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In 1648, the year of the conclusion of the 30 years’ war and of the signature of the Treaty of 

Westphalia, the number of autonomous and sovereign State did not exceed 80. The number of 

politically independent States has further decreased in the XVIII* with no more than 50 countries. 

XIX* century will see a new growth in the number of international sovereign States, reaching the 

figure of 70 by the end of the century. A level that, with very few changes, will remain stable until the 

second world war, when the number of states started growing relevantly, reaching 100 in the sixties 

and almost 200 after 2000s.     

 
Source: M. Nagdy e M. Roser, Civil Wars in “OurWorldinData.org” 

 

The processes of decolonisation (60s and 70s), of democratisation from the socialist 

authoritarian systems (90s) and – more recently – the democracy export practices (2000s), have 

produced in the last decades an international environment favourable to the creation of new 

sovereignty. This happened especially after the weakening – starting since 1989 – of the principles 

of the UN Charter that hold the principle of jus congens, the non-interference in the internal affairs 

of sovereign states.  

At the European level, in the nineties many newborn States appeared on the map. In the 

nineties 15 successors states were born from the Soviet Union and 7 from Yugoslavia. This 

proliferation of statehood and secessionism can be partially attributed to territorial centrifugal forces 

but also to the economic failures of the socialist economic model.  
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Probably, without this systematic political and economic implosion, same of the internal territorial 

issues that appeared in the nineties could have been solved with empowering the federalist/territorial 

autonomous principles and, probably, they would have not reached the point of full secession. 

 The external support granted to these breakaway states by the west and the juridical 

recognition has helped to produce the maximum level of new state generation.  We believe that in 

the nineties different special conditions converged to explain the surge in new statehood registered 

around Europe at the end of the cold war: the internal collapse of the socialist economic model; the 

authoritarian way in which some of the populations have been forcibly included in the states born 

after World War II; the geopolitical antagonism between the West and the Soviet bloc.   

At the same time that socialist regimes of Eastern Europe were collapsing originating several 

successor states, inside Western Europe regionalist and autonomist movements have met a 

favorable climate for their political agendas, declined along ethno-nationalist lines. These 

movements have been characterized by a process of demanding more territorial legislative and 

administrative autonomy while, at the same time, they have been working on a project of local 

identitarian building/rediscovering.     

Ethno-nationalist movements construct an alternative national identity not in order to advance 

the traditional demands of national minorities (such as linguistic and cultural rights), but to 

progressively support the irreconcilability of their “ethnic-nation” with the citizenship of the state, 

working for the ultimate goal of creating a new mono-national state. In Europe, these movements 

have been presented for many years, but – albeit few cases – they remained politically marginal, 

failing to bridge fiscal protest against the central state with the localist/ethnical identity building. The 

challenges of alternative nation building in democratic systems have proved to be the hardest to 

overcome compared to the demands of economic nature and those related to territorial 

decentralization. 

A particular role in favoring these processes of regionalism without nation building has been 

played by the European Union, whose supranational integration processes have been accompanied 

in parallel by the encouragement of forms of decentralization downwards towards territorial entities. 

In some cases, this process of double erosion (upward to EU and downward to local autonomies) of 

State sovereignty have softened the territorial conflict between center and peripheries, but have 

deepened the fracture. In fact, they have increased the cultural and economic distances between 

the center and the peripheries, making in some cases meaningless the sense of central power and 

contributed to expanding the requests of some territories towards the center of the administration. 

In recent years, two particularly significant cases have occurred in the panorama of the 

secession and the birth of new States: the independence of Kosovo and that of Sudan. The first was 

a breaking point in the international balance of power and international law, as the separation of 

Kosovo from Serbia, which took place in a conflictual manner at the end of a military intervention, 

and the independence of Pristina that took place without the recognition of Belgrade, in a way 

contrary to the current UN law, and in particular Resolution 1244. 

The case of Sudan offers a different “model” of secession. As for Sudan, however, the ways 

in which this state has become independent, after 40 years of civil war, respect the international 

principles on the birth of new States, with the recognition from Khartoum and the start of a 

consensual separation. What is significant about this case is that it represents the first change of 

borders in Africa since the fifties, breaking a taboo of African states that, despite the transition from 

colonial regimes to post-colonial states, have maintained the previous administrative boundaries, for 

fearing of opening, with the revision of the borders, a domino effect of disruption of many countries 

of Africa whose territorial borders do not reflect in most cases, the ethnic or linguistic ones.  
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The case of independence of South Sudan also raises another question that has often been 

underestimated, namely the ability to manage an autonomous sovereign state. The international 

community, in fact, focuses a lot on the legal and political aspects of the secession processes, paying 

little attention to the question of the capacity and economic sustainability of the newly created 

sovereignties. South Sudan is a worrying case of a very fast nexus between secession and failing 

state. The new state soon after became independent has fallen into an inter-ethnic internal civil war 

just two years after securing secession from the North and international recognition. The lesson 

learned from the case of South Sudan should be that there are also certain qualitative, economic 

and capacity building standards that must be taken into consideration when securing or supporting 

secession processes. Self-determination or even secession does not represent an "absolute" right 

of peoples, but even if legally and politically possible, it must be combined with obligations of capacity 

for international sovereignty and compatibility with the regional security framework.          

 


