual lens, we are try- 
ing to “see” a different aspect of the status game, to make it 
more visible, and to consider it as distinctive and worthy of 
greater theoretical attention. 

Second, and as our case study reveals, we can often ob- 
serve dissociation in episodes when actors look to introduce 
new forms of categorization in order to escape perceived 

affiliation with pre-existing categories that are considered 

undesirable or demeaning. The new category is intended to 

displace, replace, and be mutually exclusive from the previ- 
ous category. Historical examples of such dissociative efforts 
in IR include Australia and Canada introducing the cate- 
gory of “middle power” to displace and replace their pre- 
vious categorization as “small powers” ( de Bhal 2023 ), or 
certain states reinvigorating the idea of being “Central Eu- 
ropean” to replace being categorized as “Eastern European”
in the 1980s and 1990s ( Mälksoo 2009 , 63). The logic of “Do- 
minion” in the case study that follows is the same; there is a 
mutual exclusivity between the category being introduced 
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and the category that actors are looking to separate from or 
escape. One of the theoretical advantages of adopting the 
heuristic developed in this paper is its ability to integrate 
and understand these hitherto unrelated social categories 
as related and doing similar things. We return to some of 
these other categories in the conclusion. 

With this said, whether and why actors engage in 

dissociation—or do not—is contingent on actors’ percep- 
tions of groups and categories. Actors can often have very 
different understandings of the same categories or groups 
( Beaumont 2024 ). One state might find its categorization 

as a “developing” state demeaning and want to dissociate 
from it, while another might wear it as a badge of pride. 
Studies of dissociation have noticed that the same is true of 
certain subordinate categories related to sexuality, race, or 
class; some find such categorizations stigmatizing and try to 

distance themselves from them, while others lean into them 

as a source of pride and solidarity ( Skeggs 1997 , 74). The 
conditions under which actors do this are an empirical ques- 
tion shaped by actors’ perceptions, political purposes, and 

context ( Beaumont 2024 ). 
Dissociation is closely related to, but distinct from, the 

cognate concept of “othering.” Both involve boundary- 
drawing practices that often contribute to the construction 

of hierarchies, and many scholars see othering as intrin- 
sic to identity, status, and hierarchy formation ( Doty 1996 ; 
Neumann 1999 ). However, dissociation refers to a more spe- 
cific process, particularly in the context of status concerns, 
in three key respects. First, dissociation is a targeted re- 
sponse to a particular form of status anxiety—namely, the 
anxiety that arises when an actor is grouped with or con- 
sidered comparable to others they regard as highly undesir- 
able. Whereas othering is sometimes framed as a response 
to more diffuse or generalized anxieties, dissociation cap- 
tures a focused and strategic effort to manage an unwanted 

comparison. Second, dissociation involves actors acting to 

sever a perceived negative affiliation. More specifically, this 
intentionality is aimed specifically at rendering certain com- 
parisons illogical or invalid, rather than simply establishing 

superiority. While dissociation often draws on familiar other- 
ing tropes—such as essentialism, stereotyping, racism, and 

stadial logics—it represents a more deliberate attempt to 

recalibrate the terms of comparison. Third, in ideal-typical 
terms, dissociation is focused primarily on building up and 

stabilizing the self, with the othering of the “other” emerg- 
ing as a byproduct of that process, whereas othering is more 
directly oriented toward defining the self through the den- 
igration of the other. 2 Othering plays a role in processes of 
dissociation, but dissociation is a more precise and purpose- 
ful phenomenon. 

Dissociation and the Construction of Pecking Orders: Categories and 
Classification 

Dissociation is not merely a behavioral response to low sta- 
tus, as SIT might expect; it is also a fundamental aspect 
of how actors look to actively construct pecking orders. 
The most observable and common ways that actors look to 

construct status orders in dissociative ways are by formally 
introducing and reifying categories that distinguish them- 
selves not simply as members of a “higher rank” but also as 
fundamentally different from those they consider “beneath 

them.” As neo-Bourdieusians have discussed, “[c]ategories 
structure and order the world for us. We use categories to 

2 We thank an anonymous reviewer for the formulation of this final distinc- 
tion. 

parse the flow of experience into discriminable and inter- 
pretable objects, attributes, and events. Categories permit—
indeed entail—massive cognitive, social, and political simpli- 
fication” ( Brubaker, Loveman, and Stamatov 2004 , 38). Im- 
portantly, categories are a key means by which divisions, dis- 
tinctions, and boundaries between actors in the social world 

are drawn and naturalized ( Brubaker and Cooper 2000 , 28). 
In other words, such categories are intended to produce and 

naturalize distinctions between one set of actors and those 
from whom they are seeking to dissociate. 

Several authors have discussed precisely how categories 
and classifications can produce distinctions that can seem 

“natural,” as if they distinguish between “natural kinds.”
Furbank (1986 , 7) maintains that social classifications are 
often intended to function as if they were “scientific” and 

“value-free,” as if differences between actors are natural and 

real, rather than socially constructed and conditional. In 

Doty’s words, “[t]he construction of classificatory schemes 
often serves to naturalize by placing human beings into 

the categories in which they ‘naturally’ belong. Hierarchies 
are often established based upon the presumed essential 
character of various kinds of human beings” ( Doty 1996 , 
10). Furbank (1986 , 115) similarly insists that one of the 
main purposes of social classifications and categories is to 

draw social barriers and boundaries between sets of actors. 
This echoes what neo-Bourdieusians call the “oppositional 
nature” of attempts to produce status distinctions ( Swartz 
1997 , 148). In short, these categories are oppositional in the 
sense that they are often defined in large part by what they are 
not . Claims about such distinctions should not be treated as 
innocent reflections or descriptions of reality but rather as 
attempts to bring such distinctions into existence and nat- 
uralize them. Attempts to reify such categories—and the 
boundaries produced by successful reification—are there- 
fore “performative statements which seek to bring about 
what they state” ( Bourdieu 1991 , 225). In brief, categories 
are a central means by which actors look to construct status 
orders via dissociation: they are used to establish and main- 
tain differences and boundaries between actors as if they 
were “natural.”

Such categories often try to impose a quasi-biological 
and “natural” character on divisions and distinctions be- 
tween actors that establish them as evolutionarily different 
( McClintock 1995 , 46). Furbank (1986 , 9) discusses how 

there is often a “species-fallacy” when talking about classes 
like the “middle class;” he observes that talking about the 
“middle class” often treats such a category of actors as if they 
are a species . Furbank is gesturing at an important aspect of 
the rhetoric of dissociative categories and dissociation more 
generally. Specifically, those identifying as “middle class” his- 
torically have done so with the idea not merely of suggesting 

they are “higher status” than the “others” such people hold 

in contempt. Instead, the use of the term is meant to imply 
that the self-identifying “middle class” is a different species 
from these other actors. For example, Kenan Malik (1996 , 
93) has analyzed how the “working classes” were constructed 

to be biologically and racially different from the rest of so- 
ciety by people who themselves identified as “middle class.”
To use Furbank’s terms, these people sought to characterize 
themselves as a different species. 

As already suggested, the most common dissociative cat- 
egory in domestic societies and one of the most theorized 

by sociologists is that of the “middle class.” Several theo- 
rists draw our attention to how this category was developed 

historically to dissociate self-proclaimed “middle class” in- 
dividuals from the “working classes,” which they held and 

hold in contempt. Wahrmann notes how one of the defin- 
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ing aspects of the historical emergence of the category of 
“middle class” in the late eighteenth century was the cate- 
gory’s use “to clearly distinguish the ‘middle class’ … from 

those below it , ‘the populace’” ( Wahrman 1995 , 171, empha- 
sis added). In these representations of the “middle class”
and the “working classes,” the former are presented as “civi- 
lized” and “respectable,” with the latter depicted as “disgust- 
ing,” “uncivilized,” and “unruly.” In this instance, these dis- 
sociative status categories are intended to ensure that an ac- 
tor escapes and dissociates from the undifferentiated, ho- 
mogenized “masses” or “the mob.” Skeggs similarly docu- 
ments the constitution of the “middle class” as a stratifica- 
tor y categor y. She argues the “middle class” “came to recog- 
nize themselves through difference: a difference they pro- 
duced through the generation and distribution of represen- 
tation of different ‘others’” ( Skeggs 1997 , 4). Crucially, the 
“other”—whether it be an unruly “working class” or some 
other racialized “other”—was fundamental to the constitu- 
tion of “middle class” status. 

McClintock echoes the analysis of Wahrmann and Skeggs, 
arguing 

The degenerate classes, defined as departures from 

the normal human type, were as necessary to the self- 
definition of the middle class as the idea of degen- 
eration was to the idea of progress, for the distance 
along the path of progress traveled by some portions 
of humanity could be measured only by the distance 
others lagged behind. ( McClintock 1995 , 46, empha- 
sis added) 

This type of stadial logic is common in dissociation. Actors 
use such logic to distinguish between the category of human 

they see themselves belonging to and “other” categories. 
The “lower” categories are depicted as innately inferior and 

different from the “higher” categories, as if the higher cat- 
egories are more evolved and advanced ( McCarthy 2009 ; 
McClintock 1995 ). These distinctions were intended to 

identify these different categories or “groups” as fundamen- 
tally distinct. As McCarthy puts it, “permanent varieties of 
the human species … are typically represented as embody- 
ing different stages in the evolution of the species” ( 2009 , 
76). This involves dividing people into “subdivisions of hu- 
manity” ( McCarthy 2009 , 11). Those looking to dissociate 
depict themselves as more advanced and further down the 
path of progress than the “others” they are dissociating 

from. Separation in this instance is therefore a moral pre- 
rogative that is justified through appeals to “ideologies of 
progress” ( Buzan and Lawson 2015 ). Categorization and 

classification of the self and “others” are integral to this pro- 
cess of imposing division and difference and creating this 
type of separation. 

Dissociation, Racialization, and Social Orders 

Many of the examples in this paper (including its main case 
study) involve actors drawing upon and reifying racialized 

understandings of people and groups to engage in dissoci- 
ation. Indeed, as a starting point, the construction of hu- 
man society as divided into different “species” in different 
phases of “progress” has historically been deeply intertwined 

with racialization ( McCarthy 2009 ). Racialization can be un- 
derstood as the “processes that infuse social and political 
phenomena with racial identities and implications” ( Maass 
2023 , 91). How and why does dissociation seem to rely so 

heavily on and so heavily implicate racialization and racial- 
ized understandings? 

Throughout the course of modern history, “race” and 

racial understandings have been fundamental to the fabric 
of social orders, be they domestic or international ( Acharya 
2022 ; McCarthy 2009 ; Malik 1996 ). Dissociation and racial- 
ization often go hand-in-hand because racialization provides 
a convenient, visible, and historically socially accepted way 
to create and reinforce boundaries between groups, often 

based on perceived biological or cultural differences that 
are framed as “natural.” For example, different “races” are 
often considered to be not only naturally different, but also 

as standing in a natural hierarchy to one another, based 

on sets of biologically immutable or “cultural” characteris- 
tics and stereotypes ( McCarthy 2009 ). If dissociation is con- 
cerned with separating one set of actors from another, then 

actors engaging in dissociation will appeal to and use dis- 
cursive and ideological resources that can naturalize and 

reify such separation. “Race” is one of the most common 

resources that actors will use to do this, as this paper has 
suggested. 

Because of their ubiquity in modern societies, racial un- 
derstandings and differences frequently serve dissociative 
purposes and are often resources actors draw upon to in- 
sist on natural “differences” between them and “others” as 
they pursue dissociation. However, racialization and racial- 
ized understandings are not always made explicit and may 
also function in more subtle ways. Actors might use lan- 
guage that is “racially coded,” meaning that they imply 
racial distinctions or stereotypes without explicitly mention- 
ing race ( Malik 1996 , 209). As Khoo articulates, “someone 
using a code word exploits (intentionally or otherwise) their 
audience’s stereotypical beliefs about what they are talk- 
ing about, without explicitly communicating these beliefs”
( 2017 , 35). For example, phrases like “illegal immigrants” or 
“illegal aliens” in the United States are often racially coded 

to refer to Latin American and Caribbean migrants. Racial- 
ization does not necessarily depend on explicit invocations 
of race; it can function more subtly through implicit, histori- 
cally specific racial tropes and stereotypes too ( Carson, Min, 
and Van Nuys 2024 , 194). 

Racial understandings become a resource actors draw 

upon to “graft” ( Price 1998 ) new categories that help them 

dissociate from the racialized “other.” Moreover, by drawing 

upon racialized understandings that constitute the ideolog- 
ical and discursive basis of social orders’ foundations to en- 
gage in dissociation, actors are both drawing upon and rein- 
forcing racialized social orders. This is because such dissoci- 
ation legitimates and further normalizes understandings of 
“race” and racial differences. One of the consequences of 
this is that social orders are further racialized. 

What Do International Actors Dissociate from? 

One of the first things we noted is how, in sociology and ur- 
ban studies, the concept of dissociation is often deployed 

to understand how non-elite actors navigate stratification 

and construct stratified social orders. The specific predica- 
ment that these studies focus on is how these non-elites deal 
with being cast as part of a homogenized, undifferentiated 

“mass.” This is immediately translatable to IR, where there 
is also a historical tendency to contrast between “the Great 
powers and the rest” ( Simpson 2004 , 108). Likewise, Hiron- 
aka’s observation that “the Great Power hierarchy stands as 
the preeminent social fact of the state system, serving as a 
beacon in an ocean of ambiguity” ( Hironaka 2017 , 3–4), 
also reflects the idea that the international system is often 

seen as clearly divided between a great power grouping, and 

an undifferentiated mass of inferior polities. 
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Jonathan Renshon similarly alludes to this distinction 

in reference to Britain’s crisis of international stand- 
ing during the Suez Crisis, arguing “Eden and his 
advisers were focused on ensuring that Great Britain 

remained in the ‘club’ of great powers, not with 

their international standing relative to an undifferenti- 
ated grouping of other states ” ( Renshon 2017 , 251, empha- 
sis added) . Scholars have already theorized a range of 
dichotomies that structure international social stratifica- 
tion: the great powers/the rest ( Simpson 2004 , 108), civ- 
ilized/uncivilized ( Gong 1984 ), modern/backward, West- 
ern/Eastern ( Zarakol 2011 ), developed/underdeveloped 

( McCarthy 2009 ), White/non-White ( Sabaratnam 2020 ), 
empire/colony ( McCarthy 2009 ), state/failed state ( Jackson 

1990 ), and democratic/undemocratic ( Fukuyama 1989 ). 
There may often be overlap between these dichotomies and 

their respective hierarchical implications. For example, lev- 
els of development, civilization, and modernity are often 

deeply racialized, with those classified as developmentally 
and civilizationally inferior often considered as such for 
racial reasons ( McCarthy 2009 ). Efforts at dissociation in 

the international sphere are likely to be focused on escaping 

and maintaining distance from categorization in the second 

and “lesser” half of the dichotomies listed above. The case 
study discussed in the subsequent section shows, for exam- 
ple, how the settler-colonies of the British Empire developed 

the category of “Dominion” to give them a status that was 
elevated above that of “mere colonies” but that was still sub- 
ordinate to “Empire” ( Fieldhouse 1962 , 85). 

Crucially, for dissociation to succeed and be taken seri- 
ously, actors also need to be able to make a plausible and 

compelling case for dissociation and separation from cer- 
tain "others." This means that the difference they are posit- 
ing that differentiates sets of actors is seen as legitimate and 

fundamental enough to warrant distinctive categories. Ac- 
tors will try to appeal to existing understandings of hierarchy 
and stratification to produce this demarcation and dissocia- 
tion. This necessarily requires “grafting” onto existing forms 
of categorization and understandings of the world; dissocia- 
tive actors are compelled to draw on dominant linguistic 
and discursive resources around hierarchy and stratification 

to engage in dissociation in the first place ( Price 1998 , 627–
8). As our case study implies, the British settler-colonies were 
grafting onto pre-existing racialized forms of differentiation 

that already existed; the category of “Dominion” built upon 

these pre-existing differences to produce dissociation and 

separation. 

Dissociation and the Reconstitution of the British 

Imperial Hierarchy 

We examine the case of the emergence of “Dominion” sta- 
tus as a category to refer collectively to the settler-colonies 
of the British Empire at the 1907 Imperial Conference to il- 
lustrate the dynamics of dissociation that we describe above. 
What is particularly noteworthy about this case is how dis- 
sociation was such a strong aspect of the settler-colonies’ 
claims to create a new category that would apply to them. 
The settler-colonies did not pursue status through attempts 
to join an “elite club” or claim equality with those above, 
as some might expect in an actor’s pursuit of status. Rather, 
they were concerned with ensuring they were not lumped in 

with those at the bottom of the hierarchy; in this case, the 
“Crown Colonies.” They were, in effect, struggling to ensure 
they were considered a qualitatively different and uncompa- 
rable entity to the “Crown Colonies.” The term “Dominion”

was the category that the settler-colonies ultimately settled 

upon to produce this dissociation. In what follows, we draw 

on the recorded minutes of the Conference to examine how 

and why “Dominion” came to be the term that referred col- 
lectively to the British Empire’s settler-colonies. 

We also note that the term “Dominion” existed before the 
1907 Imperial Conference as a technical term used to refer 
to certain possessions of the British Empire, such as Canada. 
However, the 1907 Imperial Conference marked the first 
time the category became a term used to collectively refer to 

the settler-colonies of the British Empire to distinguish them 

politically and institutionally from other colonies ( Edwards 
1983 , 8). The conference thus represented an important 
moment of “meaning-making” and construction of the term 

“Dominion.” The archival records we draw on allow us to 

examine the understandings held by relevant actors, the ar- 
guments they deployed at the conference, and the processes 
of social construction involved in the production of “Domin- 
ion” status. The settler-colonies sought the British imperial 
metropole’s recognition that they were indeed “in a differ- 
ent category to the Crown Colonies.”3 

The 1907 Imperial Conference, “Dominion” Status, and the “Crown 

Colonies”

What began as the 1907 “Colonial Conference” was re- 
named the “Imperial Conference” during proceedings. 4 
The Conference saw officials from Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand, Newfoundland, Transvaal, Natal, the Cape Colony, 
and the United Kingdom come together to discuss various 
matters, ranging from imperial defense and the establish- 
ment of an Imperial Council to issues of trade and emi- 
gration ( Valkoun 2021 , 39). This agenda raised important 
questions about the role and status of the polities invited 

to the conference, all of which were, at this point, British 

possessions. Indeed, one of the first issues discussed at the 
conference was the purpose and nature of the Conference 
forum itself. It was in this context that the standing and na- 
ture of the settler-colonies came to the fore. The imperial 
core had been previously aware of the settler-colonies’ anx- 
ieties about their status and standing. In response to these 
anxieties, several British politicians and thinkers suggested 

and preferred the term “Commonwealth,” instead of “Em- 
pire,” to refer specifically to the relationship between Lon- 
don and the settler-colonies ( Valkoun 2021 , 14). Likewise, 
seeking to avoid “imperial decline,” empire reform was a 
key goal of many British thinkers and politicians at the time. 
Increased political consolidation of the “white” parts of the 
Empire—Great Britain and its settler-colonies—was under- 
stood as one very plausible solution to this ( Bell 2020 , 2). 

Against this backdrop, the concerns of the settler-colonies 
regarding their status came to the fore early in the con- 
ference, particularly in discussions about the conference’s 
constitution, including questions about its purpose and who 

ought to be invited. Specifically, the settler-colonies were ea- 
ger to distinguish themselves from what they referred to 

as the “Crown Colonies” of the British Empire. This anx- 
iety surfaced very early on in the proceedings, in discus- 
sions about the future composition of the erstwhile Colonial 
Conferences and the means to maintain continuity between 

conferences. The representatives of the settler-colonies were 
particularly pedantic about the language used to refer to 

their polities and how they related to the colonies of the 
British Empire that were not present at the conference. 

3 Sir Joseph Ward, MPCC 1907, 30. 
4 MPCC 1907, 38. 
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Even though the settler-colonies were part of the Colo- 
nial/Imperial Conferences and the “Crown Colonies” were 
not, the settler-colonies were still notably insecure about 
their standing vis-à-vis the “Crown Colonies.” This is puz- 
zling for existing status literature because Paul, Larson, and 

Wohlforth ( 2014 , 10–11) treat summit participation as a 
clear marker of one’s status vis-à-vis non-participants. De- 
spite their inclusion and the “Crown Colonies” exclusion, 
the settler-colonies were still anxious and determined to en- 
sure that a status distinction was made between themselves 
and the “Crown Colonies” they considered beneath them. 
Why? 

Viewing these polities’ anxieties through the lens of dis- 
sociation helps us understand this. Specifically, they were 
worried about being compared to what they continually re- 
ferred to as the “Crown Colonies.” As discussed above, this 
category was racialized, sometimes explicitly but sometimes 
more subtly through stadial logics that did not explicitly re- 
fer to race. The settler-colonies viewed comparisons with 

these polities as disparaging, demeaning, and ultimately un- 
desirable. Thus began the quest to dissociate from these ac- 
tors. 

Initially, this manifested in a proposal from Australian 

Prime Minister Alfred Deakin asking for a separate division 

in the British Colonial Office for the self-governing settler- 
colonies. As we noted earlier in the paper, dissociation can 

often entail a struggle to produce a physical separation be- 
tween actors. Using the language of “dissociation” explicitly, 
Deakin proclaimed 

It appears to me that it would be for the advantage of 
the Colonial Office, and it would be to our advantage, 
if we were dissociated altogether from the Dependen- 
cies which are governed, and admirably governed, if I 
may say so, from this office. 5 

Sir Joseph Ward, the Prime Minister of New Zealand, 
echoed Deakin’s concerns. He made similar demands about 
the dissociation of the settler-colonies from the “Crown 

Colonies.” There was no doubt in his mind that “our self- 
governing countries are not in the same position” as those 
of the “Crown Colonies.” He went one step further, however, 
insisting that the physical separation of the settler-colonies 
and the “Crown Colonies” ought to manifest in a categorical 
separation as well. He argued that 

We should be in a different category to the Crown 

Colonies. I think the term “Colony,” so far as our coun- 
tries are concerned, ought to cease, and that that term 

ought to apply to the Crown Colonies purely, and that 
those of us who are not at present known as Domin- 
ions or Commonwealths, should be known as States of 
the Empire, or some other expressive word, so, as to 

make a distinction as between the Crown Colonies and 

the self-governing Dependencies… if we were put un- 
der a separate category, and necessarily with a separate 
administration for the working of our self-governing 

countries, that would be a great improvement, and, al- 
though perhaps not important in the minds of some 
people, would be a source of considerable satisfaction, 
certainly to our country. 6 

Ward would later say “if the self-governing Colonies were 
separated from the Crown Colonies to a very large extent 
the desires of the country I represent would be met.” He 
was insistent that he wanted “to get out of the position of the 

5 Alfred Deakin, MPCC 1907, 29. 
6 Ward, MPCC 1907, 30–31. 

self-governing countries being regarded as on a par with the 
Crown Colonies.”7 In other words, Ward specifically wished 

to put distance between settler-colonies like New Zealand 

and the Crown Colonies, to avoid any possibility of New 

Zealand being placed in the same category with, or viewed as 
a peer of, those allegedly inferior polities. It is notable that 
Ward was not attempting to claim equality with the Imperial 
metropole, but to assert that the “Crown Colonies” and the 
“self-governing Dependencies” were entirely different. The 
idea that they could even be conceived of as comparable was 
preposterous, in his words; they belonged to “a different cat- 
egory.”

Ward was not the only leader of a settler-colony that 
felt this way. Deakin, the Australian Prime Minister, had 

insisted that the difference between the settler-colonies—
or what he called the “self-governing colonies”—and the 
Crown Colonies ought to formally manifest itself in the 
form of a different department of government or office of 
government. 8 Winston Churchill, the Parliamentary Under- 
Secretary of State for the Colonies at the time, was aware of 
the status concerns fueling these requests but was neverthe- 
less reluctant to accept the proposals of Ward and Deakin, 
arguing “there would be an almost insuperable difficulty in 

the classification of the different states and dependencies of 
the Empire exclusively according to status.”9 

Why was it such a problem that the settler-colonies 
were, to requote Ward above, “being regarded as on a 
par with the Crown Colonies?”10 The answer is simple: 
the “Crown Colonies” were considered “backward” by the 
settler-colonies. The most obvious reason for this is racism. 
The conference took place against the backdrop of “white”
anxieties related to the “global color line.” Lake and 

Reynolds’s (2008) magisterial book shows how leaders of 
the settler-colonies were central in drawing and reinforc- 
ing the global color line that divided the world into “white”
and “colored” races. A number of the leaders of the settler- 
colonies that partook in the 1907 Imperial Conference fea- 
ture as key figures in attempts to draw and institutionalize 
the “global color line” in Lake and Reynold’s account. The 
Australian Prime Minister Alfred Deakin, in particular, was 
notorious and one of the leading white supremacists in this 
broader movement, who himself saw Australia as a key light 
in this broader global racial struggle ( Lake and Reynolds 
2008 , 137–8). 

At the 1907 Imperial Conference, settler-colonial lead- 
ers would make their contempt of “tropical countries or 
those in which there are colored races” crystal clear later 
in the conferences when discussing questions of labor and 

naturalization. 11 Ward, for instance, was insistent “that New 

Zealand is a white man’s country, and intends to remain a 
white man’s country,” opposing any naturalization of “mem- 
bers of an alien colored race” as subjects of the Empire. 12 

The infamous “White Australia Policy” had also been intro- 
duced just years earlier to ensure Australia maintained its 
“racial purity” ( Burke 2008 , 33). References to the inferior- 
ity, undesirability, and repulsiveness of other races abound 

in the minutes of the 1907 Imperial Conference. To be con- 
sidered in the same category as the “Crown Colonies” that 
were racially inferior was simply unacceptable to the lead- 
ership of the settler-colonies, whose rampant and pervasive 
white supremacy during this period is well documented. As 

7 Ward, MPCC 1907, 65. 
8 Deakin, MPCC 1907, 28–29, 72. 
9 Winston Churchill, MPCC 1907, 68. 
10 Ward, MPCC 1907, 65. 
11 Deakin, MPCC 1907, 613. 
12 Ward, MPCC 1907, 538. 
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Lake and Reynolds have outlined, there was a feeling in 

the settler-colonies during this period that the “white man’s 
‘pride of place’ in the world’ would be ‘humiliated’” if the 
“the black and yellow races” were granted the same rights 
as them ( Lake and Reynolds 2008 , 137–8). Similarly, the 
minutes of the Conference see representatives of the settler- 
colony refer to polities such as Fiji, Trinidad, Barbados, and 

India as part of the “Crown Colony” category. 13 With this 
said, racism was also visible in less explicit ways, with settler- 
colonies often using the euphemism of “civilization” to refer 
to their superiority vis-à-vis the “Crown Colonies,”14 a term 

that was often laced with racial connotations ( McCarthy 
2009 ). 

In addition to explicit and implicit racialized language, 
the representatives of the settler-colonies also expressed 

their fears of being “on a par with” the Crown Colonies 
by emphasizing the different governance structures of the 
settler-colonies. In this discourse, the Crown Colonies were 
portrayed as backward and fundamentally different in char- 
acter from the settler-colonies, and as therefore subject to 

(and likely deserving of) inferior treatment. Allowing settler- 
colonies to remain in the same category as Crown Colonies 
might therefore also limit the political power and prestige 
of the settler-colonies. In advocating for a new label for, and 

a new British government department to interact with, the 
“self governing communities,” Deakin argued such polities 
were profoundly “different in character” from the “Crown 

Colonies.”15 Deakin denied having “much knowledge” of 
such “foreign” communities, but praised the Colonial Of- 
fice’s “strides … in the development of those countries,”
clearly drawing physical, civilizational, and implicitly racial- 
ized boundaries between the “Crown Colonies” and the pre- 
dominantly white settler-colonies. Deakin explicitly argued 

that the settler-colonies had “outgrown” the Colonial Office 
and that the that the “methods of administration and treat- 
ment,” that were appropriate for interacting with “Crown 

Colonies” were not appropriate for interacting with poli- 
ties like Australia, which were more autonomous, civilized, 
and deserving of consideration. In Deakin’s framing, the 
settler-colonies were more advanced and fundamentally dif- 
ferent from the “Crown Colonies.” According to Deakin, 
traditional Colonial administration “begets an attitude of 
mind, based upon presuppositions and preconceptions , which 

cannot be escaped from but which do not at all attach to self- 
governing states.”16 The desire to deny equivalence or com- 
parison with the “Crown Colonies” and escape from the prej- 
udices, stereotypes, and standards of treatment with which 

such colonies were associated was thus made explicit. 
Deakin suggested that “self-governing communities” like 

Australia should no longer be governed from the Colonial 
Office and should undertake “a good deal more for them- 
selves” and eventually communicate directly with the British 

Prime Minister, “where they will not be jostled in a Depart- 
ment over-burdened with administrative work alike and yet 
different in character . ”17 

This attempt to dissociate relied upon but also reinforced 

racialized understandings of the term “Crown Colonies.”
Some of these understandings were made explicit, like 
when the settler-colonies referred to “colored races.” Some, 
however, were more subtle. Ideas about self-governance, 
something which the settler-colonies implied the “Crown 

Colonies” were not capable of doing, were racially coded. 

13 See MPCC 1907, 68, 80, 44. 
14 MPCC 1907,158, 238, 263, 408. 
15 Deakin, MPCC 1907, 44. 
16 Deakin, MPCC 1907, 44, emphasis added. 
17 Deakin, MPCC 1907, 44. 

At the time, “colored races”—to use the language of sev- 
eral at the Conference—were often considered incapable of 
self-government ( Fryer 1988 , 72). Indeed, the categories of 
“Crown Colonies” and “self-government” or “self-governing 

communities” were strongly racially coded. 
Matters then came to a head over the wording that would 

describe the membership of the Imperial Conference. More 
specifically, the settler-colonies took issue with the titles that 
were used to describe them in the conference resolution. 
Deakin, for instance, was very enthusiastic about a sugges- 
tion put forward by Churchill, which would see the word 

“colonies” dropped from the wording of the resolution to 

ensure that the polities that attended the Conference and 

the “Crown Colonies” were understood to be fundamentally 
different in nature. 18 Instead, Churchill recommended us- 
ing the term “His Majesty’s Dominions over the seas.”19 

However, the settler-colonies were determined to clarify 
the boundaries of the category “Dominions over the seas”
and how such a status stood in relation to the “Crown 

Colonies.” Canada’s Wilfrid Laurier expressed reservations 
about the meaning of the term and whether it would ade- 
quately distinguish polities like Canada from that of, in his 
own words, “Trinidad”: 

I am not satisfied as to the words “Dominions be- 
yond the seas.”… I do not know that it may not in- 
clude Trinidad as well as Australia and Canada. It is 
not limited, so far as I can see, to the self-governing 

colonies. 20 

In response to Laurier, New Zealand’s Joseph Ward rec- 
ommended the term “self-governing colonies.” Ward was 
clearly emphasizing the self-governing aspect of these poli- 
ties’ status, and arguing that it was this that formed the ba- 
sis of differentiation from the non-self-governing colonies of 
the Empire like Trinidad and India. 21 Laurier immediately 
replied by building on the language put forward by the New 

Zealand Prime Minister, suggesting the term “self-governing 
Dominions beyond the seas.” This seemingly minor addition 

and change of language was intended to ensure there was 
no way that the term “Dominions beyond the seas” could 

possibly “apply to Trinidad or Barbados as to Canada.”22 

Laurier made no attempt to hide his intentions to dif- 
ferentiate the status of polities like his own from that of 
“Trinidad or Barbados.” After announcing his preference 
for “self-governing Dominions beyond the seas,” Laurier im- 
mediately reneged on his recommended title, suggesting 

that perhaps an entirely new phrase ought to be invented 

that more accurately captured the essential difference be- 
tween the settler-colonies and the “Crown Colonies.” He as- 
serted 

I would like to use some expression which would make 
a differentiation between the self-governing colonies 
and the other colonies. So far as the colonies repre- 
sented [at the Conference] are concerned, I wish we 
could drop the word “colonies” and try to invent some- 
thing which would strike the imagination more. 23 

The Secretary of State for the Colonies then immediately 
asked Laurier “would the words ‘self-governing communi- 

18 Deakin, MPCC 1907, 78. 
19 Churchill, MPCC 1907, 78. 
20 Laurier, MPCC 1907, 80. 
21 Ward, MPCC 1907, 80. 
22 Laurier, MPCC 1907, 80. 
23 Laurier, MPCC 1907, 80. 
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ties of the Empire’ do?”24 Again, Laurier’s reply repeated 

his previous concerns, stating 

I talked it over yesterday with a friend and we agreed 

that we have passed the state when the term “Colony”
could be applied to Canada, New Zealand, and Aus- 
tralia. I would like to have suggested the word “State,”
but for the fact that in Australia they call states what we 
call provinces, and it might lead to confusion. Perhaps 
one of us can make a better suggestion. 25 

Laurier’s declaration that Canada, Australia, and New 

Zealand had “passed the state” of being mere “colonies”
once again highlights his desire to characterize the settler- 
colonies as fundamentally different from the “Colonies”; 
polities like Canada were more civilized, autonomous, and 

developed than, and superior to, the “Crown Colonies.”
Laurier was desperate to ensure that Canada was no longer 
classified as a “colony” and was desperate to find some al- 
ternate title, category, or classification that ensured that was 
the case. 26 

The Prime Ministers of the settler-colonies then agreed 

that the term “Dominion” by itself would cover all the dis- 
tinctive meanings that would distinguish them from the 
“mere colonies.” Joseph Ward’s response to this was inter- 
esting; he made it clear that he did not mind which term 

was used to designate New Zealand as more than simply a 
colony, as long as it was explicitly acknowledged that New 

Zealand was indeed part of such a category: 

As long as it is understood that New Zealand is a Do- 
minion, I do not object to the word “Dominion.” We 
ourselves understand New Zealand is a Dominion, but 
I would like it understood that our country is covered 

by that term here. 27 

However, the Prime Minister of Natal and the Commis- 
sioner of Public Works from the Cape Colony expressed 

concern about the term “Dominion,” asking if this also ap- 
plied to their polities given that “Colony” was in their title. 28 

The Secretary of State for the Colonies confirmed that the 
British colonies in South Africa would indeed be classified as 
“Dominions.”29 Ultimately, this meant that a formal distinc- 
tion was drawn between what were now officially christened 

the “Dominions,” and the “Crown Colonies.”
The final resolution passed on the Constitution of the Im- 

perial Conference no longer referred to the settler-colonies 
as “colonies” but rather as “Dominions.”30 All references 
to these polities in the Constitution of the Imperial Con- 
ference as “colonies” had been removed; in the words of 
Edwards (1983 , 8), “the self-governing colonies were chris- 
tened the Dominions.” Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 
Newfoundland, Transvaal, Natal, and the Cape Colony had 

become “Dominions,” formally and institutionally distin- 
guishing themselves from the “mass” of racialized “Crown 

Colonies,” which they perceived to be inferior. Moreover, as 
mentioned above, the Conference itself was renamed. Al- 
though the Conference opened with the title of the “Colo- 
nial Conference,” by the end, it was the “Imperial Confer- 
ence.”

24 Lord Elgin, MPCC 1907, 81. 
25 Laurier, MPCC 1907, 81. 
26 Laurier, MPCC 1907, 81. 
27 Ward, MPCC 1907, 81. 
28 F.R. Moor and Thomas William Smartt, MPCC 1907, 83. 
29 Lord Elgin, MPCC 1907, 82. Of course, South Africa did not become a “Do- 

minion” until 1910, when the four British colonies there were united to become 
the Union of South Africa. 

30 MPCC 1907, v. 

Deakin and Ward also had their request met to see a sep- 
arate department or part of the Colonial Office established 

that dealt with what were now known as the “Dominions”
separately from the “Crown Colonies.” The “Dominion De- 
partment” within the Colonial Office was established at the 
end of 1907 ( Hyam 1968 , 342). 31 The language used by 
Cross is instructive here, noting that the meaning of the 
term “Dominion” was intended to distinguish and dissoci- 
ate those polities from the “Crown Colonies.” He argued 

“[a]s good a symbol as any of the position the self-governing 

countries of the Empire had reached before the first world 

war … was the adoption, in 1907, of the term ‘Dominion’ 
to give them a status distinct from that of Crown Colonies ” ( Cross 
1964 , 189, emphasis added). It was hoped that the new Do- 
minion Department would be characterized by, in Deakin’s 
words, “methods of administration” and “treatment” which 

were more fitting for the Dominion’s status than the treat- 
ment to which they had been subject by the Colonial Of- 
fice. 32 

The “Dominions” after the 1907 Imperial Conference: Recognition and 
the (Further) Racialization of the British Imperial Hierarchy 

In the words of John Darwin, “the shift from colonial to ‘do- 
minion’ status [was] consummated in 1907” ( Darwin 2009 , 
175). The settler-colonies had their new status recognized 

and institutionalized by the British Government, as the Con- 
ference’s Constitution now officially referred to them as the 
“Dominions.” Both the British press and King Edward VII 
also recognized the settler-colonies as belonging to this new 

category as well. On May 9, 1907, just days before the Confer- 
ence ended, King Edward hosted a banquet, raising a toast 
to the “Dominions.” He would say, “I cannot leave this room 

without raising my glass to wish prosperity and happiness to 

my guests, who represent my Dominions beyond the Seas,”
as reported in The Daily News . 33 

On April 26, 1907, the London Evening Standard published 

a letter to the editor from a British individual who had 

“resided for about twelve years in the self-governing British 

Dominions beyond the seas.” The author praised the British 

Government’s decision to drop the use of the term “colony”
or “colonial” to refer to the settler-colonies. The letter states, 
“there is nothing an Australian, Canadian, or New Zealan- 
der dislikes more than to be called ‘Colonial’.” The writer 
quoted a communication they had recently received from 

a Canadian friend stating that “We are British subjects, and 

resent the term Colonials. We think, many do, at least, that 
it is used in a derogatory sense.” The letter writer then cel- 
ebrated that “Sir Joseph Ward rightly touched on the same 
subject at the Imperial Conference … when he urged that 
the self-governing Colonies should be regarded in a differ- 
ent category from the Crown colonies, and would be glad 

to discard the term ‘Colony’ [as it applies to the settler- 
colonies].”34 The British Press, Government, Monarch, and 

members of the public had all recognized the “Dominions”
and the dissociative meaning and utility of the term for the 
settler-colonies. 

The “circle of recognition” ( Wohlforth et al. 2018 , 527) 
for the settler-colonies was the imperial metropole; their 
“vision” of who mattered in the international system was 

31 The Dominions were also given their own Office in the British Government 
in 1925 known as the “Dominions Office.”

32 Deakin, MPCC 1907, 44. 
33 “King’s Banquet: The Colonial Premiers at Buckingham Palace,” Thursday 

May 9, 1907, The Daily News, 7. 
34 “The Word “Colony”: Why it is misunderstood,” Letter to the Editor of the 

Standard, April 26, 1907, London Evening Standard, 5. 



The Making of “Dominion” Status at the 1907 Imperial Conference 11 

largely limited to the British Empire. It was not until 
the experience of the First World War that the settler- 
colonies’ vision of the international system was “global- 
ized,” and their circle of recognition expanded. Recog- 
nition of these self-governing communities’ superior and 

uncomparable status (relative to “Crown Colonies”) was 
forthcoming at the League of Nations, with “Dominion”
status officially recognized in Article 1 of the League 
Covenant. 

There is also the question of how the introduction of 
“Dominion” status affected the racialized character of the 
British imperial order. Intriguingly, in a remark describing 

the settler-colonies, John Darwin states that these polities 
were “called ‘dominions’ after 1907, or, colloquially, ‘the 
white dominions ’” ( 2009 , 11, emphasis added). The settler- 
colonies had drawn upon racialized understandings of self- 
government and non-white peoples to draw the distinc- 
tion between themselves as “Dominions” and the “Crown 

Colonies.” That these polities were known colloquially as the 
“white Dominions” is further evidence of how racialization 

and dissociation were and can be deeply intertwined. 
The settler-colonies reinforced these dominant under- 

standings of different racial categories by drawing upon 

and ultimately reproducing them in order to engage in 

dissociation. The “global color line” ( Lake and Reynolds 
2008 ) was a set of racialized discourses and understand- 
ings that the settler-colonies both drew upon and sought 
to reinforce. The settler-colonies weaponized the presumed 

differences between different “races” of people and re- 
entrenched into a newly official and institutionalized cate- 
gory in the international social hierarchy. These racialized 

stereotypes went unchallenged and were reinforced as a 
result. 

Conclusion 

This paper has sought to capture and theorize a hitherto 

conceptually overlooked aspect of how actors seek to con- 
struct and constitute international pecking orders. Specif- 
ically, we showed how dissociation is a crucial aspect of 
how actors look to construct pecking orders. Empirically, 
we showed how dissociative dynamics were significant in 

the constitution of “Dominion” status at the 1907 Imperial 
Conference. We illustrated how the category was developed 

to dissociate and distinguish the settler-colonies from the 
“Crown Colonies” they held in contempt and considered be- 
neath them. 

While the article drew on a historical case study, there is a 
prima facie case in several categories that stratify the inter- 
national system and display similar dissociative properties 
and undertones, much like the example of “Dominion” sta- 
tus analyzed in this article. For example, our account drew 

heavily on sociological literature suggesting “middle class”
was a strongly dissociative category. The category of “middle 
powers” seems to be doing similar work in the international 
sphere, as per de Bhal’s analysis ( 2023 ). For instance, de 
Bhal (2023) cites Fraser, who documents how the term “mid- 
dle power” developed to ensure certain users of the term 

would “not … be lumped in with the impotent riffraff whose 
sovereignty was no more than nominal and whose contribu- 
tion to the maintenance of world peace would be negligi- 
ble” ( Fraser 1966 , 7). The development of the category of 
“Central Europe” by certain states that had previously been 

behind the Iron Curtain also seems to carry strong disso- 
ciative undertones ( Hagen 2003 ; Mälksoo 2009 ). Mälksoo 

suggests the development of this category was meant to en- 

act social distinctions, as the category of “Central Europe”
was initially deployed by self-identifying “Central European”
states “to remind the West of (as well as to recreate) a de- 
marcation line between Russia and the parts of the West it 
had “kidnapped” in the course of the Second World War”
( Mälksoo 2009 , 63, emphasis added). Likewise, Lindstrom 

(2003) has examined how Slovenia sought to “exit from the 
Balkans” throughout the 1990s. She cites an example of a 
former Slovene foreign minister narrating this “exit” using 

comparable language to the “Dominions.” He stated that 
Slovenia had become “separate from the area to which it 
had belonged since the First World War,” which he labeled 

“the Balkan pot-house” ( Lindstrom 2003 , 321). While we 
have provided just three very brief plausible extensions of 
our argument, we are confident that the analytics developed 

herein travel further. 
Similarly, future research into dissociation could examine 

other discourses, labels, and categories that actors deploy 
and exploit to dissociate. Two contemporary possibilities in- 
clude the discourses of “carbon neutral” and “nuclear-free”
status, both of which have prima facie dissociative connota- 
tions. 35 Our discussion implies that dissociative forms of self- 
identification and promotion may have “dark underbellies.”
In the case of “dominion” status, the dark underbelly was 
one of profound racialization. In examining any prima facie 
dissociative discourse, it is important to ask, “who do actors 
using these categories seek to dissociate themselves from?”
Future scholarship could also examine dissociation and its 
audiences, including questions of how those being dissoci- 
ated from respond to being further stigmatized and how the 
recognition of dissociative status-seeking may resemble or 
differ from the recognition of association. This paper has 
set the groundwork for a possible future investigation into 

such questions. 
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