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1. INTRODUCTION
Jon B. Alterman

After weeks of intense, determined expressions, protesters have broken 
out in smiles and tears of joy. Hardened young men fire weapons 

as instruments of cele bration, their gunshots joining car horns, songs, 
ululations, and chants of “God is  great,” in a cacophony of joy.1 Some break 
into dance. The streets around them glow as the colors of the flag are 
waved above heads, painted on cheeks, and worn over shoulders.2 Cars 
inch slowly through the crowd, covered with celebrants like floats in a 
parade.3 To the outside observer, the scene might be reminiscent of pa-
triotic rallies past. But celebrants like Wanis Agouri  will tell you that civic 
engagement was no more than a forced ritual in the past, “but  today  people 
want to be  here, it’s from the heart.”4 As the sun sets, the light begins to 
dazzle.  Drivers flip their headlights on to ignite the streets as a dance-
floor; fireworks illuminate it from above.5 Taking a moment from the 
revelry, Karim Ennarah pauses to consider how this moment could pos-
sibly be. He bursts into tears. The road was long and painful, he remarks. 
“But we held our ground. We did it.”6

The moment of unalloyed joy that comes from a hard- fought po liti cal 
victory seems spontaneous, even as it is predictable. In fact, the passage 
above is not a single cele bration, but a montage of four dif er ent ones, in 
Egypt, South Sudan, Iraqi Kurdistan, and Libya. In the first and the last, 
a dictator fell. In the  middle two, in de pen dence seemed imminent, al-
though in the former case it preceded warfare and, in the latter, it never 
arrived at all. The jubilation expressed at the moment of apparent tri-
umph is one of the rewards of po liti cal activity.

Yet politics is merely a bridge to governance. One price of governance 
is appreciating that  things often get better, but also can worsen signifi-
cantly. That real ity can hit hard,  either  because  things do not improve, 
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or  because they improve only for a few while many fall into misery. What 
follows  here is an efort to improve the chances that po liti cal joy is sus-
tained, and that it leads to efective governance.

The challenge is an increasingly common one. The world has seen 
many cele brations like the ones described above, in part  because over the 
last 200 years politics have become more universal. The spread of literacy 
and communications, combined with expanding sufrage, increasingly 
has connected citizens to their governments and given citizens a sense 
of their country’s place in the world. Communications also help inform 
citizens and subjects of the failures of their rulers. In this context, the 
number of in de pen dent states is rising.

When the Paris Peace Conference set the terms for the end of World 
War I, just 27 nations  were in attendance.7 The Rus sian Federation was 
absent from Versailles  because it had already concluded a peace treaty 
with the four Central Powers nine months before, and the vanquished 
Central Powers  were excluded.  Those 32 countries controlled almost the 
entire globe and virtually all the world’s population. It is hard to imagine 
more than a small fraction of that population had any idea that the con-
ference was occurring. Just over 25 years  later, 51 countries  were founding 
members of the United Nations, almost a doubling of the number at Ver-
sailles.  Today, the United Nations has 193 member states, almost a qua-
drupling of the number in 1945.8

It is tempting to see growing self- determination as an inexorable 
trend. The uneducated and remote populations of a  century ago are now 
increasingly sophisticated, networked, and cosmopolitan. Social entre-
preneurs are resurrecting identities and repurposing them for the 
modern period. Heterogeneous populations remain the norm for most 
countries, and in many socie ties, activists agitate to break the nation into 
smaller more homogenous units. Should trends continue, the math would 
be daunting. If 50 countries in 1945 gave rise to 193  today, we might ex-
pect to see 750 countries by the dawn of the twenty- second  century.9

The mere prospect of such a scenario would prompt us to rethink what 
it is to have self- determination, and what statehood would even mean 
in that context. We would be hard- pressed to predict how a world with 
750 states would operate, how efectively individual states might operate, 
or how  those states would interact with each other. In a world in which so 
much that is now domestic would necessarily be international, how could 
cooperation be fostered? What would happen when cooperation broke 
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down? What kind of blocs would emerge, how stable would they be, and 
how would they relate to states outside of  those blocs?

Before putting too much energy into such a thought experiment, we 
would do well to recall that self- determination movements do not pro-
ceed along some inevitable exponential curve. Many forces that led to 
waves of self- determination proj ects largely exhausted themselves. Co-
lonialism died de cades ago, and most large multiethnic empires have 
broken apart. Some self- determination movements, such as in Québec, 
seem to have reconciled with enjoying significant autonomy. While many 
groups seek self- determination, achieving in de pen dence is a relatively 
rare occurrence that often has been tied to large external events.

The most common cause of in de pen dence has been the passing of em-
pires, which occurred in four waves: when Spain abandoned its empire 
in the Amer i cas in the early nineteenth  century; when the Versailles 
Treaty and its aftermath carved up the Central Powers’ empires  after 
World War I; when the Eu ro pean powers abandoned their empires  after 
World War II; and when the Soviet Union fell.10 The last case is an extreme 
one: The Soviet Union’s collapse created 15 sovereign states where  there 
had only been one, and untied the Balkans from a single united Yugo slavia 
into seven (although some say six) in de pen dent nations.11

The rubble of crumbled empires is not the only soil from which in de-
pen dence has emerged. More sporadically, in de pen dence has come from 
secession movements such as the one that split the North American col-
onies from  Great Britain. Often,  these movements have at their root an 
ethnic or sectarian diference, driven by a sense of economic grievance—
or opportunity.12 A sense of marginalization in East Pakistan, and a sim-
ilar sense of marginalization combined with the prospect of oil wealth in 
South Sudan, helped drive successful secession movements in both places. 
For the time being, secession movements in Scotland, Catalonia, and the 
Basque country are on hold. The overall history of secession movements 
tends to be one of unfulfilled aspirations, however. From Sri Lankan 
Tamils to Nigerian Igbo, and from Tibetans to Chechens, central govern-
ments have frequently resisted eforts to fracture their territory.

A rec ord of successful and unsuccessful eforts at po liti cal change 
has produced a trove of po liti cal science lit er a ture on civil war, ethnic 
conflict, and self- determination and secession movements. Utilizing 
large datasets, myriad studies seek to untangle what  factors contribute 
to movements’ success in gaining in de pen dence. They conclude that 
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 in de pen dence remains a relatively unlikely outcome of self- determination 
movements.13

When states emerge from in de pen dence strug gles, they are often 
fragile— although fragility may also arise from poverty, warfare, drought, 
or myriad other  causes. A profusion of po liti cal science lit er a ture also ex-
ists on  these states and what  factors contribute to their resilience or 
strug gles.14

Surprising, though, is the scarcity of writing on what might seem to be 
the most impor tant question for  those seeking in de pen dence, which links 
the two lit er a tures above: what  factors contribute to “successful” states— 
however one might define them— emerging from self- determination 
movements? That is to say, if one thinks of self- determination as a neces-
sary but insufficient aspect of success, what aspects of the self- determination 
movement contribute to success  after self- determination has been won? 
Understanding what the precursors are of peaceful and resilient states 
would be a major contribution both to  those who aspire to in de pen dence 
and to  those on the outside who are considering their approaches to in de-
pen dence strug gles.

 There is no clear definition of success. One might define it merely by 
mea sur ing internal vio lence15 or economic growth or interstate warfare. 
One also can define it by poll numbers that suggest subjects find the new 
government legitimate. One can use indicators of governmental capacity, 
as well, giving an indication of  future trajectory.  There is some variance 
within socie ties, as specific individuals and groups certainly  will have 
much better outcomes than  others. Tolstoy opens Anna Karenina by 
judging, “All happy families are alike; each unhappy  family is unhappy 
in its own way.” That seems not to apply much to states. All happy states 
are dif er ent, and all states, by their nature, are constantly striving for im-
provement. Overall, we concluded that success  after self- determination 
is never complete, but it remains fairly easy to separate from failure.

At the core of this proj ect is a contention that leaders of in de pen dence 
movements have agency.16 They make choices all the time about where to 
invest resources, what skills to hone, and what alliances to forge. They 
often cannot determine the circumstances of their in de pen dence, but 
they certainly can influence what their group looks like at the time of in-
de pen dence. Does the group have a functioning bureaucracy? Is it rela-
tively unified within the areas that it seeks to make in de pen dent? Do the 
group’s members have strong trade relations and neighbors that want 
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them to succeed? Has the group made efective contact with world powers, 
and has it won sympathy, if not outright support? All  these  things are 
within the purview of self- determination movements to develop, and 
movements have gone forward with varying degrees of having developed 
them. With an understanding of  these  factors in hand, leaders may wish 
to accelerate or delay in de pen dence  until circumstances are more prom-
ising for their ultimate success. Many may feel that opportunities are so 
rare that they must be seized whenever they appear, but in so  doing they 
may make eventual in de pen dence less likely.

Leaders also may consider the  factors at hand and determine that the 
odds of success  after in de pen dence are long. It may be impossible to gain 
the support of surrounding states, the economic context may be forbid-
ding, or the geography or demography may pose unusual obstacles. In 
such cases, leaders may consider  whether complete in de pen dence is the 
most desirable outcome. The attractiveness of something short of in de-
pen dence can increase with creative approaches to sovereignty and au-
tonomy, especially in circumstances in which supranational structures 
such as the Eu ro pean Union exist alongside traditional national ones.

 There is no  simple way to approach  these kinds of questions system-
atically. One of the most promising approaches is to take a large sample 
of in de pen dence movements (or fragile states) and understand what 
 factors are associated with failure and success. Failure in  these cases is 
much easier to categorize than success. War and famine are clear signs 
of failure, but what are the appropriate metrics for success, what thres-
holds separate success and failure, and what time frame should be used?

In addition, such database- heavy research invariably minimizes the 
importance of context. If  there  were four major waves of in de pen-
dence in the past, how might one code for being in the midst of such a 
global wave or not? And what does the par tic u lar context in which earlier 
movements gained in de pen dence tell us about the conditions of in de-
pen dence movements in the  future? What global trends  will sweep the 
next movements along, and what trends  will pull them backward? How 
 will the recent track rec ord of in de pen dence movements— positive or 
negative— afect expectations for their own failure or success, and how 
 will  those expectations shape levels of internal and external support?

This study takes a more qualitative approach to the prob lem, taking 
five self- determination movements that achieved in de pen dence and 
analyzing them in a standardized framework.  Because our intended 
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audience is principally policymakers seeking to enrich their under-
standing of prob lems they are facing, we chose case studies that provided 
a range of initial conditions and a range of outcomes. As a consequence, 
some have natu ral resources while  others do not, some enjoyed extensive 
international support while  others did not, and some occurred rather 
quickly while  others  were slow. The analytical framework applied to 
 these cases included an assessment of the under lying identities that gave 
rise to  these movements, the existing po liti cal and economic contexts, 
the roles that vio lence and external actors played, and the extent to which 
a charismatic leader was central to the movement’s appeal. Our goal was 
to help shape and structure policy discussions rather than advance the 
po liti cal science lit er a ture, and we emphasized comprehendibility over 
comprehensiveness. While no case study was an unqualified success, 
we  were able to identify  factors that contributed to success  after in de-
pen dence, and  factors that tended to undermine success.

Writing about Bangladesh, Ambassadors Howard and Teresita Schafer 
find that the marriage between East and West Pakistan was always fragile, 
but the decisive  factors that led to partition  were from outside Pakistan 
itself: Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s China diplomacy and India’s 
intervention. The country faced tremendous po liti cal polarization, eco-
nomic challenges, and military tensions. A combination of charismatic 
leadership, unexpectedly strong economic growth, and an extant and 
vibrant NGO sector helped guide the country forward.

Terrence Lyons finds that Eritrea emerged surprisingly resilient  after 
a brutal 30- year war, in part  because it established many of the institu-
tions of a state throughout the war.17 When the government of Ethiopia 
stumbled at the end of the Cold War, Eritrea not only won in de pen dence, 
but did so with the support of the government from which it was seceding. 
The new state enjoyed broad international support for many years, but a 
border war with Ethiopia seven years  after in de pen dence plunged Eritrea 
into an authoritarian grip from which the country has been unable to 
escape.

Timor- Leste is one of the more unlikely self- determination eforts de-
scribed  here. In Miks Muižarājs’ analy sis, Western governments  were uni-
formly opposed to Timorese self- determination eforts  because of the 
Marxist ideology that the in de pen dence movement embraced. Sophisti-
cated diplomacy that included a papal visit, the end of the Cold War, the 
Asian financial crisis, and a po liti cal shift in Indonesia all combined to 
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create an opening for Timorese in de pen dence. Very large- scale interna-
tional support from the United Nations and elsewhere, combined with a 
Timorese ability to avoid the pitfalls of such assistance, helped lay the 
groundwork for a largely successful state- building efort.

Daniel Serwer finds that Kosovo’s in de pen dence was the improbable 
consequence of a confluence of  factors, including rebellion, repression, 
state dissolution and collapse, NATO intervention, Western support, Rus-
sian weakness, and UN administration. Among the case studies collected 
in this volume, Kosovo seems to have had the strongest assist from exog-
enous  factors that led to in de pen dence.

The final in de pen dence case study considered  here is Richard Downie’s 
examination of South Sudan.  There, the Sudanese government’s ostra-
cization was a key  factor that promoted the secession of the South. As 
the Khartoum government became more rigidly Islamist in orientation 
and harbored terrorists, governments such as the United States viewed 
the largely Christian and animist South as a victim deserving of libera-
tion. The South was not well prepared for in de pen dence, with a weak 
economy, rampant corruption around the oil industry, and poor infra-
structure. In addition, politicians failed to protect revenues from the 
predations of po liti cal parties. Soon, disputes within the leadership, com-
bined with hostility between Khartoum and Juba, helped plunge the 
country into civil war.

In addition to the case studies of in de pen dence movements, Erin Jenne 
and Beáta Huszka compare the dif er ent outcomes of three dif er ent ap-
proaches to self- determination in the Balkans. Examining Bosnia, Mace-
donia, and Kosovo, they conclude that minority communities can prosper 
as autonomous units provided the state retains adequate powers of sov-
ereignty, majorities’ interests are preserved, and the regional and inter-
national environment is supportive.

Two additional chapters round out the analy sis. In one,  Will Todman 
analyzes 70 states that won their in de pen dence  after 1960 to determine 
what kinds of  factors would predict success in the immediate aftermath. 
Seeking to understand if geostrategic location, the conditions of in de pen-
dence, international aid, international peacekeeping missions, or natu ral 
resources played a significant role in states’ trajectories in the years  after 
in de pen dence, he finds that no overall patterns emerge, but he helpfully 
identifies ways in which the same  factor might cut in dif er ent ways in 
dif er ent conditions.
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Fi nally, Todman also sketches out a playbook for U.S. government de-
cisionmakers, highlighting  factors they might want to weigh when de-
ciding  whether to support or suppress self- determination movements, 
and the tools at their disposal to do so.

We conclude not with a formula, but with a set of concerns that should 
guide  those involved in self- determination movements.  These include in-
ternational environment, regional environment, economic and po liti cal 
context, security context, and a bucket of social issues. None is by itself 
dispositive, but we pres ent a policy tool that allows one to visualize the 
prospects for success.

The policy tool is a spider chart with eight dif er ent axes. The further 
along all the axes an aspiring state is, the better its anticipated result  after 
statehood is accomplished. That is to say, the more of the chart that is cov-
ered, the better the odds are. Contrarily, an aspiring state that covers 
 little of the chart, or where some axes are only scantily developed, should 
expect a more difficult time  after in de pen dence. The chart identifies vi-
sually where some of the impor tant shortcomings are and where energy 
should be devoted.

Po liti cal cele brations are especially exultant when they mark an end 
to repression, or the results are unexpected. Self- determination move-
ments fit both criteria by definition. A sense of grievance drives  every 
such movement, and history shows that the odds against winning self- 
determination are long. Globalization, increasing mobility, and the rise 
of supranational structures such as the Eu ro pean Union have not visibly 
diminished groups’ desire for self- determination. If anything,  these 
trends seem to have fed them. As has been the case for centuries, self- 
determination seems likely to remain the ambition of many and the ac-
complishment of few. The authors hope this volume contributes to greater 
levels of peace and security in the instances in which it is achieved.
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