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DEBATING SECESSION AND THE RECOGNITION OF NEW
STATES IN AFRICA

IAN S SPEARS

It has become obvious that many African
states remain unable to meet the most basic
development needs of their respective citizen-
ries after more than 40 years of political inde-
pendence. In fact, many of these states were
viable during the Cold War only with the
assistance of their patron superpowers. Few
appear viable now. Despite the promises of
peace and prosperity that came with the Cold
War’s end, a number of states have since dis-
solved into civil war. From Angola in the
south to Liberia and Sierra Leone in West
Africa, and Somalia in the Horn, regimes have
struggled with opposition movements which
sometimes have a better grip on territory than
the governments themselves. In some cases,
the inability of governments to extend control
over their territory has led political analysts to
worry that terrorist cells are now able to oper-
ate with impunity in such countries.
Mobilizing the resources necessary to
address Africa’s problems has become particu-
larly difficult at a time when the continent’s
share of global trade has shrunk to less than
two per cent.! As a diplomat once observed,
“Economically speaking, if the entire black
Africa, with the exception of South Africa,
were to disappear in a flood, the global cata-
clysm will be approximately nonexistent”.?
African conflicts have also frequently been
allowed to run their violent course because the
international community has been unwilling

to commit sufficient resources and troops to
bring security to the continent’s people.
Indeed, it might be said that Africa’s problem
is perhaps less one of exploitation by external
powers, as commentators have long argued,
than one arising from their profound neglect
and indifference.

It is also not clear how to solve the chal-
lenges Africa faces. Africans and non-Africans
alike have been puzzled by the continent’s
apparent resistance to standard models of
development and conflict resolution. The pos-
sibility that reforming the African state system
might improve Africa’s prospects for develop-
ment and peace is perhaps only the latest
hypothesis to be debated among scholars. To
date there has been little in the way of a con-
sensus on how state reconstitution might
work, or even whether it would work. Some
scholars, such as William Zartman,® have
argued that a more cautious approach which
seeks to “reaffirm the validity of the existing
unit and make it work” is more likely to yield
positive results over the long term. Others
have argued that conditions in Africa have
deteriorated to such an extent that more cre-
ative solutions that go beyond the “steel grid”
of the current state system need to be consid-
ered if progress is to be made.* A few, such as
Jeffrey Herbst,®> have argued that the interna-
tional community’s “dogmatic devotion to
the current boundaries” should be discarded
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in favour of new forms of sovereignty. For
Herbst, “[t]he inevitable disruption caused by
state creation will ... have to be balanced
against the profound harm that existing states
... do to their populations everyday”.

Decisions about domestic considerations—
what kind of government, what kind of state
and so on—can and should be decided exclu-
sively by Africans. But the issue of recognition
is ultimately an external matter which
involves a number of complex questions and
dilemmas. Does the collapse or near-collapse
of countries such as the Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC), Somalia or Sierra Leone
reveal the dysfunctional nature of the African
state? Does it provide a relatively low-risk
opportunity for reform, since weak or non-
existent governments have little or no capaci-
ty to object? Or has state collapse in a sense
liberated Africa’s people from the tyranny of
their previous rulers? This would obviate the
need for boundary reform, since most govern-
ments can no longer enforce their authority,
and local government structures and adminis-
tration would emerge on their own. Does
recognition of new states imply the abandon-
ment of all existing states and borders, or can
it take place alongside the strengthening of
existing governments, however weak?

The rise and fall of the African State

The debate over reform of existing states and
the recognition of new ones emerges from a
fundamental weakness in Africa’s current state
system: the arbitrary nature of its colonial bor-
ders. A typical explanation for the continent’s
“legacy of tribal conflict”, for example, is that
it was “European colonizers [not Africans]
who divided the region into administrative
units little connected with ethnic identities”.®
While some scholars have debated the extent
to which borders were drawn in accordance
with existing political structures or identities,’
few deny that the political entities that were
created at the end of the nineteenth century
marked a sudden and rapid change from what
had existed before. Given the manner in
which most African groups at the time tended
to centre around the village or, in a few cases,

around a decentralized kingdom, political
boundaries, no matter how they were drawn,
were bound to be arbitrary. “To draw any line
to pull 200,000 or 300,000 square miles into a
single territory,” observes Donald Horowitz
(1985: 76), “was necessarily to throw together
a great many stranger-groups and to divide
other groups™8 What the colonial powers did
then was to change the scale of the polity. The
colonies were artificial not merely because
they failed to respect the diversity of people
within, but because the territories that result-
ed were often many times larger than the
political entities which had previously existed.

Even if we consider the territories that
eventually formed independent states in the
1960s (rather than the sometimes much larger
colonial territories), the geographic extent of
these entities is impressive. Consider that the
size of the average African state is more than
twice that of the average European state.’
Another point worth raising is that the six
countries of Eastern Europe (East Germany,
Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania
and Bulgaria) whose political and economic
transformations signalled the end of the Cold
War, occupied an area of 990,329 sq km,
which would easily fit inside one medium-
sized African state like Angola (1,246,700 sq
km). Their combined extent would take up
less than half the size of the Sudan (2,505,813
sg km). In fact, all of the countries of Western
Europe would fit into the DRC. The point is
not that large states do not work (there are
many large states that do), or that the devel-
opmental challenges faced by African states
are attributable solely to their size. Rather it is
that Africa’s governments—some of which
remain among the weakest and most incapac-
itated in the world—are expected to manage
some of the world’s largest, most diverse, and
least developed countries.

Prior to 1945, the borders of most
European states were relatively fluid. Also,
owing to both centripetal and centrifugal
forces, their governments tended to look for a
size that was optimal for efficiency .1° Newly
independent African governments, by con-
trast, ruled in territories, large or small, which
have not changed appreciably since independ-



Spears

37

ence. Their borders have generally not been
allowed to expand or contract to reflect the
capacity of the incumbent regimes; nor have
African governments achieved a strength con-
gruent with the vastness of their territories.

While alternative forms of political organ-
ization or even a reorganization of Africa’s
borders could have been considered at the
time of decolonization, the opportunity was
not taken. ‘Decolonization’ refers to the
granting of political independence to former
colonies rather than assuring sovereignty to
the diverse peoples within each state.’ With a
few exceptions, African states did not get
smaller to accommodate the aspirations to
independence of each and every ethnic or reli-
gious grouping in a given former colony. In
some cases, post-colonial states actually
became larger, as different colonial territories
were merged to form one independent state.!?
This was probably not the intended outcome.
Even the parties to the 1885 Berlin confer-
ence, at which the colonial boundaries were
first drawn, considered the possibility that
“revisions” might be needed, “because possi-
bilities and new requirements will probably
reveal themselves”.'® Since decolonization,
however, respect for Africa’s existing borders
has been entrenched in the charters of the
Organization of African Unity (OAU) and the
subsequent, and recently created, African
Union (AU).} The reason is that, because
most of Africa comprises multi-ethnic states,
African leaders recognize that any effort to
create another basis for statehood would jeop-
ardize their own hold on power.

Some scholars contend that the viability of
states is related to the existence of pre-colonial
communities and identities onto which con-
temporary state structures, including demo-
cratic institutions, can be bolted.'® From this
perspective, the continuities and political tra-
ditions which evolved over the centuries in
Africa remain significant today (as they do in
Europe), and could continue to provide a
foundation for political development in con-
temporary times. In contrast, discontinuities
and the lack of a common political identity
are sources of weakness. It is no surprise that
large multi-ethnic states in Africa have failed

or collapsed, because this has happened in
similar states in Europe. The former
Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet
Union, for example, lumped disparate politi-
cal entities together and kept them so by coer-
cive means for much of their existence. The
achievement of more viable states in Africa
since the early 1990s, then, should have been
a matter of identifying pre-colonial entities
(where they existed), and rebuilding states on
top of them.1® Again, however, African leaders
resisted serious consideration of more decen-
tralized models of state formation which
might have undermined their rule. Few of
them were willing to experiment with new
conceptions of political organization, even if
they did reflect previous forms of gover-
nance. For the leaders of Africa’s independ-
ence movement, development was contingent
on throwing off the bonds of colonialism.
General Principle XIV of the 1964 United
Nations (UN) Conference on Trade and
Development, for example, stated that “com-
plete decolonization...is a necessary condition
for economic development and the exercise of
sovereign rights over natural resources”.®
Indeed, while African borders may have been
arbitrary, most leaders believed that having
their borders effectively guaranteed would
facilitate development, not obstruct it. This
was because secure borders would free gov-
ernments from having to defend their territo-
ries from external threats, and instead allow
them to focus attention on political and eco-
nomic development. Moreover, it was
assumed that within these states ethnic divi-
sions would fall away as these countries mod-
ernized. To them it did not matter that newly
independent countries had ethnic cleavages.
As the Guinean president, Sékou Touré, once
argued, “In three or four years, no one will
remember the tribal, ethnic or religious rival-
ries which, in the recent past, caused so much
damage to our country and its population”.1®

The post-colonial years, however, did not
lead to the bridging of ethnic divisions, as
Africa’s independence leaders had hoped. Nor
did a political system which effectively guar-
anteed the security of African borders facili-
tate development in the post-independence
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era. On the contrary, there was little impera-
tive to develop, since regimes were not
required to defend their citizenry from exter-
nal threats. In this sense, the weakness of
African states and the manner in which they
achieved political independence were inti-
mately connected. Many early European
states were not so different from African ones
in terms of ethnic and linguistic diversity. As
in Africa, the challenge for Europe’s leaders
was to develop a common national con-
sciousness throughout a territory. Italy,
observed the Austrian statesman, Clemons
von Metternich, was also merely “a geograph-
ic expression”.20 Similarly, as E H Carr
observed, “one of the chief obstacles to the
growth of a common German national con-
sciousness was the difficulty in persuading
Prussians, Saxons, and Bavarians to treat the
good of Germany as more important than the
good of Prussia, Saxony and Bavaria”.?! The
difference for African states was that they did
not have to fight for their independence in
the way that some European states had to bat-
tle for their survival.

War was of central importance to the polit-
ical development of European states insofar as
it compelled them to develop a strong and
efficient state infrastructure. According to
Jeffrey Herbst?2 and others,2® for all its
destructive tendencies, war also helped in the
consolidation of a national identity forged out
of a common fear of an external “other”.
While African states frequently did have
inspired anti-colonial movements, the threat
posed by the colonial powers themselves was
never sufficient to overcome the deepest
internal cleavages. In some cases, such as
Angola, the DRC and Rwanda, the intense
competition for political office which
emerged prior to independence merely exac-
erbated these differences.

In the absence of a common national con-
sciousness or durable political institutions
which could manage or direct political ener-
gies to constructive ends, African leaders
looked to a number of means to keep their
states together. Fearful of divisions which
could undermine their rule and fragment their
countries, regimes abandoned the democratic

constitutions left by departing colonial pow-
ers in favour of “popular dictatorships”, in the
case of Guinea for example.?* As their rule
became increasingly precarious, some of them
sought to develop strategic relationships with
superpower patrons, who in return provided
military aid to keep these struggling client
regimes afloat. In a further effort to sustain
themselves in power, these “toxic states”
sought to compensate for their weakness by
bombing into submission those who chal-
lenged them.?® This may have sustained them
in the short term, but it also led to the demo-
ralization of the government’s own troops
and to the creation of other sub-state entities.
Some of the latter, being born out of war,
became more coherent and capable than the
regimes they were fighting.

Patronage by America or Russia, then,
served only to conceal (and, in the end, exac-
erbate) the dysfunctional nature of many
African states. Without superpower assistance,
countries such as Somalia had insufficient
means to sustain a durable state structure.
Instead such states learned to adapt them-
selves parasitically to whatever resources were
available. Not surprisingly, client states such
as Ethiopia, Somalia and Zaire collapsed after
the Cold War (and their patronage by the
superpowers) ended. In some cases the politi-
cal movements which delivered the final coup
de grace to these regimes either took up resi-
dence in the capital or carved out their own
areas of control within the broader failed
state.

Africans now live in an era that follows the
collapse of the state. The question now is:
What should be done? Should Africa’s states
be changed to reflect the realities within, and
in a way which might make development pos-
sible? Or is African state-building only in the
early stages of a centuries-long project which
requires patience and support, but not neces-
sarily a restructuring of the state system
itself?28 The next section of this paper consid-
ers more specifically the arguments that can
be made in favour of reforming the state sys-
tem and recognizing new states.
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The case for reforming Africa’s state
system

The legacy of civil conflict and state break-
down has meant that in many places in Africa,
the international community has little choice
but to work with local and substate political
entities rather than national ones. In Somalia,
for example, neither the local parties them-
selves nor the international community have
been able to re-establish a government in the
capital whose authority extends beyond the
city limits.?” As Hussein Adam and Richard
Ford wrote in 1998, “What is clear is that any
form of national institution will have only
limited power and authority. The wounds and
scars of the past ten years are too great at this
point to think of a unified and centralized
entity”.?® Similarly, and more recently, Matt
Bryden?® has written that the “abusive prac-
tices...of the military regime—state sponsored
violence, institutionalized repression, authori-
tarian and corrupt leadership—comprehensive-
ly and enduringly damaged the Somali
confidence in the institutions of the state”.
Predictably, following the collapse of the gov-
ernment in Mogadishu in January 1991, many
Somalis rejected national solutions and opted
instead for smaller and more localized peace
processes which have sometimes demonstrat-
ed greater accountability. Despite the expen-
sive and very public efforts at national
peace-building in Somalia during the early
1990s, only local reconciliation efforts bore
fruit.3® As Ken Menkhaus observed,
Somalis have well-established social
mechanisms for managing interclan con-
flict at the local and regional level, tradi-
tional practices that were resilient
enough to step into the vacuum created
by the collapsed Somali state. When
those grassroots institutions were recog-
nized and assisted rather than marginal-
ized, they were at least sometimes able
to overcome deep-seated clan hostilities
and forge durable local reconciliation. *
Between 1996-2000, these locally-based
approaches produced “relative security, stabil-
ity, and functional (or at least incipient)
administration” in more than half of
Somalia’s territory.? Somaliland, the largest

and most significant of these political entities,
has since gone on to develop a number of fea-
tures normally associated with formal state-
hood, including a “national” government, a
currency, vehicular licence plates, and a well-
established sense of self.3

A number of reports demonstrate how
these substate administrations can result in
regional variations in development. Even
prior to the collapse of the Mengistu govern-
ment in Addis Ababa, Eritrea’s per capita
income was twice that of the rest of
Ethiopia.®* The 2001 UN Human
Development Report indicates that in
Somalia, levels of human development are
differentiated. They are generally higher in the
self-declared Republic of Somaliland, where a
government has been established, than in
southern and central Somalia, where food
insecurity, armed conflict and low household
incomes have remained persistent problems.
Moreover, investment in road and port reha-
bilitation has also been possible in northern
Somalia, allowing for increased volumes of
trade, while similar infrastructure in the south
has experienced rapid deterioration owing to
ongoing conflict and an absence of effective
governance.®® Clearly, the north’s ability to
manage its internal conflicts has produced
benefits in terms of development and rehabil-
itation.

These experiences in Somalia suggest that
substate entities may be the way of the future.
The decision of the Special Representative of
the UN Secretary General, Ambassador
Mohamed Sahnoun, to work with four major
ports of delivery during the Somali crisis in
mid-1992 recognized both the variations in
developmental needs and the existence of
four main power blocs in the region. In
other regions of Africa, de facto control of ter-
ritory by rebel movements has meant that the
UN and its agencies have had to deal with
these entities if they wanted to provide devel-
opment resources to those on the ground. In
the days prior to the fall of the government of
Mobutu Sese Seko in Zaire, for example, the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
was required to maintain operations in what
were essentially two separate states. One was
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controlled by an increasingly weak de jure gov-
ernment in Kinshasa, and the other was a de
facto state under the Alliance des Forces
Démocratics pour la Libération du Congo in the
eastern regions of the country.¥ In this sense,
the issue of supporting or recognizing substate
entities in an era of collapsed states is as much
one of operational necessity as it is a political
choice for the international community.

A second and related justification for the
recognition of new states is that reform is the
only means to eliminate or even manage vio-
lent conflict between groups. Where neces-
sary, Africa’s borders should be redrawn so
that states do not encapsulate so many differ-
ent and incompatible groups, and so that bit-
ter adversaries can be separated. Many
Africans point to a double standard when it
comes to the international recognition of new
states. Why is it acceptable to redraw political
boundaries to separate disputants or peoples
in the former Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and
Soviet Union, when the differences between
African groups are equally profound? Western
scholars and statesmen preach the merits of
coexistence and ethnic pluralism, but they do
so from countries which have already been
through a process where local identities have
been sacrificed for a common national one, or
where peoples have effectively sorted them-
selves out ethnically. It is not that multi-eth-
nic states are inherently conflictual. On the
contrary, most states are multi-ethnic and
have developed mechanisms which manage
these differences effectively. As a number of
scholars have pointed out, multi-ethnic states
have also been among the most stable politi-
cal entities.® The problem is, however, that if
conflicts are not effectively contained and vio-
lence does break out, these experiences
become woven into the identities of the com-
munities themselves. It becomes extremely
difficult to put war-torn communities back
together except in the presence of some new
authority which can assure the security of each
party.

Critics of secession and partition argue
that the fears of disputants are usually
unfounded; that the oppressors usually want
only to protect their interests rather than to

engage in the actual extermination of their
adversaries. Moreover, they claim that advo-
cates of partition have yet to produce “proof”
that partition is still the only viable and cred-
ible solution in the aftermath of these ethni-
cally-motivated civil wars.3?

Of course, there are a number of institu-
tional solutions to ethnic conflict that stop
short of secession, including consociational
power-sharing schemes or federalism. But
those who take what is in effect a primordial
view of identity formation see little hope of
forging a common sense of nationhood in fac-
tions brutalized by war.*® Minority groups
might prefer democratic rule in theory, but
resist it in practice (for example Tutsis in
Burundi and Rwanda, or Sunnis in Iraq) by
spoiling peace processes if effective guarantees
cannot be put in place. Power-sharing agree-
ments between former disputants have also
proved an unstable form of post-conflict gov-
ernance, and rarely stand the test of time. And
while federal arrangements can be an effective
means of balancing the need for autonomy
while maintaining state integrity, rebel move-
ments are often wary of them. In a continent
where states are so poorly institutionalized
and where even the most extreme violence
does not elicit international intervention, it is
simply not enough to rely on federalist provi-
sions. The implementation of these is ulti-
mately dependent on mercurial leaders in the
capital, who can retract them at will.*1

Consequently, groups opt for formal inde-
pendence because statehood promises to
lessen their vulnerability. While recognition is
itself a legal procedure, it is the entitlements
that it allows which are most attractive from
the disputants’ point of view. Formal inde-
pendence is the only reliable means of
defence because it provides groups with the
right to take up arms to defend themselves. If
the international community is not willing to
intervene when political movements are
threatened with violence, then it should come
as no surprise that some groups should
demand political independence.

In many cases, there is justification for the
fears of former rebel movements. Consider
Rwanda, for example, where the rhetoric of



Spears

41

Hutu extremists following the breakdown of
the 1993 Arusha Accords was matched only
by the intensity with which they sought to
eliminate the entire Tutsi population.*2 Or
recall the experiences of both Eritrea and
northern Somalia (Somaliland), where govern-
ment aircraft repeatedly bombed civilian tar-
gets and engaged in acts of brutality.*3 Indeed,
as Jack Snyder and Robert Jervis have argued,
in the midst of weakening or collapsed states,
disputants may take the view “that the other is
such a menace that they can be secure only if
it is crippled, if not destroyed”.** From this
perspective, it is not a question of providing
“proof” that partition is the only viable and
credible solution to ethnic conflict; rather it is
a question of ensuring perceived security gains
for the disputants. While many may lament
the fragmentation and demise of Yugoslavia,
few have regrets about the security it has
brought them. Similarly, in Africa, few
Eritreans say that they would have been better
off staying within Ethiopia, after years of vio-
lent civil war during which they were left to
fend for themselves.*> Consequently, one can
accept that partition does not “help prevent
recurrence of ethnic war”, as Nicholas
Sambanis argues,* and still recognize that for
some groups partition—escape—will be regard-
ed as the only acceptable option.

Interestingly, most scholars who contextu-
alize partition in terms of conflict and conflict
resolution recognize that partition can be
avoided if anarchy is controlled. African lead-
ers, however, have now become accustomed
to a timid international community which is
more interested in rescuing its own expatriates
than in restoring order. At some point, then,
the international community must accept that
if it is not able or willing to step in and man-
age political transitions or defend groups
being assaulted by their adversaries, then local
disputants will see few alternatives to the cre-
ation of new states.

The case in favour of the status quo

The arguments of those who reject partition
often comprise merely an inventory of all the
things that can go wrong in the event of par-

tition, rather than the making of a positive
case in favour of the status quo. To be sure,
many observers of Africa recognize the chal-
lenges to development and conflict resolution
that exist in large, arbitrarily assembled and
poorly institutionalized African states.
Although 40-odd years is perhaps too short a
time to make a definitive judgment on the
continent’s record of governance, Africa’s
experience of the type of state structure that
has existed since independence does not give
one much hope for the future. But how can
one be sure that Africa’s troubles are solely
the result of supposedly arbitrary colonial
boundaries? Or that changing these bound-
aries and recognizing new states will reduce
complications in the long run?

Beyond these general concerns, two broad
sets of arguments can be advanced for main-
taining the status quo. The first of these argu-
ments questions the motivations for, and the
actual benefits of, reform and the recognition
of new African states. While their argument
was not necessarily one in favour of the status
quo (in fact quite the opposite), Robert
Jackson and Carl Rosberg® claim that the
recognition of African states in the 1960s did
little to promote their development. Once
recognition is granted, they argue, “there are
few if any compelling international pressures
on governments to engage in state building....
On the contrary, in so far as it will not cost
them their sovereignty and the significant
privileges and perquisites which go with it,
they are at liberty to neglect development”. In
short, instead of focusing on development,
African leaders were relieved by recognition of
the burden of state-making, and many saw it
as an opportunity to enrich themselves
instead.

The trend in Africa toward seeing state-
hood in terms of self-interest rather than as
allowing national problems to be addressed
has continued to the present. Ken Crossley*®
even questions the degree to which those who
aspire to statehood have an interest in devel-
opment. He argues that while there may be
legitimate grievances among ordinary people,
there is little genuine interest in the actual res-
olution of these issues on the part of what is
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frequently a self-appointed local leadership.
He argues that the leaders of the various fac-
tions would rather engage in the process of
conflict resolution (which affords them the
comparative luxury of endless meetings in
fancy hotels in European and African capitals)
than undertake the more challenging task of
government. The case of the Sudan Peoples
Liberation Army in the Sudan is given as an
example, Similarly, Ken Menkhaus has
observed that in southern Somalia critical rec-
onciliation issues, such as property return and
compensation, or political issues such as
decentralization, representation, taxation and
budgetary sustainability, are never considered.
Instead, he argues,

all energies are devoted to protracted

wrangling over ‘seat banking’ by clan,

followed by internal squabbles within
each clan over which political figures
may claim its allotted seats. This
inevitably causes rapid inflation in the
number of seats in parliament and pro-
posed ministries—designed solely to buy
off and satisfy as many clans as possi-
ble—leading to bloated and utterly

unsustainable administration. *

It is not that the southern Sudan is not enti-
tled to become an independent state or that
the incipient government in Mogadishu
should not be recognized. Rather the point is
that care has to be taken not to support any
movements with a dubious interest in the wel-
fare of ordinary citizens. Despite protestations
and efforts to demonstrate the contrary, the
attributes, infrastructure and credibility that
local elites require to make their states politi-
cally and economically viable are often
absent.

All of this raises questions about the pos-
sibility that identities are being fabricated by
self-appointed local leaders or a political dias-
pora, both of which which seek to benefit
from the acquisition of statehood. Another
concern is that in pursuing a decentralizing
approach to state-building, the international
community risks being unduly charmed by
the appeal of charismatic grass-roots leaders.
Indeed, some critics®® have questioned the
nature of the links between local leaders and

civil society, and claim that naive assumptions
about wise community elders who are beyond
reproach are seductive but ill-founded.

Clearly, however, there are important
exceptions to these tendencies. Somaliland,
for example, has persisted in its independence
agenda despite its lack of major foreign
donors. Similarly, while Eritrea has shown
greater willingness to accept outside assistance
in recent years, the country demonstrated
marked discipline and an impressive desire for
self-reliance both before independence and
during the early years of statehood. Moreover,
while patron states were willing to lavish
funds and other perquisites on their clients in
the context of the Cold War, these same ben-
efits are now unlikely to be forthcoming
except where African countries can demon-
strate progress in democratic and economic
reforms. Any discussion of recognition then
must, as always, involve an important element
of due diligence.

The second set of arguments against parti-
tion begins with the view that political inde-
pendence for one group will create a
precedent or demonstration effect leading all
other similarly oppressed groups to consider
secession as well. Moreover, given that no
state can be ethnically pure, attempts to
redraw borders will inevitably create new nerv-
ous minorities. It is simply impractical to
think that a state can or should be created for
every group that has at one time aspired to
self-determination. While it may be true that
colonial map-makers did not always take the
ethnic composition of their proposed
colonies into account, such a project was
never feasible. For example, if language were
to be used as the basis of state formation,
Nigeria’s 248 distinct linguistic groups would
provide grounds for skepticism.%! In Ethiopia,
the government’s efforts to create more or less
ethnically homogeneous states during the
1990s ran into difficulty because its southern
region is divided among more than 40 nation-
alities. From this perspective, the states of
contemporary Africa should not be regarded
as having failed. On the contrary, given that
Europe’s nationality problem was solved only
through wars and population transfers which
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took place over centuries, interstate conflict
among African states has been relatively min-
imal. In these terms Africa’s states should be
regarded as having achieved a comparative
success.

So many African states have ethnic cleav-
ages that they might all be subject to fracture
if divided according to ethnic or religious
groupings. Not only would the resulting frag-
mentation create an unmanageable and per-
haps undesirable proliferation of fragile and
dependent states,>? but the mere prospect of
such an occurrence and the message of weak-
ness it sends would lead existing central gov-
ernments to strenuously resist such changes.
As Barbara Walter®® has observed, govern-
ments rarely allow sections of their territory to
be severed because “their reputation for
resolve is intricately tied to their ability to
defend and maintain their territory. Once it
becomes clear that governments can no
longer defend their own sovereign territory,
they become attractive targets for any domes-
tic or international foe”. Indeed, even in
Europe, political borders have been changed
only in the aftermath of great wars—and only
for the defeated powers. From this perspec-
tive, then, reforming Africa’s current borders
could never be executed peacefully except in
cases of total state collapse. Indeed, African
specialists have declared that this is a particu-
lar problem for African states because territo-
ry and territorial integrity remain of critical
importance, particularly in peasant-based soci-
eties. The prospect of a rebel movement
undermining even Africa’s large and multi-
ethnic states can elicit strong nationalist
responses.>*

On the other hand, existing governments
may be more willing to accommodate seces-
sionist movements if they believe it might
relieve them of the burden of fighting them in
the future. For example it was clear that new
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front (EPRDF) government in Addis Ababa
recognized that the secessionist war in the
north could not be won. It was therefore will-
ing to respect the democratic wishes of
Eritreans as expressed in the 1993 referen-
dum.®> Some governments may be more

accepting of secession if it leaves an ethnical-
ly homogeneous rump state rather than a
multi-ethnic state that could continue to
splinter. The government of Czechoslovakia
was more amenable to the secession of the
Slovak Republic in the early 1990s than were
the leaders of a larger multi-ethnic state, such
as the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the early
twentieth century. Secession set a less risky
precedent in the former than in the latter
case.%
Proponents of partition claim that fears of
a chain reaction of secessions are unfounded.
Michael Lind, for example, argues that world-
wide the likely number of new states “is in the
dozens, not in the hundreds or thousands”.
According to him,
While there are thousands of ethnic
nations in the world, there are at most
only dozens of national groups numer-
ous, unified and compact enough con-
ceivably to serve as the nuclei of
sovereign nation states. The impossibili-
ty of basing nation states on tiny minori-
ties like Sorbs or Wends in Germany or
the Amish in the United States in no
way discredits the potential for state-
hood of the Kurds or the Ibo or the
Tibetans...If the world survived the rapid
expansion of the number of UN mem-
ber states from 52 in 1946 to 183 today,
surely it can survive a more incremental
expansion by a dozen or two more.”
But Africa, with its hundreds if not thousands
of ethnic groups, would appear to be the
exception. Even here, however, it is not clear
that one incident of secession leads to similar
aspirations among other ethnic groups within
the same state. In Ethiopia, for example, the
secession of Eritrea in 1993 has not led to the
fragmentation of its other regions, even
though the country’s administrative units are
based to some extent on ethnic identity
(which, at least in theory, entitles them to self-
determination).%® Similarly, in neighbouring
Somalia, aspirations to political independence
are associated only with Somaliland, although
other regions have established rudimentary
administrative structures.>®



44

African Security Review 13(2) « 2004

Shortcomings in the existing debate
and an exploration of alternatives

The response to the issue of boundary reform
and recognition of new states depends on
one’s level of analysis. The international com-
munity’s preference for stability and order
among states will lead it to emphasize the sta-
tus quo and minimal or no alteration. The
process of border reform involves too many
uncertainties and risks, as even its proponents
admit. The arguments for change, however,
become more compelling as one moves from
the global to the local level. Recent trends in
developmental thinking have emphasized the
benefits of decentralization.5% With respect to
group security, disputants in civil wars may
also feel secure only if they are able to enjoy
the entitlements of statehood, specifically the
right to arm themselves. In any event, the
chronic weakness of many existing states and
the emergence in some locations of what are
sometimes more effective states-within-states
will make it difficult for the central govern-
ment to regain its authority.

The task then is to find alternatives which
both meet the development and security
needs of local citizens and do not unsettle the
international community. The problem is that
currently this balance does not exist. Since
World War 11, the globe has been levelled into
a single format or category: the sovereign ter-
ritorial state.5 While there are, indeed, signif-
icant differences in terms of development,
population and (perhaps most important)
state capacity, the formal or legal international
hierarchy has been eliminated. State recogni-
tion has become an all-or-nothing affair. This
has  consequences for development.
Somaliland, for example, has been unable to
persuade international financial institutions
such as the World Bank to provide funding
because of its lack of formal status. As one
Somaliland politician observed, “After a cer-
tain point, you can’t go any further. You need
recognition”.2

Not surprisingly, then, there have been
calls for alternatives to the existing state sys-
tem which address the needs of local popula-
tions but do not necessarily involve the
redrawing of state borders or the creation of

new states. Gidon Gottlieb®® writes, for exam-
ple, that “there should be some intermediate
status between politically subordinate autono-
my and territorial sovereignty that can ease
the relationship of nations without a state of
their own to the remainder of the world com-
munity”. He calls for “a deconstruction and
rearrangement of [the] rigid concepts of terri-
torial borders, sovereignty and independence”
in favour of “soft” solutions which do not
alter political borders or make new states. This
might make such a solution more acceptable
to existing governments. Instead of mutually
exclusive jurisdictions, these “functional
spaces and zones” and “historic homelands”
would involve multiple and overlapping juris-
dictions and authority.5* Such an arrangement
would allow for recognition to be granted to
nationalities so that they have international
standing, even if their territorial claims do
not.

Ironically, perhaps, the experience of
Somalia may provide some of the best
insights into how to deal with state collapse
and issues of conflict resolution, development
and recognition. Beginning in 1998, the UN
began to distinguish between regions of
Somalia in terms of recovery, transition and
crisis zones. In so doing, the UN and its agen-
cies attempted to tailor their humanitarian
and rehabilitation strategies and types of
external assistance to meet the most pressing
needs of each environment. The international
community has also experimented with newer
methods of state rebuilding. In Somalia since
1998, the UN has adopted the so-called
“building block” approach, which is meant to
reflect this bottom-up vision of state recon-
struction. As some observers have recognized,
the idea of building-blocks is less an approach
than a reflection of the current situation in
failed or weak states, in an acknowledgment
that the many previous efforts to rebuild a
central government have been fruitless. The
proponents of “building blocks” seek to base
their efforts on existing though smaller-scale
and more localized successes, and to take
advantage of the regional administrations that
have already established themselves in various
regions.%®
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Clearly, there is a need for flexibility on
the part of the international community and
for a variety of responses to Africa’s problems
of underdevelopment and conflict. The point
is not for the international community to
endorse anything and everything. Rather it is
to identify and work with effective structures
which promise to bring about genuine devel-
opment; and to strengthen those that need
support, so that they can become effective,
democratic and benevolent. Beyond this
approach, four tasks can be proposed.

e First, the international community must
distinguish predatory movements which
are incorrigible and need to be sidelined
from those which can be engaged and
encouraged to practice good governance.
Examples of the former are those led by
Charles Taylor and Foday Sankoh (both of
whom controlled relatively large, some-
times state-like territories in Liberia and
Sierra Leone respectively),” while instances
of the latter are the Somaliland govern-
ment in northern Somalia and the Eritrean
People’s Liberation Front in Eritrea. While
the latter movements have not been flaw-
less, they have demonstrated a greater
capacity for responsible government than
the former. Indeed, enhancing their credi-
bility may be an effective means of social-
ization and go a long way toward making
them constructive partners in the larger
project of rebuilding the state.

e Second, in situations of humanitarian dis-
aster which have been precipitated by
predatory groups or individuals, the inter-
national community should acknowledge
publicly the sovereignty of the existing
state and do more to help the recognized
government to neutralize the coercive
capacity of the threatening group.

e Third, in cases of humanitarian disaster
precipitated by the existing state, it may be
necessary for the international community
to intervene and to provide protection to
the people most at risk. This can be done
by creating a temporary state-within-a-state
or trusteeship, or by allowing the local
group that has been targeted to maintain
the means to defend itself. The objective

here is to provide space and incentives for
an agreement rather than a permanent two-
state solution.

o Finally, in the few cases where a virtual
state-within-a-state already exists and has
an apparently irreconcilable rift with a dys-
functional or collapsed ‘parent’ state, the
international community may have no
choice but to consider some sort of recog-
nition for the former.

To sum up, it would be simplistic to argue that
either the status quo or the redrawing of bor-
ders is the correct solution in all cases in
which the territorial integrity of African states
is threatened. The challenges facing Africa and
much of the developing world are profoundly
complex. Addressing them requires patient
and careful attention to local circumstances.
The international community should be
aware that whatever options are chosen, they
will need to be accompanied by trade-offs.
While the scholars are remarkably divided on
the issue of secession, the tendency to date in
policy circles has been to leave things as they
are. There is value in remaining conservative
on issues of secession. The criterion for the
creation of new states needs to be an exacting
one in order to prevent a proliferation of weak
states. On the other hand, maintaining the
status quo may not advance development and
conflict resolution either. Therefore it may be
advantageous to consider appropriate and
carefully calibrated alternative solutions.
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