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ABSTRACT 

In this paper, I suggest a universal framework of state relations that conceptualizes secessionist, 

separatist, and self-determination movements along a continuum of recognition. I use the 

Western Saharan conflict as a brief exploratory case to help develop theory about how states 

move along the dimension of recognition. I argue that states move towards recognition of self-

determination movements when those movements face violence, and states stop and even reverse 

those decisions when violence halts. I also outline a latent variable model being developed to test 

this and other hypotheses about international sovereignty.  
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Research on the formation of new states and the success and failure of movements for self-

determination has been disjoint. Some (Krasner 1999; Coggins 2014) have examined the 

circumstances under which groups aspiring to statehood have managed to secure the final 

passage into the club. Others (Ramos 2013; Closson 2011; Caspersen 2011; Harvey and 

Stansfield 2011) have focused on other kinds of states, de facto and de jure states, failed and 

pseudo-states, in which the internationally recognized status of those entities does not seem to 

capture how international and domestic politics operates on the ground. Within these works, it 

has been common to distinguish degrees of international sovereignty by focusing on official acts 

of recognition as the primary indicator of international sovereignty. Other responses short of 

official recognition from third party states have not been of much interest, and there have been 

few attempts to connect the different stages a movement goes through as it progresses towards 

(or away from) international sovereignty. International recognition of a new state, for example, 

has been treated as a separate and distinct phenomenon from expressions of concerns over 

human rights or trade with and aid to self-identified autonomous non-state groups. In this essay, I 

propose a unifying framework, arguing that a government’s decision to classify a separatist 

group as terrorist, take a neutral stance, engage in trade or military cooperation, or officially 

recognize a new state might all be conceived as actions lying on the same foreign policy plane. 

 Conceptualizing international sovereignty this way yields interesting new questions. 

Utilizing this framework, I take the case of the Western Saharan conflict as an opportunity to 

develop theory on established states’ responses to mass atrocity afflicted upon self-determination 

groups who seek to establish themselves as states. I advance the argument that international 

actors, especially state governments and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), make 

decisions about self-determination in part based on normative concerns related to the occurrence 
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of violence. This may even override tactical concerns regarding relations with the occupying 

power, which runs opposite Krasner's (1999) primary claim that states make decisions about 

sovereignty based exclusively on self-interest. Friendly relations with an illegal occupier during 

war require flouting or ignoring international norms and laws, while positions friendly to the 

victim grant moral and normative superiority. During a state of ceasefire, those dynamics are 

weakened enough that countries can engage in friendly relations with the occupying power for 

economic and diplomatic benefits with little normative pushback. Of course, in order to do so, 

they must modify their positions vis-à-vis the movement for self-determination. 

The Weberian definition of the state, that institution which claims “the monopoly on the 

legitimate use of physical force within a given territory” (1946), contains four lynchpin ideas, 

monopoly, legitimacy, force, and territory. This essay focuses on the nuance surrounding that 

word “legitimate” within Weber’s framework, and founds several questions upon it:  

 When is state use of violence perceived as illegitimate, both by the domestic and the 

international audiences?  

 How do international audiences, namely states and IGOs, respond to episodes of 

illegitimate mass violence against secessionist and self-determination movements?  

 How do international audiences recognize illegitimacy in violence when they see it?  

Answering these questions and considering modern international phenomena around aspirational 

states—Western Sahara, Kosovo, and many others—reveals the importance of the legitimacy of 

the use force by a state facing claims of self-determination and their implied secessionist aims. I 

argue that in the era since WWII, when new states are necessarily carved from old ones, the 

decision to legitimize and recognize separatist movements implies a trade-off between material 

and normative logics and a bestowal of international sovereignty based in part on the consent of 

the governed. 
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THE CONTINUUM OF INTERNATIONAL SOVEREIGNTY 

The triadic nature of the context is confusing, so it is useful to clearly define the three kinds of 

actors in question. I define them as: (1) the holding state—that is, the state that controls the 

territory in question; (2) the aspirational state—the separatist, secessionist, or self-determination 

movement that seeks to wrest control of the territory and establish a new, independent state; and 

(3) the third party state—every other state that is capable of holding a position vis-à-vis either or 

both of these states. To name one example, in the China-Tibet dispute, China is the holding state, 

Tibet is the aspirational state, and every other country is a third party. 

International recognition of states has emerged as an important issue in recent work in IR, 

in part due to the increasing prevalence of substate groups asserting claims of self-determination. 

On top of Krasner’s classic conceptualization of international sovereignty as a state of organized 

hypocrisy (1999), the last few years have seen some excellent works demonstrating the role large 

and influential states play in the process a new state goes through to become recognized and join 

the system officially (Sterio 2013; Coggins 2014). Coggins (2011; 2014) takes official 

recognition and final entry into the state system as her dependent variables of interest, studying 

the conditions under which the major powers extend official recognition to new states. She tests 

the effect of official great power recognition on final entry and finds that the most influential 

states have de facto control over who are the official members of the state system. Additionally, 

these works share Krasner’s argument that states officially recognize such groups when it 

benefits them materially or diplomatically. 

However, the theoretical and empirical decisions of these works have restricted the 

universe of considerable cases substantially. Official recognition is a costly policy position for a 
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third party state to take; it necessarily entails escalating opposition to the claim of the holding 

state, which may be ally or enemy, and is already a universally recognized member of the 

system. Furthermore, there is a sequence of processes that must take place before a movement 

becomes eligible for recognition, and there are other foreign policy decisions states may take that 

advance the cause of an aspiring state. That is to say, official international recognition might be 

characterized as the last domino to fall in the process of the emergence of new states, but many 

other activities come beforehand. Additionally, smaller, less influential states may make very 

different decisions regarding these movements than major powers do. 

The discussion has also been restricted in terms of direction; changes of state position in 

relation to these groups has generally been characterized as moving in one direction, towards 

recognition. A classic example proves helpful. In 1933, officials from 19 western hemisphere 

states, including the US, Mexico, and Brazil, convened in Montevideo, drafted, and signed a 

document outlining the “rights and duties of states.” At one point, it asserted, “The recognition of 

a state merely signifies that the state which recognizes it accepts the personality of the other with 

all the rights and duties determined by international law. Recognition is unconditional and 

irrevocable” (1933). This idea of movement towards recognition as happening in only one 

direction is seldom pointed out, but often implied. However, recognition is routinely revoked, as 

are decisions to legitimate the positions of groups seeking independence, autonomy, or self-

government. Recognition might therefore be better defined as something both continuous and 

dynamic. Third party states make minor changes in their positions short of recognition, and they 

may also reverse those changes. 

To augment the concept formation regarding recognition of movements as new states, I 

conceptualize states as moving along a continuum of self-determination. At the far left of the 
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continuum, a third party considers a movement for self-determination to be subversive to the 

ruling government and illegitimate internationally, perhaps granting them the label “terrorist” or 

“rebellion.” At the far right of the spectrum lies recognition of the movement as a legitimate 

member of the international system, a member of the club of 195 countries with near universal 

recognition as self-governing. Between the two ends exist multiple positions a third party state 

may take on a self-determination movement, as well as conceptions of ruling government against 

which they stake their claim. Figure 1 illustrates a rough order of the positions third party states 

may take towards aspirational states.  

FIGURE 1: THE SOVEREIGNTY CONTINUUM 

Group 

considered 

subversive or 

illegitimate 

Doubt of state, 

concern for 

group well-

being 

 

Condemnation 

or criticism of 

state 

 

 

Neutrality on 

group claim 

 

Legitimate 

claim to 

statehood 

 

All but name; 

trade or 

cooperation 

 

 

Recognition of 

state 

 

 

The positions that third party states can take regarding separatist groups fall along this 

continuum, and changing positions can be characterized as movements back and forth. For the 

purposes of this paper, only the two ends of the spectrum and the central point might be 

considered settled. I have tried to organize these positions in the way in which the steps most 

often occur, but it is possible to recall times in which third party states’ decisions have followed 

a different order from those depicted. One might observe states cooperating or trading with 

unrecognized states before they make a statement that the group has a legitimate claim to 

 

ISIL 

 

Kosovo 1991 

  

Western 

Sahara 

  

Taiwan 

Kurdistan 

 

South Sudan 

East Timor 

 

Examples from    US perspective 



Huddleston | 7  

 

statehood. I am suggesting a general order to these positions, but there may be exceptions. This 

matches well with the item response theory (IRT) latent variable model developed later in this 

paper, in which I conceptualize third party states’ foreign policy positions as “answers” to 

“questions” that reflect their latent level of recognition. It may be possible for them to answer a 

more “difficult” question, such as military assistance, correctly even while they fail to answer an 

“easy” question, like condemnation of a holding state’s actions.  

 This continuum of international sovereignty makes it easier to position the scope of the 

rest of this paper in the context of prior work on recognition. For example, I start by placing the 

ideas of Krasner (1999) and Coggins (2014) clearly on the spectrum. This is seen in Figure 2. 

They both study the activity on the far right of the spectrum, asking what conditions are 

necessary to enable final entry into the state system. By illustrating their positions in this way it 

becomes clear that the scope of their answers is somewhat limited. For example, one might ask 

whether the materialist logic is as pronounced or the central influence of major powers as 

obvious when you move the lens to cases that are situated further to the left. 

FIGURE 2: LOCATION OF CURRENT RESEARCH  
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right end of continuum of possible statuses a group can take on, it differs only in its relative 

position. That position has some very real privileges at the international level—Fazal and 

Griffiths (2014) point to IGO membership, improved international security, and financial 

benefits—and recognizing states know successful movements will be qualified for those. 

 In order for state positions on this continuum to make sense, they must also be conceived 

of as dynamic. With changing political circumstances, material needs, and opportunities, states 

move back and forth along this spectrum. The idea of recognition as something “irrevocable,” 

while intuitive, does not seem to work in the real international environment.  

FIGURE 3: A DYNAMIC CONTINUUM  
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The next section of this paper uses an in depth study of the Western Saharan self-

determination movement to explore one possible force that presses states to move towards 

legitimation and recognition of self-determination movements. This case gives reason to consider 

states’ decisions to move their positions towards recognition as something impermanent and 

depending more than simple material interest. 

 

VIOLENCE, THE STATE, SOVEREIGNTY 

Since the end of WWII, violence cannot be assumed to serve the state that employs it. Violence 

may have served the sovereignty of the state for most of history, but in today’s order, it may 

erode a state’s claims to sovereignty over both territory and people. As a growing number of 

instances of international intervention might demonstrate, the norm of territorial integrity has 

exceptions when individual dignity is violated. If aspirational states’ efforts towards self-

determination produce similar kinds of state crackdowns, holding states may face international 

disapproval and at least some reaction sympathetic towards groups pursuing independence and 

eliciting violent response. 

Here I advance an argument that pushes back again some of Krasner’s claims (1999). In 

recognizing, states follow a normative logic, perhaps even overlooking interest, when important 

normative implications are made unambiguous. Specifically, states recognize movements for 

self-determination when violence erupts or appears inevitable and attracts international attention. 

In the same way that international norms reach a critical mass of adherents, or “tipping point” 

(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998), so too does application of an already established international 
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norm. Violence, the manifestation of eroded power and legitimacy, is a sign that normatively 

accepted and expected rights have been eschewed. 

State acquisition of new territory through violence has become virtually unthinkable 

through the international norm of territorial integrity (Zacher 2001). It has also become less 

prevalent; as of Goertz and Diehl's 1992 analysis, territory had changed hands violently half as 

often as it did before WWII (52). This represents a very clear shift in the state’s raison d’etre 

since the era Tilly (1990) studies. War may have made the state, but now boundaries maintain it. 

Simmons (2005) explores this notion in depth, arguing that borders ought to be considered 

institutions providing stability between states and allowing economic and cultural exchange to 

the benefit of all (thus buttressing the territorial integrity norm). 

Yet this perceived permanence of boundaries has boded poorly for groups who now 

aspire to statehood; there is a clear international bias against aspirational states and in favor of 

preserving the territorial form of existing states. Following WWII and the decolonizing projects, 

the UN has repeatedly refused to recognize the claims of groups dissatisfied with now 

entrenched former colonial boundaries, citing concern about the proliferation of “micro-states” 

(Hechter and Borland 2001:197). Bangladesh and South Sudan, for example, failed to gain any 

support in the UN in their initial claims of self-determination (Hechter and Borland 2001). 

Academic works too, have revealed this bias against groups seeking statehood: Tilly (1993) calls 

self-determination a “problem for all of us”; and Unterberger (1996) laments self-determination 

for its “disastrous effects resulting from the dissolution of the Soviet system.” It is difficult to 

admit new states into the international order, and powerful states are loathe to do so (Coggins 

2014). 
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This phenomenon has led to puzzling categories of pseudo-states, discussed at length in 

Caspersen and Stansfield (2011). Under the classic definition of the state derived from the 

Montevideo Convention (1933), states should have a permanent population, a defined territory, a 

government, and capacity to enter international relations (Closson 2011). Closson points to 

several pseudo-states: states like Somalia or Afghanistan do not meet the four criteria but are 

recognized; Somaliland and Taiwan do meet those criteria, but are unrecognized (2011). Still 

other potential states, like Kosovo, South Ossetia, and Western Sahara, are partially recognized 

and fulfill some of the criteria while aspiring to fulfill the rest (Caspersen and Stansfield 2011). 

These last examples might demonstrate superficially some of the political processes and 

ramifications of state recognition. 

My argument applies first and foremost to movements for self-determination against 

states inclined towards violent repression. Thus, because democracies are much less likely to use 

personal integrity violations like torture and mass killing (Davenport 2007), my argument likely 

applies primarily to authoritarian holding states. The outcome of interest is third party state 

recognition of a secessionist or self-determination movement. For Western Sahara, this has come 

in the form of IGO membership, diplomatic exchange, official statements, and recognition of 

travel documents, as well as invitations to Saharawi students for education opportunities (Jensen 

2012).   

 A certain package of international norms is especially important in explaining how states 

treat these movements. Since WWII, the central norm of individual dignity has gained traction in 

international behavior (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Sandholtz 2008). Several other notable norms 

are based on this principle: human rights, meaning freedom from certain kinds of (mostly 

violent) treatment (Simmons 2009), right to democratic representation (van Sickle and Sandholtz 
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2008), and self-determination, which is codified in the UN charter. These norms, especially 

human rights, and to a lesser extent democracy, are broadly accepted enough among the worlds’ 

states that they may sometimes facilitate the breaching of two truly foundational norms of the 

international system: state sovereignty and non-intervention (Simmons 2009; van Sickle and 

Sandholtz 2008). In today’s international normative and legal order, state actions persecuting 

individuals and minority groups are liable to face consequences, economic and perhaps even 

military. 

Arendt (1970) argues that violence and power lie normatively opposite each other. When 

individual states and international organizations respond to violent domestic displays against 

bodies of citizens, they do so almost exclusively through condemnation. As a result of the 

package of norms outlined earlier, the international order has accepted that the manifestation of 

violence by a state against a people compromises or suspends the sovereignty of that government 

over that people (CITE). That is to say, a government that does not respect an individual’s or 

group’s human rights is not fit to be their government, and intervention vis-à-vis that holding 

state can be justified. As a consequence, to refer to Weber (1946), a state whose general 

legitimacy to govern has eroded finds its monopoly on force eroded likewise.  

 Thus, secondary holders of the right to use force may emerge. In these situations, the 

legitimate use of violence may emerge when a group fights for its rights, even violently, and it 

may very well be considered legitimate in its demands, depending on the situation. On the other 

hand, violence on the part of the repressive holding state will almost always yield doubts about 

its legitimacy. However, a movement for self-determination may gain ground without violent 

resistance. Confrontation on some level is important though. Gandhi’s movement, for example, 

employed tactics that conspicuously broke unjust British laws, drew the international lens to their 
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situation through one-sided bouts of heavy-handed repression, and illustrated to the world the 

lack of legitimacy of the British government in India (Jahanbegloo 2013). The Algerian 

revolution garnered similar international attention and pressure on France as questionable French 

use violence of came into light (Wall 2001). It is perhaps not surprising in this light, that Article 

1 of Chapter 1 of the UN Charter established self-determination as a founding principle (UN 

2014), anticipating swift pressure on occupying powers to withdraw their forces from overseas 

territories (Hechter and Borland 2001). 

Following the episode of mass decolonization, and perhaps to facilitate the international 

preference against new states, this framework also led to an emboldened regime of the protection 

of minority rights and indigenous peoples. As Anaya argues, “This tendency is manifested not in 

a growing sentiment in favor of independent statehood for each of the world's cultural or ethnic 

groups, but rather in a discernible trend in the world's multiple systems of governance toward the 

accommodation of diverse cultural identities” (1993). When groups today dispute the legitimacy 

of their governments, the international community has not generally upheld a right to secede but 

rather pressured governments to create mechanisms for the representation and inclusion of 

minorities within the current territorial order. This has allowed for the replacement of the old 

norm of absolute non-intervention with a modified one that allows for external invasion for the 

purpose of protecting individual rights (Simmons 2009).  

These two divergent norms, self-determination and incorporation in existing government, 

aim to ensure that a people is legitimately ruled, but may compete for international application. 

Because violence indicates loss of power and legitimacy, violence is a common condition under 

which the international community acts to insist upon one of these norms. When violence is not 

present, occupying powers are less likely to be “punished” by states who recognize the self-
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determination movements. For example, democratic government and lack of human rights crises 

in New Caledonia, Guam, Gibraltar, and the other island territories of France, the UK, the US, 

and New Zealand, has solidified international perceptions of minority security and there has been 

little or no internationally founded pressure on the occupying powers to remove themselves. 

The employment of mass violence by the holding state indicates to third parties a state’s 

loss of rightful power and certain loss of legitimacy. When the norm of self-determination sits on 

one plate of the scale and state sovereignty and territorial integrity on the other, states will favor 

the status quo and view the possibility of new states with hostility. However, the norms of 

individual dignity and aversion to mass violence are strong enough to compel states to forego 

interest and pressure a violent state to yield to the will of the people in question. Self-

determination is not itself advanced by international actors; they still exist in a system that looks 

upon new states with disfavor. Instead, terms of recognition are tied to the larger normative 

structure, founded upon human dignity, democracy, and human rights. The employment of mass 

violence signals lack of legitimacy, and states respond to protracted violence by recognizing the 

new state, perhaps best characterized as a last ditch effort.  

This theory yields a clear testable hypothesis: the international community will move 

towards recognition of self-determination movements and application of both human rights and 

self-determination norms after violent confrontations between the state and the claimants. 

Conversely, if the basic human rights of a people demanding self-determination are generally 

respected, (as in the cases of Catalonia or Scotland), then the international community will likely 

only extend recognition to the secessionist people after the host state has done so (Spain or the 

UK, respectively). Though insufficient to test this hypothesis, the Western Saharan case serves 
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well to illustrate the theory’s propositions in action and the dynamic nature of third party 

decisions to legitimate and recognize self-determination movements.  

 

WESTERN SAHARA’S RECOGNITION PENDULUM 

A short history of the conflict is called for because it unfamiliar to most readers. In 1973, a 

Western Saharan, or “Saharawi”, national liberation movement formed, a military front called 

the Frente Popular de Liberación de Saguía el Hamra y Río de Oro (Hodges 1983b), abbreviated 

to the “Polisario”. The ideal of a free Western Sahara took root, and the Polisario encapsulated 

the Saharawi struggle against Spain. It pressed politically and militarily until the Spanish 

withdrew in 1975. Unfortunately, Spain left Western Sahara without completing a legal and 

legitimate transfer of power. The Moroccan and Mauritanian governments both claimed 

historical ties to the land and each deployed its military to claim and defend the land. Morocco 

was so confident in its claims to the former Spanish Sahara that it brought the case before the UN 

International Court of Justice (ICJ) (Farah 2009). The ICJ decided that the fate of the land could 

only be decided through a referendum conducted among those native to the disputed territory 

(ICJ 1975), thereby discrediting any historical claims either Morocco or Mauritania had had 

concerning Western Sahara, unless they were brought about by the referendum.  

In 1975, a tripartite agreement during the Madrid accords between Spain, Morocco, and 

Mauritania divvied up the land between the latter two, contradicting the ICJ’s decision and even 

breaking one of Spain’s own laws (Boletín Oficiál 1975). Among the four parties involved at this 

point, no part of the land was left undisputed. Very soon after both the ICJ decision and the 

Madrid Accords, a three-way war engulfed Western Sahara. Hundreds of thousands of Saharawis 
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fled, leaving behind property, work, and family to escape the violence. Most Saharawis were 

able to reach the Southwestern Algerian military outpost of Tindouf, where a space had been set 

aside to host their refugee camps, conceived as a temporary refuge, but which would become an 

increasingly permanent home for many Saharawis. Also, in November 1975, in an event known 

as the “Green March,” 350,000 unarmed Moroccan civilians crossed the disputed border (Mundy 

2006) into Western Sahara and began the process of what has become known in Saharawi history 

as a second colonization and occupation of the territory, and the most recent era of their long-

lasting struggle for national independence.  

The refugees in Algeria have spent 41 years in these camps at this point, 16 of which 

involved ongoing warfare. In 1991 however, a ceasefire was reached between the Moroccan 

government and the Polisario as part of a plan that included a referendum, the solution to the 

conflict long championed by the UN. That referendum has not taken place, and the several talks 

held since then have always failed to produce a viable outcome (Jensen 2012). During the French 

and Spanish decolonization projects, the Moroccan government entertained vast historical claims 

over parts of Mauritania, Algeria, and Mali, in addition to those over Western Sahara (Jensen 

2012). The ICJ roundly rejected Morocco’s historical claims to the land and people, and the UN 

has passed over one hundred resolutions calling for fulfillment of self-determination (Jensen 

2012).  

The ICJ verbalized a ruling in favor of self-determination for the people of Western 

Sahara. Thus, Western Sahara has a favorable position compared to most secessionist 

movements. ICJ rulings and specialized UN bodies make for claims of territorial legitimacy that 

are not easily disputed in the international arena. They have also effectively prevented official 

recognition of Morocco’s rule, maintaining the state of limbo. International bodies have affirmed 
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the case of the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), the aspiring exiled government 

formed in the refugee camps in 1976. This has made other states’ decisions to recognize mostly 

uncontroversial in international settings, except bilaterally vis-à-vis Morocco. Most secessionist 

movements lack these convenient signals of legitimacy, and some (Coppieters 2010) argue that 

some such basis must be present before states are willing to officially recognize secessionist 

movements. It may therefore be more appropriate in the general case to discuss movement 

towards and away from legitimation of movements, rather than outright recognition. However, in 

the Saharawi case, official acts of recognition have been common, so I discuss my theory using 

the language of recognition. 

Figure 4 illustrates the position of the Western Saharan case on the continuum outlined 

earlier, and it presents a very condensed version of the argument about the relationship between 

violence and recognition. The action all takes place on the right side of the spectrum, since the 

ICJ decision effectively made neutrality the de facto minimum position third parties were willing 

to hold in this conflict. 

FIGURE 4: WESTERN SAHARA AND RECOGNITION 

 

 

 

The arrows on the right illustrate the theory, that the occurrence or threat of mass violence 

persuades states to forego interest or disinterest and to involve themselves in the situation by acts 

of recognition of self-determination movements. Acts of recognition of Western Saharan self-
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determination have taken two forms: the first is by recognizing the ICJ decision in 1975 and 

supporting UN efforts to implement its ruling, such as founding and empowering the Mission for 

the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) in 1991; the second is by plainly and officially 

recognizing the SADR as the rightful government of the territory, thereby assuming the results of 

a properly held referendum would favor independence. The discussion in the rest of this paper 

about the extension and withdrawal of recognition refers to the latter form. 

 The SADR’s first significant act of third party recognition came alongside its first major 

periods of protracted violence against Morocco. Following the ICJ decision, the Moroccan 

government sent 350,000 civilians to colonize the territory and 61,000 troops (Jensen 2012:16). 

As the Spanish withdrew the Moroccan military moved in, thousands of Saharawis fled the 

violence, and 50,000 had amassed in the Algerian desert within a few months (UNHCR 1976). 

On the day the last Spanish troops withdrew from the territory, the SADR declared its 

independence, and was immediately recognized by Madagascar and Burundi. A week later, 

Algeria recognized SADR, and Morocco broke off diplomatic communications with Algiers 

(Jensen 2012:19). 

 In 1978, there were still three parties in the conflict, as the Polisario fought the Moroccan 

and Mauritanian militaries to the north and south, respectively. A coup in Mauritania and its 

subsequent breaking of an agreement to withdraw from the territory spurred the Polisario to 

break a ceasefire with the Mauritanian government, but they reached a peace deal stipulating full 

Mauritanian withdrawal shortly thereafter (Jensen 2012). Moroccan forces invaded and occupied 

what had been Mauritania’s portion as outlined in the Madrid accords. Upon this development, 

the Organization for African Unity (OAU) hastily pursued a plan to address the situation. With 

Morocco’s repeated refusal over several years of conflict to recognize the Polisario as a party to 
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negotiations (Hodges 1983a), a movement within the OAU evolved to recognize the SADR as a 

member government. In 1984, the OAU offered the SADR full membership and deprived itself 

of an important founding member in Morocco, which immediately withdrew membership 

(Jensen 2012). 

 As resolution via referendum through the UN seemed less likely and negotiation through 

the OAU became less productive, and as the war between the Polisario and Morocco continued, 

one by one, countries recognized the SADR as the legitimate government of the Saharawi people 

and of the territory in Western Sahara on a bilateral basis. The years leading up to the 1991 

ceasefire saw 75 sovereign nations extend recognition to an independent Western Sahara 

governed by the SADR (ARSO 2014). This included prominent governments like those of 

Mexico, India, Iran, and South Africa.  

Since the UN brokered the ceasefire in 1991, and since violence has waned and the 

conflict has lost significant international attention, the SADR has witnessed a bizarre and 

unfortunate trend internationally. While nine states have newly recognized the SADR, including 

the new states of East Timor and South Sudan (ARSO 2002; SPSRASD 2011), 33 states have 

withdrawn, frozen, or suspended recognition (henceforth “derecognized”) of the SADR (ARSO 

2014). This is illustrated in figure 5. The Moroccan government has shrewdly applied pressure 

on states to derecognize the SADR. A US diplomat notes, “Getting other countries to recognize 

its sovereignty over Western Sahara, or to abstain from taking a position on Western Sahara, has 

been a dominant focus of Morocco's diplomatic efforts since 1975…Probably owing mostly to 

Moroccan diplomatic efforts, 41 countries which previously recognized the SADR withdrew 

their recognition and froze their relations with the SADR.” (Jackson 2009) 
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Source: (ARSO 2014) 

For the most part, the pressure has been economic. The Moroccan government persuaded 

the Indian government to derecognize the SADR by leveraging India’s dependence on it for 

phosphates (Millard 2009). It did the same thing in Grenada (Grenadan Government 2010). In 

2007, the Kenyan government found it to be “imperative” to suspend relations with the SADR in 

favor of those with Morocco for access to its “sizeable market” (Ranneberger 2007), which was 

not open to Kenya while it recognized the SADR. The government of Dominique agreed to 

derecognize the SADR as part of a deal that has Morocco funding a luxury hotel there (Guguen 

2013). Morocco has also employed less economically based methods. It refused to deploy 

Moroccan troops as UN peace-keepers in Haiti in 2010 because the Haitian government 

recognizes the SADR (Kaplan 2010), and in 2008 it sent arms to the government of Comoros to 

resist putschists, thus pressuring the government of Seychelles to derecognize the SADR 

(Jackson 2009).  
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Its efforts have yielded fruit. Since the ceasefire in 1991 and during the thus far 

unproductive UN mission to hold a referendum, ten countries withdrew recognition in the 1990s, 

14 in the 2000s, and nine more since 2010. This trend has also included much more prominent 

states such as Colombia and even Madagascar, the first state to recognize the SADR (ARSO 

2014). There have not always been such obvious ties between economic incentives and the 

decision to yield to Morocco, but the trend of derecognition has certainly come about almost 

entirely since the ceasefire (there were three acts of derecognition prior to 1991). In addition to 

the 33 states discussed above, six others derecognized the SADR during the ceasefire and then 

recognized it anew following the Moroccan police crackdown on the Saharawi protest camps at 

Gdeim Izik in November 2010 (ARSO 2014). 

For states to waffle on recognition does not make much sense from the perspective of the 

SADR. It is as if it is being punished for entering into a ceasefire. However, considering bilateral 

relations of states with Morocco in isolation clarifies the picture. In a situation in which a 

sovereign government like Morocco is engaged in a war over an illegal occupation, it can only 

stand to lose legitimacy in the eyes of the international community as it continues to crack down 

violently. The only change this erosion of power should lead to for third party observers is the 

clarification of their positions. In light of the ICJ decision, recognition of Moroccan sovereignty 

is not acceptable, so the only possible official positions are either in no one’s favor or in the 

SADR’s favor. Contrarily, the Saharawi military and government will not be punished in the 

same way, since it is fighting for the fulfillment of an internationally deliberated decision. That is 

to say, the best Morocco can hope for internationally is neutrality; the best the SADR can hope 

for is recognition. Since violence is not an acceptable status quo, we see gradual changes in 
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international opinion, and since Moroccan recognition is legally impracticable, we primarily see 

recognition of the SADR or at least pressure on the Moroccan government to seek resolution. 

When the holding state ceases violence, on the other hand, a more or less acceptable 

status quo is established. Countries like India, Kenya, and Dominique enter into relations again 

with Morocco because it is no longer so obviously an illegitimate government in Western 

Sahara. Stated differently, it is not that the SADR is now perceived by foreign governments as 

illegitimate; rather, after a few years of inactivity, the evidence for Morocco’s illegitimacy in 

Western Sahara is no longer strong enough for states to favor normative concerns over economic 

and diplomatic ones. The normative cost for withdrawing recognition under a ceasefire 

agreement is surpassed by the potential benefits from improved relations with Morocco. Third 

parties return to operating as Krasner argues (1999). 

Krasner’s characterization of state recognition as operating strictly according to interest is 

insightful, but oversimplified. The OAU lost one of its most prominent founding members by 

extending membership to the SADR, and the 16 years of violence between the Polisario and the 

Moroccan army steadily yielded recognition from other states. With the ceasefire, not only did 

that pattern cease, but it even reversed as state after state derecognized the SADR. In 1991, 75 

countries recognized the SADR’s position as the rightful government of Western Sahara; roughly 

half of them have withdrawn recognition since then, suspending diplomatic relations and even 

shutting down embassies (Dasgupta 2000).  
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DEVELOPING A NEW MODEL 

If international recognition is a continuous dimension, it requires the development of a new, 

continuous measure. A good measure should include other elements of the complex relationship 

international actors often have with separatist movements in other countries, in addition to what 

may the most important variable—official, diplomatic recognition. I am developing a latent 

variable model of recognition. This kind of model assumes that there is an underlying 

characteristic that cannot be measured directly, but which influences other measureable traits. 

Those observed outcomes used to estimate and compare levels of this characteristic across 

countries and time periods, as well as develop and test ideas about changes in the theoretically 

important variable. Recent notable examples of this model in political science include Treier and 

Jackman’s cross country comparison of levels of democracy (2008), Schnakenberg and Fariss’ 

exploration of patterns of human rights practices (2014), and several other applications across the 

discipline (Barberá 2014; Pemstein, Meserve, and Melton 2010; Fariss 2014; Lupu 2013; Poole, 

Rosenthal, and Rosenthal 1997).  

 I am estimating a single “continuous recognition” latent variable using six international 

diplomatic indicators and three military indicators. To estimate this variable, I build on 

increasingly salient Bayesian item response theory (IRT) models, which have been used with 

models estimated through both dichotomous and ordinal indicators (Schnakenberg and Fariss 

2014; Treier and Jackman 2008; Quinn 2004). Table 1 displays and explains the indicators used 

to estimate this model. These variables are chosen because: (1) they represent instances in which 

a third party state has the opportunity to make unilateral decisions directly regarding these 

conflicts, (2) they require a state to recognize (in the unofficial sense) aspirational states entities 
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with whom they can interact, (3) they advance the “eligibility” for official recognition of 

aspirational states. 

TABLE 1: INDICATORS FOR ESTIMATING CONTINUOUS RECOGNITION 

Item Explanation 

Diplomatic  

UN Voting1 UN votes favoring separatist territory in any way 

IGO Voting2 Votes in regional intergovernmental organizations favoring 

separatist territory in any way 

Recognition3 Official acts of recognition 

Diplomatic exchange4 3rd party visits with leaders in separatist territory 

Passport recognition5 3rd party recognizes passport issued by separatist entity 

Sanctions6 Participation in sanctions against holding state or separatists 

Military  

Intervention7 Level and direction of intervention in conflict 

Cooperation8 Strategic cooperation of 3rd parties’ military with separatist military 

Arms transfers9 Aid to holding state or separatists in form of arms 

  

Latent variable models assume local independence among indicator variables; any 

relationships among variables within the model are due to variation of the latent variable, not to 

causal relationships between the indicator variables themselves. An example of this assumption 

in this project would be that a country’s intervention in another’s secessionist conflict cannot 

cause favorable votes in the UN; instead, the decision to intervene and the decision to vote for 

favorable measures both stem from an underlying trait of latent recognition of the separatist 

group. In essence, the variables are only correlated based on their shared relationship with the 

                                                 
1 (Voeten 2012) 
2 (Pevehouse, Nordstrom, and Warnke 2004) 
3 (Coggins 2011; Fazal and Griffiths 2014; ongoing)  
4 (Bayer 2006) 
5 (ongoing) 
6 (Morgan, Bapat, and Kobayashi 2014) 
7 (Pearson and Baumann, 1993; Kisangani and Pickering 2015) 
8 (ongoing) 
9 (SIPRI 2016) 
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underlying measure and not because one variable causes another. Returning briefly to IRT’s 

home field, an answer to a question on a standardized test does not cause another answer. Rather, 

the stores on two questions might be correlated because both capture ability, an unobservable 

characteristic. 

The activities in Table 1 are assumed to be correlated with latent recognition, and I use 

them to assign a score to each state as a third party for propensity to recognize the aspiring state 

in a given triad-year. Figure 6 illustrates the idea: 

FIGURE 6: LATENT RECOGNITION OF WESTERN SAHARA 
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CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

While its basis for legitimacy is perhaps clearer to third party states than are those of most self-

determination movements, the Western Saharan case still serves to illustrate two points. There is 

a need to widen the framework under which we consider recognition and final entry into the state 

system to include other acts of legitimation of self-determination movements. Many third party 

states’ decisions short of recognition may serve to help aspirational states’ claims of statehood 

increasingly credible internationally. 
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With a continuous model of recognition, many other questions about international 

sovereignty come to mind: Do states follow the same logics when they move from a point at 

which they consider a movement to be subversive to another point at which they maintain 

neutrality? Do they move back down towards derecognition along the same lines? Also, do small 

and large states make the same decisions vis-à-vis these movements, and if not, why not? The 

Western Saharan case study serves to illustrate the dynamic nature of recognition and 

legitimation and demonstrates the need to develop and test theory on how states decide to 

consider secessionist, separatist, and self-determination movements. It is obvious that states’ 

positions on these movements move back and forth on the continuum. Additionally, this case 

illustrates that international norms against mass violence and atrocity may be one mechanism by 

which states decide to move along the continuum.  

To speak specifically of this case, the way with which third party states and IGOs have 

made decisions about recognition of Western Sahara carries some interesting and potentially 

troubling implications. In the WWII era, third party states made judgments about movements of 

self-determination based on criteria like that in the 1933 Montevideo convention, as well as 

relying upon their own geostrategic interests. To put it perhaps too simply, they asked, “Do you 

look like a state?” and “Are we interested in having you be a state?”. Now, however, they pay 

attention, directly or indirectly, to state employment of violence against such movements. Rooted 

in post-WWII norms in individual dignity, human rights, and representative government, third 

parties look at the occurrence of violence as a signal of eroding legitimacy. In this case 

specifically, they have extended recognition during times of war, and ceased to extend and even 

withdrawn recognition when the state of violence ceases. Theoretically, these actions are not 
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intended to punish the SADR or even to reward Morocco; rather, a ceasefire status quo, in which 

the occupying government does not appear so illegitimate, assuages the concerns of other states.  

 This has a very unfortunate implication for movements for self-determination. Provided 

they have a somewhat legitimate claim to self-determination, they will gain more international 

recognition and support when they are brutalized by repressive occupying governments. This 

makes it tactically advantageous to provoke the state to violence, and this can theoretically be 

done either violently or non-violently. If my argument here is sound, when youth in the Saharawi 

camps lament that the only way they will ever see more progress towards returning to their home 

is to return to war (Personal interview 2011), they may not be far from the truth. On the other 

hand, were governments like Morocco to make for more representative institutions, they might 

be able to mimic the success of the states like the UK, US, and France in convincing the 

international community that their occupation is harming no one.  

 The international community is not so much concerned about self-determination of 

nations as it is of self-government and freedom from abuses of physical integrity. When states 

deny both of those rights, then third parties may see recognition of self-determination as a viable 

way of restoring dignity, even despite the general complications of introducing new states into 

the system. Empirically, these claims need to be tested internationally, and several clear-cut 

qualitative and quantitative projects emerge from this theory. It would be helpful, for example, to 

see if the strange pattern of moving towards and away from recognition of Western Sahara 

reflects overall trends relating violence to international legitimacy. Cases like Kosovo, East 

Timor, and any number of colonial cases may be helpful in this regard. If states treat other cases 

as they have the SADR, then the mechanisms by which they reach those decisions—media 

coverage, body count, public opinion, politics—would need to be explored.  
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 This theory, illuminated by the Western Saharan case, pushes back against Krasner’s 

claims that international recognition stems primarily from state interest (1999); in fact, many 

states forego material interest during times of war in favor of normative adherence. These two 

forces may coincide to yield state recognition much more quickly, but even when they are 

opposed, the perceived lack of legitimacy during violent repression can be enough to compel 

states to act against material interest.   
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