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Glossary

Baseline resistance
The instinctive opposition of states to secessions and other changes to the state system,
driven by the perceived stability and vested interests in it.

Bargaining

A concept central to both Tilly’s Bellicist framework and Chowdhury’s Post-Bellicism, referring
to the historical exchange between rulers and ruled, wherein the population provided
resources (e.g. taxes, soldiers) in return for concessions such as rights, representation, or
protection. This reciprocal relationship was forged under the pressures of costly but winnable
war in Europe, but has often been absent in postcolonial states, where external support or
rents substitute for domestic consent.

Cost of state-making required
The additional cost a parent state would need to bear to continue governing and integrating a
contested region.

Costly yet winnable wars

Wars that are destructive enough to require broad societal mobilisation, but still offer a
realistic chance of victory. Their historical presence drove rulers to bargain with populations,
strengthening states. In Post-Bellicist theory, their absence in contemporary times explains
the persistence of weak states.

Distinct identity formation
The development of a socially constructed sense of collective cultural or political uniqueness
capable of mobilisation: a people.

Extraction gain of secessionist area
The value a parent state extracts from a contested region, used to calculate the cost-benefit
of retaining it.

External actor’s extraction impact
The effect secession has on an external actor’s ability to maintain or improve their own
economic extraction activities.

External actor’s hostile war-making reduction
The weakening of an external actor’s enemy states’ military capacity through the secession of
aregion.

High-bargaining states

States where rulers have been forced to negotiate with the population and provide substantial
returns in exchange for political support, making them constrained by deep institutional
structures.

Low-bargaining states
States that maintain authority primarily through coercion rather than bargaining, often relying
on loyalty networks and personalistic rule.



X

Material benefit
The net extraction value a parent state derives from a region, considering resources and taxes,
minus control costs.

Material non-benefit
A condition in which a population would be materially better off under its own governance,
typically because it contributes more to the existing state than it receives in return.

Repression
The use of coercive force, including violent or legal and illegal political measures, to limit or
eliminate separatist or dissenting activities.

Self-enforcing exchange
A mutual survival logic where populations willingly supply the state with support (e.g., taxes,
manpower) in return for protection, present only under the threat of a costly but winnable war.

Spillover risk
The potential for successful or attempted secession in one region to inspire, legitimise, or
catalyse secessionist movements elsewhere within the parent state or external actor.

State-making failure
The inability of a state to integrate distinct populations, leading to internal contestation and
undermined legitimacy.

State-unravelling

The process where the state is forced to withdraw from domains of life (social, economic,
territorial), losing control to alternative loci of power without successful reassertion. Three
forms of state-unravelling are identified: insurrectionary unravelling, strategic unravelling, and
institutional unravelling.

Violence cost buffer
A pre-existing coercive capacity (army, police) that enables a state to repress or wage limited
wars without incurring immediate new costs.
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Prologue — Preamble of Spotless Leopards

Surely, with their combined efforts, the determined peoples of the United Nations have
succeeded in achieving their ends, and the future generations have been saved from the
scourge of war? Has faith in fundamental human rights, the dignity and worth of the human
person, the equal rights of men and women, and in nations large and small been reaffirmed?
Have the conditions for justice and respect for the obligations arising from treaties and other

sources of international law been firmly established?

Surely, the United Nations achieves its purpose of maintaining international peace and
security, and a permanent member of the Security Council is not engaged in a war of
aggression against another sovereign nation? If that were the case, surely all other nations
would condemn the invasion instead of supporting it or remaining neutral?? If such a thing
occurred, the Security Council member wouldn’t go virtually unpunished, with money still

flowing into its coffers?®

Should friendly relations among nations based on the respect for the principle of equal rights
and self-determination of peoples have been achieved, then surely, a UN member state has
not been accused of genocide?* Furthermore, if that were the case, surely other appropriate
measures to strengthen universal peace would be taken, and surely no permanent member of
the Security Council would support this accused genocidal nation with twelve and a half

billion dollars in direct military aid during its campaign?®

Surely, the self-determination of peoples would at least otherwise be achieved, and there
wouldn’t be as many as 55 active secessionist movements worldwide?® Wouldn’t it be so that
when the righteous nations get together in international cooperation solving international

problems of an economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character, they are successful in

' See, for example, Council of the European Union (2024).

2See, for example, Statista (2022).

3 See, for example, The New York Times (2024a).

4 See, for example, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (2024).
5 See, for example, Council on Foreign Relations (2024).

5 As of 2011. Griffiths (2016).



their attempt, and halfway through the program, only 15% of the goals are on track, with as

many as 37% regressing or severely off the course?’

Could it be, instead, that such a gathering of states to achieve these noble goals is like a leap
of leopards coming together and promising to change their spots? Could it be that the system
merely legitimises states, hiding away their fundamental purpose of extraction and warring,
as well as their hierarchical nature as tools for elites to rule? Could these elites' interests be
the ultimate reason for the sustained failure to act against climate change? Could it be that
these fundamental purposes and nature undermine the sincere attempts of international
organs to provide human rights to all, along with eradicating poverty and providing a genuine

possibility of self-determination?

Could the granted self-determination of peoples during decolonisation be more appropriately
described as the self-determination of colonial states instead of the peoples within their
borders? Could this be a reason for several civil wars and insurgencies? Could it be that
international law doesn’t provide governance where it matters most for the current
international system at all? Could the international order be, in fact, only a myth? It indeed

might.

These questions underline the paradoxes that this thesis will address: in a world of sovereign
states, the ideals of peace, human rights, and self-determination are not enforced by law, but

negotiated through power — and often denied altogether.

7 United Nations (2023).



1 Introduction — Secession as a Lens on Statehood and its
Moral Contradictions

The underlying purpose of this thesis is to dismantle the normatively inconsistent foundations
of the international state system and to demonstrate the utility of replacing them with a
historically grounded, materially honest understanding of statehood as a basis for scientific

inquiry.

This is pursued by examining the ways in which international law has been used to construct
anillusion of legitimacy around existing states — an illusion rooted not in justice or consent,
butin the deliberate erasure of their violent and extractive origins. Because such dynamics
are most visibly exposed when states are confronted with internal contestation, the

phenomenon of secession is adopted as the central object of inquiry.

Initial efforts to interpret secession through the lens of international law were shown to
produce confusion rather than clarity. This failure motivated the development of a more
grounded theoretical alternative: Post-Bellicist Secession Theory (PBST). PBST is derived from
Arjun Chowdhury’s (2018) Post-Bellicism, which itself draws on Charles Tilly’s bellicist
account of state formation. Through this lineage, secession is reframed not as a legal
anomaly, but as a continuation of the material power struggles through which states have

historically been forged and maintained.

Within this framework, the conditions under which independence claims are denied or
dismissed are interrogated, and it is demonstrated that material interests — rather than legal
norms — determine whether secessionist movements are resisted or accommodated. The
theory is applied to explain how secessionist aspirations are formed, how they develop into
political movements, and how the responses of parent states and external actors are shaped.
Whereas Chowdhury’s original critique focused on the failure of weak states to provide
human rights, PBST extends that critique into the domain of self-determination, exposing the

structural inadequacy of states in fulfilling this core principle.



To guide the investigation, the following research questions are addressed:
Theoretical question (T): How can Post-Bellicism explain secession?

Empirical question 1 (E1): Can material non-benefit and repression, as theorised in

PBST, account for the emergence of secessionist movements?

Empirical question 2 (E2): Can extraction® interests plausibly account for the stance

parent states and external actors take toward independence attempts?

By addressing these questions, a Post-Bellicist critique is constructed against dominant
paradigms within international law and international relations. While conventional theories in
international relations, economics, and legal scholarship tend to presume the legitimacy and
effectiveness of states — thus neglecting their weaknesses - this thesis is situated within a
materially grounded perspective. Through this lens, the paradoxes and contradictions
embedded within the legal and diplomatic norms of sovereignty are critically examined and

their normative pretensions are challenged.

The theoretical scope of the thesis includes an exposition of Tilly’s original bellicist model, a
critical engagement with Chowdhury’s Post-Bellicism, and the adaptation of these insights
into PBST. Empirically, structured comparisons of contemporary secessionist movements are
employed, not to provide an exhaustive legal or historical account, but to expose the

theoretical assumptions that continue to shape state behaviour.

A dual methodological strategy is employed. For the theoretical question (T), a deductive
theory-construction method is followed, drawing on the structured approach developed by
Shoemaker, Tankard, and Lasorsa (2004), and integrating conceptual insights from Bellicism,
Post-Bellicism, and Anderson’s (2006) notion of imagined communities. For the empirical
questions (E1 and E2), a two-part empirical strategy is adopted: E1 is approached through
Structured Focused Comparison (SFC), in which PBST-derived variables are tested across
selected case studies to ensure internal consistency and contextual relevance; E2 is
examined through a Strategic Choice Approach (SCA), supplemented by Cost-Benefit

Analysis (CBA), embedding Post-Bellicist logics within rational-choice modelling frameworks.

8 The term “extraction” is derived from Post-Bellicist theory and explained in the second chapter.



Secessionist attempts pursued through referendums are selected as the empirical focus.
These efforts are understood to reflect the normative ideals of democratic self-determination
as articulated in international law, while simultaneously exposing the contradictions of a state
system that tends to prioritise constitutional integrity over democratic will. In cases where
legal pathways are denied, the escalation of political aspirations into violence is often
facilitated. Since secession remains one of the few viable routes to state creation in the
contemporary world, its study is essential for understanding the rigidity of the international

system and the risks it produces.

Through this approach, critical insights are offered into the material foundations of statehood,
the contested meaning of self-determination, and the normative shortcomings of the
international legal order. By combining theoretical development with empirical analysis, the

groundwork is laid for a more historically and materially informed critique of state legitimacy.

This thesis proceeds as follows. The remainder of Chapter 1 defines the core concepts of
state, nation, secession, and self-determination. Chapter 2 outlines the contradictions
inherent in international law, presents Tilly’s bellicist theory and Chowdhury’s Post-Bellicism.
Chapter 3 offers a Post-Bellicist evaluation of the contemporary state system. Chapter 4
constructs PBST through theoretical adaptation. Chapter 5 operationalises the theoryinto a
research design, detailing the SFC and SCA+CBA methods. Chapter 6 applies these tools to a
structured comparison of contemporary secessionist cases. Chapter 7 synthesises the
empirical findings, reflects on their theoretical implications, evaluates the contributions and
limitations of the study, and identifies future avenues for research. Chapter 8 offers final

remarks.

1.1 The Key Concepts

This chapter offers a concise examination of the key concepts relevant to this thesis. Through
this conceptual groundwork, the thesis is situated within the broader academic discussion
surrounding statehood, nationhood, and secession. The following theory chapter then builds
on this foundation by first engaging with international law’s treatment of secession, before

moving on to the frameworks of Bellicism and Post-Bellicism.



1.1.1 State

The concept of the state is foundational to this thesis. The main theoretical framework of
Post-Bellicism utilised in this study is fundamentally a theory about the nature, origins, and
function of the state. Before this framework can be meaningfully applied to secession, itis
necessary to clarify what is meant by "state" and how various academic traditions have

attempted to define it.

In the general understanding, the very concept of state is an elusive one. An average person
likely describes the state as an area with laws and borders, a government, or as a nation with

its population of a specific culture(s).

The existing models and conceptualisations vary greatly in their content and emphasis
between fields. In political science, the formulations of the state typically draw from social
philosophy, with influential conceptual foundations laid by classical theorists such as
Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. Earliest of them all, Hobbes ([1651] 1996), having lived in a
time of severe societal turmoil, emphasised the role of the sovereign in upholding order to
avoid a “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” life for people. Not much after him, Locke
([1689] 1988) formulated his more limited-government approach based on the concept of
natural rights. Lastly, Rousseau ([1762] 1997) introduced the concept of general will, which
emphasised giving the people of a state a larger say in how the state was run in an ideal

situation.

All these classical formulations are a combination of political ideology and philosophy, with
heavy moral “oughts” attached to the concept of the state. There was a shift towards more

accurate descriptions of states in more contemporary conceptions.

The regime of international law gave its two cents to the attempt to establish a formal
definition of statehood with the Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States
(1933). The international treaty outlined four essential criteria: a permanent population, a
defined territory, a government, and the capacity to enter into relations with other states

(ibid., Art. 1).

However, while the criteria would have been a great starting point for a common definition,

the period during which it was applied was short with the introduction of the United Nations



and its recognition-based approach to independence.® This is an unfortunate fact that wastes

the highly promising potential that international law has in the discussion of statehood.

Instead, within the fields of social sciences, the state theory had shifted from normative
conceptualisations to empirical sociological analysis. Max Weber (2009 [1919], 78)
introduced what remains the most widely accepted definition of the state: "a human
community that successfully claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force

within a given territory".

This Weberian conception moves beyond formal criteria to emphasise effective control and
legitimacy. While ‘effective control’ is rather easy to recognise, his definition brings forward
inquiries on what counts as ‘legitimate’. Nonetheless, Weber’s definition is useful in
categorising an entity as a state or not; it still offers limited explanations of how states came
to be, or what for it seeks to monopolise violence. Thus, while the Weberian insight is an
excellent description, it is still very superficial when it comes to explaining the phenomenon.
Perhaps a more historical analysis could more adequately lay out more comprehensive

theories of the state?

Historical sociology, also known as the Bellicist theory of state birth,’® does just this.
Renowned sociologist Charles Tilly (1929-2008) offers a historical-empirical insight into how
states were formed, under what conditions and with what mechanisms they managed to
prosper, and under which conditions they would cease to be. Bellicism reveals the central
role of wars in the formation of European-style centralised states, with states ultimately being
a major unintended consequence of racketeering warlords’ attempts to increase the spans of

their extraction territories.

Tilly’s Bellicism was later complemented, as mentioned, by Chowdhury in his work The Myth
of International Order (2018), where he refined Tilly’s Bellicism into an even more elaborate
theory of state birth and function, which is coined here as Post-Bellicism. Central

amendments of Post-Bellicism include advanced insights into the nature of wars required for

9 Since its establishment, the United Nations (UN) Charter has become one of the defining sources of
international law, with admission to the UN serving as the key factor in becoming a de jure state — what was once
a legal question has now shifted to the political realm.

For more on the significance of the UN membership in being a recognised state, see Griffiths (2021).

0 Referred to simply as Bellicism from this point on.



the birth of “strong”, centralised states, as well as how the importation of European-style

states during and after postcolonialism has been a gamble from the beginning.

Post-Bellicism offers a framework for critically examining states, as well as assessing the
feasibility of state-centric plans addressing contemporary issues such as global warming,
poverty, and conflict. Most importantly, with the ability to recognise states for what they are
and what they are not, it becomes possible to evaluate whether states are that valuable as

units of the international order to begin with.

Post-Bellicism has different fundamental conceptions of statehood than mainstream
international relations theories have, and a brief comparison between them is in order.™
Unlike mainstream paradigms in International Relations, Post-Bellicism does not assume the
state as a static or given unit but instead views it as a contingent product of historical and

material conditions.

Realism, for instance, takes the state as the rational primary actor in an anarchic international
system, prioritising survival and power accumulation (see, for example, Waltz 1979). However,
it fails to address, for example, why states emerged in the first place, or why their forms and
functions vary significantly across time and regions. Liberalism, on the other hand, focuses on
the role of institutions, cooperation, and economic interdependence in shaping state
behaviour (see, for example, Keohane 1984), yet it treats states as rational utility-maximisers
without accounting for the historically contingent processes that determine which “rational”
interests dominate within a given state. Constructivism (Wendt 1999), in turn, provides a more
flexible approach, emphasising the social construction of state identities and interests, yet it
offers little explanatory power regarding why states behave in materially driven patterns or

why some states fail to develop robust institutions altogether.

Post-Bellicism challenges these assumptions by placing extraction — not security,
cooperation, or identity — at the core of state formation and function. It argues that states are
not inherently rational, cooperative, or socially constructed entities but rather the most
efficient war-making institutions seeking to provide the level of extraction its owner wishes to

—which used to typically be the maximum level. By grounding its analysis in historical

" The fundamental conceptions are different, as Post-Bellicism has proper fundamental conceptions to begin
with, unlike the rest, which mainly operate on assumptions.



sociology rather than abstract assumptions of anarchy, rationality, or social norms, Post-

Bellicism offers a framework that is both empirically grounded and materially explanatory.

The next section explores another concept that gets easily mixed with the concept of a state,

especially for people coming from what one could call nation-states.
1.1.2 Nation and Nationalism

While the focus of this thesis is on the state, the concept of the nation — and the discourse of
nationalism —remains deeply relevant. Secessionist claims are often framed through national
identity, and any serious analysis of self-determination must account for how nations are
imagined, constructed, and mobilised. This subchapter explores how nationalism has been

theorised and why it continues to shape political struggles around sovereignty and statehood.

Given the lack of scholarly consensus regarding the substance of nationalism, this thesis
follows the footsteps of Umut Ozkirimli (2017), who “deliberately refrain[s] from offering a
more precise definition of the ‘nation’ in order not to fall into the trap of ‘reification’,”'? and
treats “nationalism as a discourse, a particular way of seeing and interpreting the world, a
frame of reference that helps us make sense of and structure the reality that surrounds us”
(Ozkirimli 2017, 218). Consequently, the specific contents of different nationalisms are

treated as secondary to the mere existence of nationalist movements.

The concept of the “nation” is often entangled with related ideas such as state, culture, and
ethnicity. As a result, the study of nationalism frequently begins by distinguishing between
these overlapping terms. Ozkirimli (2017) provides an excellent and comprehensive overview
of the major schools within nationalism studies. According to his classification, influential
approaches include: primordialism and perennialism; modernism - further divided into
strands emphasising a) economic transformations, b) political power struggles and elite
competition, and c) social and cultural factors; ethnosymbolism; and contemporary

approaches (ibid., 9).

Out of the various theoretical approaches, this thesis adopts Benedict Anderson’s (2006)

conceptualisation of nations as "imagined communities," which falls under the second type

2 Gzkirimli’s quotation continues by cautioning against treating “categories of practice” as “categories of
analysis” (2017, 218).
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of modernism." Like Bellicism and Post-Bellicism, Anderson’s framework seeks to uncover
the historical and material conditions that contributed to the emergence of nationalism. He
places print capitalism’s need for expanded markets — and the role of vernacular languages in
enabling that expansion — at the centre of nationalism’s rise (see ibid., 36-37). Anderson
argues that the idea of the nation provides individuals with a sense of belonging and shared
identity, even though members of the same nation will never meet most of their fellow citizens

(ibid., 6).

Unlike many common conceptions of nationality, Anderson’s (2006) account does not
position language as the primary dividing factor between nations. This is evidentin his
argument that nationalism first emerged in the Americas, developed by Creoles who spoke
the same language as their colonial rulers — a fact that did not prevent nationalist aspirations
from forming. Instead, nationalism was driven by a sense of “otherness,” shaped by shared
experiences such as pilgrimage to the imperial capital and exclusion from the core’s
governing institutions. These invisible boundaries — separating colonial-born citizens from
those born in the metropolis — combined with economic policies unfavourable to colonial

interests, fuelled the Creoles’ discontent (ibid., 47-65).

As anideology, Anderson (2006) argues, nationalism proved extraordinarily powerful, serving —
among other functions — a quasi-religious role by linking individual fate to the destiny of the
nation. This infused acts of self-sacrifice with deeper meaning, as individuals came to
perceive themselves as “living on” through the survival of the national community (see ibid.,
9-12). Anderson’s concept of imagined communities plays an important role in the

development of PBST later in Chapter 4 and will be revisited accordingly.

The distinction between nation and state can be aptly illustrated through Philip K. Dick’s
(1978) insight that “reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away.” In this
sense, the nation is a construct sustained by collective belief, shaped by shared narratives
and identities. The state, by contrast, is a material and institutional structure that persists

regardless of belief, grounded in laws, bureaucracy, and coercive mechanisms. Even in so-

8 This approach aligns with Ozkirimli’s perspective, as the actual contents of nation and nationalism remain to
be determined on a case-by-case basis.
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called “nation-states,” the state would endure if citizens ceased to identify themselves as a

single nation, despite sharing language, heritage, and history.

This thesis focuses on the concept of the state rather than that of the nation or nationalism.
While nationalism and statehood are closely linked, distinguishing between them allows for
an analysis of the material conditions that shaped states before the rise of nationalism —and
that continued to underpin them after. Nonetheless, nation and nationalism remain highly

relevant to understanding secession and the self-determination of peoples.
1.1.3 Definition of Secession

Secession is the central phenomenon examined in this thesis, yet its definition is more
contested than it might first appear. How secession is understood — legally, politically, and
conceptually - shapes which cases are included in the analysis and how their significance is
interpreted. This sub-section outlines common approaches to defining secession and

clarifies the definition adopted in this study.

Compared to the concept of “nation,” scholars exhibit a significantly higher degree of
agreement regarding the meaning of “secession.” In Secession: A Much Contested Concept,
Aleksandar Pavkovi¢ (2015) critically examines this debate and categorises scholarly

definitions into two broad types: restrictive and permissive."®

Pavkovi¢ summarises that virtually all definitions agree that secession involves the creation of
a new state through the withdrawal of a territory and its population from an existing one (ibid.,
1). He also notes that it generally entails the original state losing its “sovereignty or the

capacity to exercise its sovereignty over the detached territory” (ibid., 3).

The key distinction between restrictive and permissive definitions lies in scope. Restrictive
definitions limit secession to cases involving the use or threat of force. Permissive definitions,
by contrast, include nearly all instances of territorial withdrawal, including decolonisation

(ibid., 1).

¥ The degree to which institutions are “real” is, of course, debatable; the key point here is the fundamentally
“directionless” nature of nationalism, which must be politically articulated to become a tangible force.

S Notably, he begins his text with the following thought: “When reading some scholarly works on secession, one
may wonder whether the study of secession is a worthwhile scholarly activity at all” (Pavkovi¢ 2015, 2).
Fortunately, he doesn’t aim to dismiss the topic but instead uses this as a rhetorical setup to argue for the
permissive approach —and with it, the increasing relevance of secession as a phenomenon.
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Crawford’s (2006) restrictive definition — offered by one of the most authoritative figures in
international law - is so narrow that only one post-1945 case qualifies as secession:
Bangladesh (Pavkovi¢ 2015, 6, 17). Adopting such a definition would exclude all relevant
cases in this thesis and offer limited analytical utility. Permissive definitions, on the other
hand, allow for a broader and more meaningful understanding of territorial withdrawals

across varied historical and political contexts.

This thesis, therefore, adopts the permissive definition. This perspective aligns with the
broader critical stance on international law taken in the thesis, echoing Pavkovi¢’s
observation that “many legal scholars and a few political scientists advocate restrictive
definitions, but there are also scholars from both disciplines who support permissive

definitions with a similar or identical scope”."®

Two related concepts that require distinction from secession are irredenta and unification.
Irredenta refers to a region breaking away from one state with the intention of joining another,
thereby introducing a third actor — the receiving state. Unification, by contrast, occurs when
two states merge, either through absorption (as in German reunification in 1990) or the

formation of a new polity (such as the Kingdom of Italy in 1861). (Pavkovié 2015, 9, 11.)

A further related concept is dissolution, where a state disintegrates into multiple new entities,
resulting in the disappearance of the original state. The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991

is a prominent example.

Pavkovic¢ (2015) also discusses decolonisation, which —though not a primary focus of this
thesis — remains relevant. While linked to the principle of self-determination, decolonisation
is not classified as secession under the UN’s legal framework. According to General Assembly

Resolutions 1514 and 1515, decolonisation applies only to territories geographically

8 Pavkovié (2015) also notes that normative theorists of secession typically adopt permissive definitions, further
reinforcing this thesis’s alignment with the permissive approach:

“Permissive definitions seem to suggest that it is not secessions that should be morally assessed but the ways in
which they are carried out or the means used to do so; in contrast, restrictive definitions suggest that there are
too few secessions to worry about moral assessments. Normative theorists of secession, who aim at a moral
assessment of secessions from a philosophical perspective, pay no attention to these suggestions; they usually
adopt permissive definitions which would allow them to apply universal moral norms to a variety of secessions.
The common ground between the definitions of secession found in legal scholarship, political science and
normative theory, it is argued here, may be thus found in permissive approaches to the definition of secession”.
(Ibid., 1-2.)
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separated from the host state by an ocean or sea. The UN Charter otherwise prohibits

territorial withdrawal. (Ibid., 5, 12.)

The next chapter will examine the principle of self-determination, originally intended to be

realised for colonised peoples through the process of decolonisation.™
1.1.4 Self-determination of peoples

The self-determination of peoples is central to the study of secession, as it distinguishes rule
by external imposition from rule based on negotiated consent. Since the transition from
subjects to citizens, epitomised by the French Revolution, political authority has — at least
formally —rested on the consent of the governed. A state may claim to embody self-
determination if its rulers assert that they represent “the people.” Yet this claim is merely
perfunctory when, within its borders, groups consider themselves to constitute distinct

peoples.

Although self-determination is a foundational value in the international system, its definition
remains deeply contested. In her review of The Theory of Self-Determination, Anna Stilz'®
raises a number of essential questions: “How do we define the ‘self’?”, “What groups count as
‘peoples’ with a right to self-determination?”, “What does the right allow those groups to do,
precisely?”, and perhaps most importantly, “Does it allow unilateral secession?” The volume
brings together philosophers and international lawyers to explore these issues in depth. This

section draws from the key insights of Stilz’s summary.

The principle of self-determination is well established in international law. It appears in Article
1 of the UN Charter and is reinforced by subsequent human rights covenants. As Stilz (2017)
notes, this period of decolonisation marked a shiftin the principle’s status — from abstract
ideal to recognised right. However, its clarity diminished when the International Court of
Justice avoided ruling directly on self-determination in its 2010 advisory opinion on Kosovo,
focusing instead on the legality of the declaration of independence. The Court declined to

confirm whether Kosovo had a legal right to secession, leaving the matter to political

7 For a more detailed comparison of approaches to secession across legal, political, and normative theory, see
Pavkovi¢ (2015).

8 At the time of publication, Stilz held the position of Laurence S. Rockefeller Professor of Politics and Human
Values at Princeton University.
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discretion and force. Many contributors in the volume expressed concern that this left the

qguestion of secession to the realm of politics and force.™ (lbid., 522).

The book offers a number of competing views on secession. Sceptical views, particularly
those of John Morss, argue that self-determination has outlived its usefulness in international
law — not necessarily because the principle is morally flawed, but rather due to its redundant
utility in current practice. Matthew Lister brings up the potential problem of population
transfers that might “be incentivised” by self-determination, as there are no mechanisms to
handle them.? (Ibid., 521.) Lastly, Frédéric Mégret presents a view that, in my assessment,
borders on the absurd: the conditions for earning self-determination include good
governance, respect for minorities, and efforts to work within existing political institutions
before external independence can be justified. In my view, this position is deeply flawed, as
many existing states —including so-called nation-states — blatantly disregard these norms, yet

their sovereignty remains legally protected.?' (Ibid., 521.)

In contrast to the more sceptical perspectives, several contributors offer normative
arguments in favour of self-determination. Some rely on nationalist justifications, grounding
the principle in the material interests of peoples in securing national autonomy. Of other
views, Alan Patten argues that self-determination should not be limited to democratic
participation within the state but also entails what he calls a “boundary condition” — that
political boundaries ought to be drawn in ways that allow minorities meaningful control over
their internal affairs. However, he limits this right to internal autonomy rather than full

independence.

A different philosophical argument, offered by van der Vossen, holds that groups can develop
“emergent norms” that are not reducible to individual beliefs or cultural traits, and that these

norms can serve as a basis for political cooperation. He also contends that self-

9 Their concerns appear well-founded, as this reflects the prevailing contemporary view of international law and
secession.

20 As a critique of this view, it is worth noting that the right to self-determination of peoples does not exclude
minority rights. Crucially, it is not equivalent to a right to population transfers.

21 One might object that international law already provides a framework for overriding state sovereignty — namely,
the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). However, R2P has had an extremely limited impact in practice, and
humanitarian interventions have occurred only very selectively.
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determination applies beyond the context of state formation, where itis most commonly

invoked. (Ibid., 522.)

Stilz (2017) commends the volume for advancing conceptions of self-determination that
move beyond cultural or ethnic essentialism. On this view, “peoples” are defined not by
shared traits but by their willingness to engage in political cooperation. As examples, she cites
multinational states such as Canada, Belgium, and India — whose populations may qualify as
“peoples” despite lacking unified cultural identities.?? She further notes that internal
minorities with shared political aims or ideological commitments may also meet this
threshold. On this basis, Stilz supports theorising self-determination as a political, not

cultural, claim - and calls for further development of this approach (ibid., 522-523).

The Post-Bellicist perspective developed in this thesis intuitively aligns with Stilz’s position.
States — ultimately tools of extraction — often shape themselves, though not always, along
linguistic or cultural lines, and attempt to construct “peoples” out of their citizens. When this
fails, groups who see themselves as distinct arguably retain the right to full political self-
determination, especially given that state borders are not intrinsically sacrosanct. While
cultural and linguistic lines do matter, “peoples” are more often constituted through patterns
of inclusion and exclusion — access to economic resources, institutions, and political power.
Shared cultural traits do not confer legitimacy; rather, they help individuals recognise shared

conditions and organise around them.

With the key concepts now in place, the next chapter provides the theoretical foundation for
this thesis. It begins with an overview of the international legal framework, then turns to
historical and materialist theories of the state, ultimately developing the Post-Bellicist lens

through which secession will be analysed.

22 A knowledgeable reader may note that all of these states have, or have had, active secessionist movements —
an indication of the underlying tensions that often accompany multinational political arrangements.
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2 Theoretical Foundations — Abandoning International Law
and Uncovering Bellicist Insight

This chapter establishes the relevance of Bellicism and Post-Bellicism for understanding key
phenomena in international relations and political science. It outlines these frameworks and
demonstrates their analytical utility by critically examining the dominant authority in global
affairs: international law. Special attention is given to the foundational inconsistencies within
this legal regime, which undermine its moral authority — particularly in regulating secession.
The overarching aim is to provide the historical and theoretical foundation for this thesis’s

central claim: that the state system is not, and never has been, morally superior.

The chapter proceeds as follows: Section 2.1 outlines the core principles of international law
and highlights internal contradictions relevant to secessionist claims. Section 2.2 introduces
Tilly’s Bellicist framework, a historically grounded alternative to normative conceptions of
statehood. Section 2.3 presents Chowdhury’s Post-Bellicism, which explains contemporary
state weakness as a product of the collapse of historical mechanisms that once sustained
state legitimacy. Section 2.4 revisits international law through the lens of Post-Bellicism,
exposing its ontological fragility and practical irrelevance. Finally Section 2.5 summarises the

theoretical insights.

2.1 International Law, State-Based System, and Secession

This section examines the historical development of international law (IL), focusing on its
central dogmas: sovereignty and the self-determination of peoples. Understanding how these
ideas evolved — and to what ends —is essential for assessing the legal regime’s adequacy in
addressing secession. After introducing the frameworks of Bellicism and Post-Bellicism in the
next sections, these principles will be revisited through a critical lens, revealing their deeper

contradictions.

The analysis draws primarily on Gleider Herndndez’s International Law (2022) and James
Crawford’s The Creation of States in International Law (2006). For secession specifically,

Marcelo Kohen’s edited volume Secession: International Law Perspectives (2006) is used.
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Martti Koskenniemi’s From Apology to Utopia (2005) is also cited for its exploration of the

concept of sovereignty.

The “conceptual starting point” of modern IL is typically traced to the Peace of Westphalia
(1648), which formalised state sovereignty — removing papal authority and granting Protestant
and Catholic states equal standing. As Hernandez (2022, 5-6) notes, diplomacy predated

Westphalia, but this period marked a shift toward a codified system of sovereign equality.

From 1648 to 1815, international law was grounded in natural law, drawing legitimacy from
metaphysical principles (ibid., 6-8). This changed after the Napoleonic Wars, with the
emergence of the Concert of Europe and the rise of legal positivism. Coined by Auguste
Comte, positivism rejected natural law and held that valid legal norms derive from explicit

state consent - through treaties or custom (ibid., 9-11).

A more ambitious legal turn followed World War | with the creation of the League of Nations,
aimed at “organizing the life of international relations”. After its failure, the United Nations was
established after the Second World War, and human rights began playing a central role in

international legislation. (Ibid., 15-21.)

Further developments include humanitarian intervention and the Responsibility to Protect
(R2P), both of which challenge the sanctity of sovereignty. However, their application remains
inconsistent and marginal. Meanwhile, the legal architecture of international law has
expanded dramatically to meet the regulatory demands of globalisation, with subfields like
international commercial and maritime law. While IL undoubtedly has utility and can yield
positive outcomes, its foundations in state sovereignty pose latent structural dilemmas that

limit the realisation of a just international order.

Two core features — sovereign equality and decentralised authority — have remained central to
IL since Westphalia. According to Hernandez (2022), sovereign equality means all states are
treated as equal, regardless of population, size, or military power. Decentralised authority
means no overarching sovereign exists to enforce law upon states.?® Sovereignty, in this view,

has both inward- and outward-facing dimensions: independence from other states, and

2 Recall the metaphor from the prologue: states under international law are like a leap of leopards. The
enforcement of any agreed-upon rules remains precarious without a Leviathan to keep them in line.
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exclusive power to wield legal authority — by force if necessary — over internal subjects. (lbid.,

22-23). This concept of sovereignty is not only problematic but ultimately paradoxical.

Koskenniemi (2005), in From Apology to Utopia, critiques this paradox. He describes how
international legal arguments oscillate between “apology” (overemphasising state sovereignty
and rendering law powerless) and “utopia” (idealistic appeals to moral principles, detached
from political realities). Because legal reasoning can be framed both ways, disputes cannot
be resolved through law alone. IL’s supposed neutrality is thus a facade — deeply shaped by

politics and power.

To illustrate, Koskenniemi contrasts Carl Schmitt and Hans Kelsen: for Schmitt, legal authority
is subordinate to factual decisions — law follows power. Kelsen, by contrast, holds that legal
norms precede factual power: the state as a juridical concept is distinct from the sociological
one, and power cannot determine what ought to be. (Ibid., 226-227.) According to
Koskenniemi, this tension is never resolved. Institutions like the International Court of Justice
must pretend consensus exists where none does — or act as if disputed norms were once
universally accepted. (Ibid., 301-302.) Koskenniemi’s analysis reveals deep tensions within
the notion of sovereignty, raising serious questions about the extent to which international

law’s legitimacy rests on principle rather than ideology.

Having explored the core paradox within international law, the next section turns to the legal
mechanisms surrounding the creation of new states - including secession. While often
overlooked in international relations, legal practice around state birth is crucial to
understanding how the international order perpetuates its own logic under the guise of

neutrality.

2.1.1 Creation of States in International Law

James Crawford’s The Creation of States in International Law (2006) remains the definitive
work on the legal principles governing state formation. Frequently cited in secessionist
scholarship, Crawford’s summary of post-1945 practice offers a comprehensive overview of

the contemporary situation. (lbid., 415.)

Crucially, Crawford argues that a majority vote within a territory does not confer aright to

secede; unilateral secession is not recognised under international law. Even during
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decolonisation, UN intervention occurred only when the parent state objected to

independence. (lbid., 417-418.)

Outside the colonial context, there is no post-1945 case in which a seceding territory has
gained recognition without the consent of the parent state. Instead, self-determination is
expected to be realised within the constitutional framework of the existing state. A state that
is democratically governed and grants political participation to all groups is entitled to have its
territorial integrity respected. This reflects the principle of internal self-determination,
involving autonomy arrangements and cultural recognition within established borders - yet it

explicitly excludes any right to external secession. (Ibid., 417-418.)

The limited legal codification on state creation can be understood through the contrasting
declaratory and constitutive theories of statehood. The declaratory theory holds that a state
becomes a legal entity upon fulfilling certain factual criteria, as outlined in the Montevideo
Convention. In contrast, the constitutive theory maintains that a state does not legally exist
until it is recognised by other states. In practice, the contemporary international system leans
heavily toward the constitutive model: polities that meet all formal criteria may nonetheless

be excluded from international society in the absence of sufficient recognition.?

Recognition by other states — particularly the powerful ones — has become a de facto
requirement for joining international institutions and exercising the full rights of sovereignty.
Thus, while the Montevideo criteria remain the formal legal benchmark, the effective creation

of a state today is shaped as much by political consensus as by legal principle.

Moving away from the general discussion on state birth, the next section turns to a more

critical examination of how international law approaches secession specifically.
2.1.2 Secession in International Law

A key source for understanding the legal treatment of secession is Secession: International
Law Perspectives, edited by Marcelo G. Kohen (2006). The volume, comprising contributions

from eighteen leading scholars and practitioners, reflects diverse global perspectives (ibid.,

24 For more on declaratory and constitutive theories and their relevance to secession, see Griffiths (2021, 17).
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viii-ix). Notably, it highlights significant discord and ambiguity within international legal

principles on secession.

Georges Abi-Saab’s (2006, 474) contribution articulates a central insight: “secession...
remains basically a phenomenon not regulated by international law”. International law
perceives the state as a “primary fact” — an entity whose existence is acknowledged only after
its emergence, not actively governed by law. Thus, international law cannot dictate state

formation but may only “encourage or discourage” its outcomes. (lbid., 470.)

Abi-Saab further notes that international law intervenes only when core norms are violated. A
state that systematically discriminates against segments of its population breaches the right
to self-determination; a state formed through foreign aggression violates the prohibition on
force. (Ibid., 472.) Outside such exceptions, secession is treated as a matter of domestic
jurisdiction, with international actors bound by the principle of non-intervention, barring grave

human rights concerns (ibid., 473).

Importantly, Abi-Saab clarifies that territorial integrity applies to relations between states, not
necessarily to internal secessionist movements. Yet paradoxically, the United Nations
Security Council has frequently invoked territorial integrity to condemn internal secessions.
(Ibid., 474.) This reflects a deeper bias within international law: it privileges the preservation of
existing states over the rights of secessionist groups, largely to prevent broader international
conflicts. By maintaining secessions as "civil wars" rather than interstate wars, the system

upholds stability — often at the cost of justice for minority groups. (Ibid., 476.)

Abi-Saab’s analysis remains highly relevant today. Since the dissolutions of the Soviet Union
and Yugoslavia — cases treated as exceptional dissolutions rather than standard secessions —
the emergence of new states has been rare. Even fewer have achieved widespread recognition
or UN membership. This pattern suggests that the international legal order, whatever its

original intentions, now functions primarily to uphold the status quo.

This overview demonstrates international law’s limited utility in explaining or guiding the
political realities of secession. It further motivates the turn to Bellicist theories of state
formation, which offer a more historically grounded and materially honest account of the

nature and persistence of states in the international order.
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2.2 Bellicism: War Made the State and the State Made War

This section presents the core elements of Charles Tilly’s Bellicist paradigm, which explains
the development of the European-style centralised state that has become the global standard
(Castafneda & Schneider 2017). In sharp contrast to international law’s conception of

statehood, Bellicism emphasises warfare as the central mechanism of state formation.

Tilly’s theory, often classified under historical institutionalism or historical sociology, focuses
on how historical processes and institutions co-evolve and shape state behaviour.?® His
foundational works include The Formation of National States in Western Europe (1975), War
Making and State Making as Organized Crime (1985), and Coercion, Capital, and European
States, AD 990-1992 (1992). For clarity and narrative coherence, | draw primarily from
Collective Violence, Contentious Politics, and Social Change (Castafieda & Schneider 2017),

which compiles Tilly’s key arguments and historical examples.

Tilly’s framework has been widely applied across historical and regional contexts. While it
remains largely uncontested, critiques tend to argue that war does not always produce states
or that the model underemphasises ideological and nationalistic factors. These concerns are
addressed in Chowdhury’s reformulation (Section 2.3) and in the Post-Bellicist Secession

Theory (PBST) developed in Section 3.

Understanding Post-Bellicism requires a solid grasp of its Bellicist roots. Since Chowdhury
(2018) does not expand much on Tilly’s original theory, it will be presented here in some detail,

including illustrative historical cases to retain the logic and depth of Tilly’s exposition.
2.2.1 Bellicist Paradigm of State Formation

This sub-section lays out an in-depth introduction to Tilly’s Bellicist Paradigm of State

Formation, which serves as the foundation for this thesis's theoretical framework.

As summarised by Castafieda & Schneider (2017, 11), Tilly’s central argument is not that
states were created by “extraordinarily smart individuals with long-term designs,” but rather

that they emerged as an unintended by-product of banditry and war. According to Tilly, states

2 For more on historical institutionalism, see Steinmo (2008).
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are born from exploitation, war making, state making,?® and “protection” —in the racketeering
sense — of their populations (Ibid., 10-11; Tilly 2017a, 124). To grasp this, we must first

understand what Tilly means by "protection".

A core part of Tilly’s (2017a) argument is that state-making closely resembles organised
crime: “Banditry, piracy, gangland rivalry, policing, and war making all belong on the same
continuum?” (ibid., 124). He compares governments to gangsters offering “protection” to
shopkeepers —where failure to pay might result in violence from the very same group offering
protection. The key difference lies in whether the provider controls the threat itself. A
racketeer creates and protects from the same threat, while a legitimate protector does not.
Ideally, a legitimate protector is one who “supplies reliable, low-priced shielding both from
local racketeers and outside marauders.” According to this definition, Tilly argues, most
government protection qualifies as racketeering. States often pose the greatest threat to their

citizens while fabricating external threats to justify their own coercive power. (Ibid., 124-125).

What separates governments from common racketeers is their ability to monopolise violence
under the banner of authority. Tilly notes that political theorists like Hobbes and Machiavelli
already recognised that governments seek to organise and monopolise violence.?” Whether
this is legitimised by consent or not, the monopoly itself is central. In practice, competing
authorities tend to side with whoever has the most formidable military capacity, out of fear or

in pursuit of order.

This monopolisation of violence strengthens the coercive power of state-provided protection.
Yet, as Tilly stresses, legitimacy doesn't rest solely on coercion. Rather, it supports the
broader function of eliminating rival claimants to authority — a core function of “state-making”.
(Ibid., 125-126.) By removing these rivals, the state maximises its capacity for resource

extraction.

War-making enters the picture when a government seeks to expand or defend its extraction
zone against rivals. This requires resources, which rulers acquired through coercion, asset
sales, taxation, or financial ties to capitalists. The two strategies could be mixed as needed.

(Ibid., 126). War-making was most effective when paired with state-making. As Tilly

2 Tilly wrote "war making" and "state making" without a hyphen, whereas Chowdhury (2018) later used the
hyphenated forms. Chowdhury’s notation is adopted in this thesis.
2’ For a similar observation, see Weber’s notion of “state monopoly of violence” (Weber 1946).
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summarises: “War making, extraction, and capital accumulation interacted to shape
European state-making” (ibid., 126). This interaction is his fundamental argument: European-
style states arose not by design, but as a by-product of these processes. Variations among
states arose from different concentrations of these mechanisms and the challenges each

faced, such as resistance to taxation or the scale of military needs. (lbid., 126.)

Tilly also examines how state violence became legitimate. Initially, the right to use violence
was widely shared. Groups ranging from kings to outlaws fielded armies, often legitimised by
different appeals. Their functional differences were minimal, and the lines between them
blurry. States and outlaws even cooperated for centuries: kings hired pirates and bandits, and
disbanded soldiers often became looters. Only later did standing armies emerge,
necessitating the suppression of rival armed groups - a key part of becoming a “state”. (lbid.,

127-128.)

This monopoly of violence expanded significantly in 17th-century Western Europe. Great lords
were demilitarised, their forces dismantled and castles destroyed — marking the shift from
feudalism to absolutism. By the 18th century, monarchs had nearly consolidated the internal
control of their territory. Final steps included extending central administration into local
communities and establishing police forces loyal to the state rather than potential usurpers.

(Ibid., 128-129.)

Returning to the theme of protection, Tilly draws on Frederic Lane’s work. Lane observed that
with economies of scale, the state could a) extract tribute by charging more for protection
than it cost to provide, and b) offer “protection rents” to those inside the system — particularly
merchants shielded from outside competitors. (Ibid., 129.) This system became known as

mercantilism, allowing both rulers and insiders to profit at the public’s expense.

Tilly categorises states based on their interest in tribute and protection rents. Jeffersonian
democracies aim to minimise tribute and protection cost while maximising benefit to the
ruled. Petty despotisms maximise tribute alone. Military juntas prioritise high military pay with
little concern for public welfare. Tilly also points out that Lane did not identify the most

common form today: a state owned by a dominant class that adjusts all variables to serve its
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own interests. (Ibid., 129-130.) This insight remains central to understanding contemporary

capitalist states.?8?°

Tilly then explains how different European states emerged based on the costs of the four
violence-centric activities: war-making, state-making, protection, and extraction. War-making
required armies and logistics; state-making required administration; protection fostered
representative institutions; extraction produced taxation mechanisms. The more costly the
activity, the greater its “organisational residue”. (Ibid., 134-135.) Small states with large
military ambitions, like Brandenburg-Prussia, needed large bureaucracies to support them.
Sweden succeeded despite poverty, owing to its demographic homogeneity and the relatively
weak non-state wielders of power within its borders, while the Portuguese Empire collapsed

under the weight of overbuilt institutions linked to its colonial ambitions. (Ibid., 134-135.)

Tilly (2017a) further identifies two mechanisms that help explain the variation in European
state development: popular resistance, and the internal balance between war-making, state-

making, extraction, and protection.

Popular resistance, particularly when allied with elite factions, often forced rulers to make
lasting concessions that constrained future war-making and state-building efforts. The
English Revolution of 1640 exemplifies this dynamic: when the peasantry and segments of the
nobility jointly opposed the monarchy, the resulting institutional changes had more enduring
effects than previous uprisings. (Ibid., 136-137.) This dynamic resembles what Chowdhury
later describes as “bargaining” between the state and broader society — a key component of

Post-Bellicism.

The second mechanism relates to how the various constellations of the four state functions
shaped internal power structures. In Spain, extensive war-making occurred without strong

state-building or extractive institutions, giving the military disproportionate influence over

28 The notion of state ownership is rather central to PBST, developed in chapter 4.

2° Notably, Tilly references Lane’s speculation on the successive stages of capitalism, which aligns with the
previously introduced logic. First, there is a period of anarchy and plunder. This is followed by a stage where
tribute takers attract customers and establish monopolies by struggling to create exclusive, substantial states.
Next, merchants and landlords begin to gain more from protection rents than governors do from tribute. Finally, a
period emerges where technological changes surpass protection rents as the primary source of profit for
entrepreneurs. (Tilly 2017a, 130.) This framework aligns with Marx’s analysis of historical shifts in class power,
wherein the merchant class eventually surpassed the landowning class in wealth during the transformation from
feudalism to capitalism (see Marx, 1867 [1990]). The pattern remains visible in the modern world, where the
wealthiest individuals are business owners rather than government officials.
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politics. In contrast, merchant-dominated states like Holland and Venice prioritised
protection, resulting in commercial elites capturing the political system. The Papal State,
meanwhile, exemplified a state heavily tilted toward administration and control, with

relatively less focus on warfare or extraction. (lbid., 136-137.)

Tilly adds that until the 20th century, states that failed to prioritise war-making generally
disappeared through conquest. Only more recently have such states survived by relying on
external assistance — borrowing, buying, or receiving the means of war from others (lbid.,

137).

Figure 1. General causal pattern of classic European state-making.
Source: Adapted from Tilly (2017a, 135).

v v

War Making ——  Extraction

v L

Protection e—— State Making

M h

Tilly concludes with a stylised sequence of state formation. A powerful warlord gains territory,
seeks more resources, and eliminates internal rivals. In doing so, he builds bureaucracies for
extraction and control. War-making improves state-making, and vice versa. As he
consolidates power, he forges alliances with elite classes, trading protection for support.

These processes shaped the diversity of European state forms (lbid., 136-137).

These mechanisms are depicted in Figure 1, where the external pressures influencing all four
processes are visible, with causal mechanisms emphasised. Notably, "war-making" drives all
other activities, while "extraction" leads to both "state-making" and "protection”. "State-
making" contributes only to "protection," whereas "protection" does not directly influence any
of the others. With Tilly’s theory of state formation established, it is now necessary to examine

two interconnected concepts central to his analysis: the exchange between rulers and the
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ruled, and the costs of war. These insights further illuminate how state structures evolved and
lay the groundwork for understanding their implications in the emergence of the international

system.
2.2.2 War-Making and the Entanglement of Society and State

This sub-section introduces the second central element of Tilly’s Bellicist paradigm: the
bargaining mechanism. It forms a key bridge to the Post-Bellicist theory discussed in the next

section.

Bargaining stems from the rising costs of war, which, due to the increasing destructiveness,
forced rulers to expand bureaucratic structures to finance warfare. This, in turn, opened new
opportunities for the ruled to place demands on the freedom of the ruler to wield the state’s

power as they wished.

After the collapse of the Roman Empire, Europe fragmented into countless feudal entities,
locked in near-constant low-scale warfare. During this early "patrimonial" era, campaigns

were brief and largely involved feudal levies and militias (Tilly 2017b, 141).

Over time, as states consolidated, warfare shifted: civilians were disarmed, wars grew larger
and costlier, and states began to rely increasingly on taxation and bureaucratic
administration. Tilly (2017b) describes how rising war costs pushed rulers into deeper
reliance on landlords, merchants, and capitalists, whose interests gradually shaped state
policy. By the early modern period, wars were no longer waged purely for dynastic ambition
but increasingly justified in terms of “national interest” — a term that often concealed the

priorities of dominant classes. (Ibid., 142.)

Three major developments accompanied this shift. First, the principle of balance of power
emerged, aimed at preventing hegemonic dominance. Second, power parity and geographic
proximity became key determinants of conflict likelihood. Third, national wealth constrained

military capacity, reinforcing the dominance of major industrial powers. (lbid., 142.)

As wars grew costlier and more rationalised, states relied increasingly on strategic
calculations, weighing expected losses against potential gains. Dynastic legitimacy faded;

instead, shared nationality became the principal justification for state action. (Ibid., 142.)
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Another key dynamic was the interaction between war and internal instability. Religious
unrest, succession crises, or defeats in war could weaken states internally, inviting external
intervention. Simultaneously, burdens of taxation and conscription provoked popular

resistance, particularly during prolonged conflicts. (Ibid., 143.)

Over time, civilian populations became more entangled with the state. During earlier phases,
grievances targeted local officials such as tax collectors; later, citizens organised collectively
through political movements to press demands on the central government. Tilly identifies this
shift — mass engagement with state institutions — as “the defining activity of national states” .

(Ibid., 143.)

This exchange between rulers and ruled - trading taxes, conscription, and loyalty for
protection, rights, and influence - gradually embedded the population within the state
structure. It expanded the pool of war-making resources but also constrained state authority

over society.

The absence of such an exchange remains a defining weakness of many postcolonial states.
As the next chapter will discuss, Tilly observes that attempts to replicate European-style
states outside Europe largely failed, exposing deep structural flaws in the international

system’s assumptions about state formation.

2.2.3 Exported but Not Internalised: The European-Style State in Postcolonial

Nations

Before discussing the emergence of the modern international system, it is useful to recall

Kenneth Waltz’s (1979) definition of a “system”:

“A system is a set of interacting units, where the interaction between units is
structured, organized, and governed by rules, norms, and power relations, leading to a

degree of regularity and predictability in behavior”

By Waltz’s definition, the European mechanisms of war-making and state-making created a
system. However, this system was still regional rather than international until its later global
expansion. Before exploring this, it is necessary to examine how states historically integrated

into the European system, as outlined by Tilly (2017a).
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Tilly (2017a) argues that early state-making blurred the line between internal and external
authority, as the distinction between great lords and states was unclear. He identifies three
interlocking dynamics that connected states to the broader European network: 1) the cross-
border flow of war-making resources, 2) competition for contested territories, and 3) alliances
and coalitions that often reshaped internal governance through external intervention. (lbid.,

137.)

After the Peace of Westphalia (1648), “all effective European states” participated in post-war
settlements that determined new borders and leaderships (ibid., 137). In short, maximising

war-making capacity required participation in the broader network of states.

According to Tilly (2017a, 138), organisations like the League of Nations and United Nations
simply extended this European system globally, with decolonisation completing the process.
However, the exportation of the European-style state did not replicate European conditions

elsewhere. Instead, postcolonial states developed very different power distributions.*°

The crucial difference was the absence of the sustained interplay between rulers and civilian
populations that had historically shaped European states. Postcolonial states “imported”
military and administrative models from Europe without undergoing the same social
bargaining process. As a result, elites often treated the state as an object for capture and
exploitation, resembling the “military junta” model of state ownership discussed earlier. (Ibid.,

138.)

Tilly (2017b) notes that Europe’s state-formation process led to consistent structural features
across capitalist, mixed, and socialist systems: public services, legislatures, courts,
bureaucracies, and standing armies (ibid., 145). Yet postcolonial states overwhelmingly
developed along coercion-intensive lines. Colonialism left little domestic capital, and the

most powerful institutions were the armed forces, Western companies, and churches.

30 Old colonial areas were incorporated into the already worldwide European state system as independent but
not nearly as efficient actors upon decolonisation. Even in the most charitable light, the creation of postcolonial
states barely fulfils only the third step of the previous three-step process by which states joined the European
international network — that is, formal inclusion in the system through external recognition.

Unlike European states, which gradually became integrated into the system through war-making, territorial
competition, and coalition-building, postcolonial states were externally "certified" as independent without
undergoing the same process. As a result, while they were incorporated into the international state system, they
often lacked the institutional strength and internal consolidation that defined earlier European states.

The system is thus better viewed as a “European” with a universal cover, instead of a truly “global” system.
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Militaries often recruited regionally or ethnically, exacerbating internal divisions, while
securing arms and funding through foreign alliances rather than domestic taxation (ibid., 148-

149).

Since conquest was no longer internationally accepted, postcolonial armies focused inward -
suppressing civilian populations rather than defending against external threats. This shift, Tilly
argues, increased internal instability even as borders became more secure. Defining domestic

groups as enemies fostered mass displacement and humanitarian crises. (lbid., 149-150.)

Moreover, the rise of civil wars marks a distinct shift from European state formation. With
conquest prohibited and interstate war made prohibitively costly by nuclear deterrence, the
traditional mechanisms of state consolidation disappeared. (lbid., 146, 152). Modern wars

are largely internal.®

The result, Tilly observes, is that postcolonial states often maintain considerable state
apparatuses without reciprocal taxation or political bargaining with citizens (ibid., 152). Unlike
in Europe, where war-making demands eventually empowered the governed, postcolonial
elites faced no similar pressures. They could sustain power through external support rather

than internal mobilisation. (Ibid., 150.)

In Tilly’s terms, postcolonial states focus on extraction and limited state-making without the
war-driven exchanges that forged European governance. Their rulers, unlike medieval

European lords, need not exchange concessions for survival.

This concludes the overview of Tilly’s analysis: the grim origins of European-style states, and
the even grimmer distortions produced by their global export. The next chapter turns to an

even sharper lens: Arjun Chowdhury’s Post-Bellicist theory.

2.3 Post-Bellicism: States, Incapable Yet Central

Having explored the historical emergence and global distortion of the European-style state
through Bellicism, we now turn to Post-Bellicism. This perspective, developed by Arjun
Chowdhury (2018) in The Myth of International Order: Why Weak States Persist and

Alternatives to the State Fade Away, explains why states endure despite no longer fulfilling the

31 With the Russian invasion of Ukraine being, understandably, a peculiar exception.
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functions that once justified their existence. This section is central to the thesis, as it offers
the conceptual tools for understanding modern state failure and the underlying logics behind

secession.

Chowdhury’s argument — one that prompted the theoretical stance of this thesis —is

encapsulated in the following passage:

Policymakers seem more, not less, invested in the survival of the state; as a United
Nations (UN) commission examining the relevance of state sovereignty in an era of
globalization would conclude: “[I]t is strongly arguable that effective and legitimate
states remain the best way to ensure that the benefits of the internationalization of
trade, investment, technology and communication will be equitably shared.” The irony,
of course, is that “effective and legitimate states,” for all their purported benefits,
remain the historical exception, and the continued emphasis on the state serves to
close out alternatives that may, if given a chance, improve outcomes.

— Chowdhury A., in The Myth of International Order. (2018, 12-13.)

Building on Tilly’s insights, Chowdhury integrates them with James Fearon’s “bargaining
model of war” to explain the strategic foundations of war-making (ibid., 26). He further refines
this synthesis through his “informal rationalist model” and a “dynamic historical narrative”
(ibid., 7), producing a framework for understanding both the rise of the European-style strong

state and its failed diffusion globally.

Using this theoretical foundation, Chowdhury analyses the evolution of the state, exposing its
structural limits and self-undermining tendencies. He challenges the widespread assumption
that centralised, capable states are the bedrock of world politics. In reality, many
contemporary states are fragile entities that fail to monopolise violence, maintain order, or
uphold basic rights. (Ibid., 1.) The result is a world system that clings to the fiction of a

functional, equal international order — one which is arguably built upon a myth.

In addition to diagnosing the failures of the state-based international system in guaranteeing
human rights, Chowdhury offers alternatives. His proposed models of global governance
prioritise human rights over sovereignty, aiming to bypass the structural limitations of fragile
states. These proposals critique the status quo and open space for imagining governance

beyond the state.
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This chapter introduces Chowdhury’s analysis of persistent state weakness and its
implications for postcolonial nations, development aid, human rights, and modern
governance more broadly. It concludes with a presentation of his proposed alternatives and a
return to international law, now viewed through a Post-Bellicist lens that highlights its

structural obstructions to meaningful change.
2.3.1 The Self-Undermining State

The two driving questions behind Chowdhury’s (2018) book are:
1. Why has the modern state consistently failed to fulfil its fundamental tasks?

2. Why, despite this incapacity, does the state — rather than some alternative institution—

remain the central unit of world politics? (Ibid., 4.)

By addressing these questions, Chowdhury distils his core insights into a framework that can

be readily applied to analysing contemporary statehood.

His central claim is that there exists a persistent gap between the demand for state services
and the willingness to supply the sacrifices required for the state to meet those demands.
This gap originates in the violent processes of European state formation, as theorised by Tilly:
state capacity historically expanded in response to external threats — but only when those

threats implied the possibility of costly yet winnable wars.

However, as the costs of war increased — especially with the rise of industrial warfare and
later, nuclear deterrence — populations became less willing to bear the sacrifices required for
war-making. This shift undermined the traditional state-society bargain that sustained state

formation and opened the door to alternative models of governance.

Among these alternatives, Chowdhury highlights neoliberalism, which reimagines order
through markets rather than coercive central authority. Although these alternatives often fail
to deliver on their promises, they still reshape public expectations. Citizens begin demanding
expanded state services — welfare, development, governance — while remaining unwilling to

pay the material or political costs necessary for their provision. (Ibid., 4-6.)

In sum, Chowdhury argues that state-building (as in increasing the state’s general capacity) is

now more difficult than it was a century ago. The traditional mechanism — war-making - is
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largely obsolete, yet popular expectations of state performance have increased. He
summarises the paradox succinctly: “State weakness is quite simply the result of the
standards of statehood increasing to a greater degree than popular willingness to sacrifice for

the state”. (Ibid., 6.)

The core of Chowdhury’s theory of the self-undermining state rests on three interrelated

claims:

1. The modern state operates as an ideally self-enforcing exchange between rulers and

ruled, which requires both to prefer the state over available alternatives.

2. This exchange depended historically on conditions —war and empire — that are no

longer viable.

3. As alternatives to the state emerge, and populations grow more averse to the sacrifices
statehood demands, a persistent mismatch arises between what the state provides

and what its population expects. (Ibid., 13-14.)

The following subchapters explore each of these elements in turn.
2.3.2 The Self-Enforcing Exchange

Chowdhury (2018) introduces the concept of the "ideal-typical modern state" to describe a
system where the state monopolises violence, offers protection and services to its
population, and in return, receives taxes and disarmament from the governed. Crucially, this
exchange must be self-enforcing: no external actor may subsidise the government, ensuring
that the state remains accountable to its own population. Chowdhury notes that this model
underpins many international relations theories that assume an anarchic international

system. (lbid., 14.)

In contrast to Tilly’s emphasis on elite-state relations, Chowdhury focuses on the broader
population. His reasoning lies in the fiscal demands of modern war-making: while elite
contributions once sufficed, the 20th century's large-scale wars required mass participation.
This led to the rise of progressive taxation and conscription, with strong states today
extracting 25-35 percent of GDP, compared to around 10 percent in 1900. Such capacity

could only arise through direct engagement between state and society. (Ibid., 14-15, 102.)
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Chowdhury applies a game-theoretic lens to model this exchange. For it to be self-enforcing,
both parties — the central authority and the population — must prefer continued cooperation to
their respective “outside options.” For the state, the temptation is repression or extraction
without reciprocity; for the population, it is resistance, rearmament, or alliance with external

actors. Table 1 outlines the possible outcomes:

Table 1. Possible outcomes. Source: Chowdhury (2018, 23).

Central Authority Cooperates Central Authority Defects

. Exchange endures Tyranny
Population Cooperates . .
(stable state) (risk of eventual state failure)
. No monopoly on violence Civil war
Population Defects . .
(polycentric orders) (state failure)

Chowdhury’s core claim is that stable, self-enforcing exchanges are historically rare. While
many IR theories assume the modern state as the default unit, Chowdhury emphasises that
rulers and ruled often have stronger incentives to defect. Armed populations can resist
predation; governments may prefer unchecked extraction over service provision. As a result,
states may remain weak, or never consolidate at all. Pre-modern empires frequently relied on
intermediaries rather than direct rule, and many contemporary fragile states continue to
function without a monopoly on violence. The self-enforcing state, then, is not a natural

endpoint —itis one of many contingent outcomes. (lbid., 2, 16-17.)

What, then, are the conditions that allow such a stable exchange to emerge?
2.3.3 The Conditions for Capable States: Costly but Winnable Wars

Returning to Tilly’s theory, Chowdhury (2018) highlights how local militias became obsolete as
more centralized, professional warbands emerged. Effective defence increasingly required
coordinated state-making, leading populations to disarm and rely on the central authority.
Once disarmed, they lost the ability to rebel or form meaningful alliances with outside
powers. This dynamic pushed the monopoly on violence toward the centre and drove state

expansion. (Ibid., 17-18.)
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As state survival depended on military efficiency, rulers were eventually compelled to recruit
from wider social groups, granting rights to ensure support. But these concessions only held
value if the threat of war was both serious and survivable. If defeat seemed inevitable, there
was little incentive for populations to support the state, since they would not live to benefit
from it. Conversely, if threats were minimal or easily repelled, state support was also weak -

the population saw little need to sacrifice. (Ibid., 18.)

This dynamic creates what Chowdhury (2018) calls a positive feedback loop between the ruler
and the ruled, where the existence of a costly but winnable war fosters greater trust in
government. As trust grows, so does the willingness to supply the state, reinforcing its
capacity to wage war. Crucially, the population also begins to accumulate material stakes in
the state — such as access to public services, infrastructure, security, and economic
opportunities — alongside hard-won political concessions. These gains raise the cost of
defeat: a conquering power would likely not uphold the same rights, nor protect these
material benefits. Instead, the annexed population would face not only political
disenfranchisement but also economic hardship and the direct destruction brought by war.

(Ibid., 18.)

Table 2. War and state-making. Source: Chowdhury (2018, 21).

High Cost of War Low Cost of War
Positive probability of War likely; War likely;
victory supply of state high supply of state low
Very low/zero probability = War unlikely; War unlikely;
of victory supply of state low supply of state low

As Table 2 shows, only when war is both costly and winnable does the population commit
fully to the state. If war is unwinnable, surrender is rational. If it's too easy, there's no pressure
to mobilise. Chowdhury uses colonial wars to illustrate this: profitable, but fought without

public mobilisation — often delegated to private actors like the East India Company. (lbid., 19.)

This insight marks one of Chowdhury’s most important refinements of Tilly’s famous dictum:

“War made the state, and the state made war.” Not all wars build states. Only wars that rely on
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conscription and taxation do — aligning with Clausewitz’s notion of “absolute war”, in which

the entire state apparatus must mobilise for survival.®? (Ibid., 20.)
2.3.4 The Changing Parameters of War

Another central element in Chowdhury’s (2018) analysis is how the parameters of war have
changed over time, leading up to the self-undermining of the state. Through historical
examination, he shows that war-making and state-making have become more efficient —yet
significantly more costly. What once constituted “total war” in earlier centuries pales in
comparison to modern equivalents. While the Napoleonic Wars caused massive casualties,

they did not pose an existential threat to all life on Earth — unlike today’s nuclear warfare.

As war has become more destructive, states have increasingly sought to limit war-making
through treaties and non-aggression pacts. This creates what Chowdhury calls an
endogenous limit to the self-enforcing exchange: a structural ceiling on how far the war-
making—state-making process can go. Even without nuclear weapons, the escalating costs of
conscription and taxation would have discouraged large-scale warfare. In this way, the self-
restraining tendencies of states stem not only from technological developments (exogenous

limits) but also from internal cost calculations. (Ibid., 21-22.)

These costs are shaped not only by material conditions but also by contemporary
expectations about how wars will be fought — what Chowdhury calls the "rules of warfare."
One example comes from the First World War. At the war’s outset, many — including John
Maynard Keynes — assumed that the conflict would be financed through debt, as in previous
wars, and thus short-lived. But this assumption was wrong. Instead of running out of funds,
the warring states drastically expanded their fiscal capacity. For example, in the UK, income

tax rose from 5 percentin 1903 to 48 percent by 1923 and even up to 90.7 percent for top

32 Applying this to a contemporary case, the Russian invasion of Ukraine could be seen as state-making for
Ukraine — despite substantial Western subsidies. Meanwhile, the war remains neither particularly costly nor
clearly winnable for Russia, making it unlikely to increase its state supply. This dynamic is evident in how Ukraine
must recruit from the general population — establishing a bargain (and facing resistance to conscription; see The
New York Times [2024b]) — while also tackling corruption, a key aspect of state-making. In contrast, Russia
mostly conscripts from poor peripheral villages (without broad mobilisation; see The Moscow Times [2022]; The
Economist [2022]) or relies on mercenaries (see CEPA 2022), funding the war primarily through oil revenues
rather than taxation.
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earners during the Second World War. These wars gave birth to the modern income tax-based

fiscal system. (Ibid., 24, 107.)

After the Second World War and the emergence of nuclear weapons, the logic of war shifted
again. The possibility of nuclear annihilation made total war unwinnable and irrational. The
function of the state thus transformed: rather than waging wars, it became a guarantor of
peace through deterrence. Chowdhury (2018) refers to this transformation as a restaging of

the state’s role. (lbid., 79.)

Chowdhury identifies two major restagings. First, the state recast itself as a deterrent force,
maintaining nuclear arsenals not for use but as a means of preventing conflict. Second, it
sought legitimacy through economic intervention, claiming the role of guarantor of growth and
welfare. Both restagings, however, ultimately proved self-undermining — just as the war-

making state had been before, though at a more accelerated pace.

The deterrence-based state, while paradoxical in nature, initially proved effective: it
demanded far less sacrifice from the population than the war-making state. On one hand, it
required the maintenance of a credible nuclear arsenal capable of total destruction; on the
other, this arsenal could never be used without negating its purpose. Citizens were thus asked
to support a defence apparatus whose legitimacy depended on inaction — weakening their

political engagement and the broader state-society bargain.

The updated cost-benefit calculations of war in the nuclear age are summarised in Table 3

below:

Table 3. War and state-making (as seen in Chowdhury 2018, 77)

High cost of war Low cost of war
Positive probability of Wars of the people armed,; Limited war;
victory supply of state high supply of state low
Very low/zero probability Nuclear war; War unlikely;
of victory supply of state low supply of state low

The second restaging — the economic state — unravelled even more rapidly. By the late 20th

century, neoliberalism had emerged as a powerful ideological alternative, promising
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economic growth through deregulation, privatisation, and market logic. This new paradigm
shifted expectations away from state-led provision and toward market efficiency, claiming to
deliver progress without the burdens of taxation, bureaucracy, or collective investment.
Although it often failed in practice, neoliberalism succeeded in undermining the perceived

necessity of the state by reshaping expectations of order and legitimacy.

With these shifts in place, Chowdhury turns to the final component of his analysis: the rise of

alternatives to the state.
2.3.5 The Emergence of Alternatives to the State

Chowdhury (2018) argues that because of this endogenous limit within the mechanism of
"war makes states, and states make war", and the non-aggression treaties stemming from it -
if complied with — will eventually lead to a decline in the willingness to supply the state. This
decline would not be an issue if the demand for services decreased according to the
willingness to supply, enabling the exchange to continue as self-enforcing, but that is hardly
the case. Chowdhury notes how eventually, "in the absence of costly war, alternatives to the
centralised state should emerge", which will lead to "the exchange to become undermined" as
these alternatives promise another service, different from war-making, with a smaller level of
sacrifice required in like manner. Chowdhury further notes that these alternatives are

articulated via a political process; thus, his theoretical model cannot predict them. (lbid., 23.)

One of these articulated alternatives was the rise of neoliberalism, as Chowdhury (2018)
highlights in his historical analysis. In the absence of a costly but winnable war, neoliberalism
was able to persuade broad audiences that state-mandated provision of goods was inefficient
and that market mechanisms would be a more effective means of delivering essential

services. It promised welfare at a lower cost than what the state could provide.

However, Chowdhury notes that neoliberalism conveniently ignored the classical economic
liberal argument that markets fail to provide for the poorest. Instead of fulfilling its promise,

neoliberalism failed to replace the state with market mechanisms. Rather than eliminating
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the state, it widened the gap between the "expectations of order" and the willingness to

supply the state, further destabilising the self-enforcing exchange.*? (Ibid., 95.)

Chowdhury (2018) further argues that the state’s self-undermining nature implies that the very
process of state formation creates fertile ground for its alternatives. While state-making
historically eliminated competing models, such as city-states, city leagues, and empires, itis
no longer necessary for all political units to replicate the centralised nation-state model.

(Ibid., 23.)

This leads us to the contemporary challenges of postcolonial states and their latest restaging
—the provision of economic development, a task made increasingly difficult by the rise of

alternative identities that serve as viable options to the state.
2.3.6 Customary Identities and the Postcolonial Gamble

As established earlier, the “strong” European-style state is eroding due to the absence of
costly but winnable wars. However, this only tells part of the story. Most states today are not
former war-making European powers but former colonies, and the picture looks even bleaker
for them. Chowdhury (2018) emphasises how, in postcolonial states, the state-society
exchange was never established to begin with. These states inherited what he calls a “non-

exchange” — a structure that extracted without ever needing to bargain with its population.

During colonial rule, European empires built their power on racial hierarchies and extraction
without reciprocity. Colonised populations were subjects, not citizens. They were governed
indirectly, offered no real services, and denied any kind of state negotiation. This artificial
lowering of the cost of European state-building, as Chowdhury notes, came at the expense of

the colonised world — and left a distorted legacy. (Ibid., 137, 139.)

After independence, anti-colonial leaders rejected the idea of copying Western state-building,

both for moral and material reasons. Replicating the war-driven state formation of Europe

33 It could be helpful to refer to Tilly's theory of state ownership to examine how the wealthy elite has gradually
‘tricked’ the population into surrendering their negotiated benefits under the guise of economic efficiency.
Furthermore, widespread inequality — exacerbated by neoliberal policies (see, for example, Piketty [2014]) — has
reinforced the state’s role in resisting 'globalism, while leaving domestic inequalities unchallenged. These
frustrations, rather than driving structural economic reform, are frequently exploited by right-wing populist
movements, which redirect discontent into culture wars and nationalism, ensuring that the fundamental issues
of rising inequality remain unaddressed (see, for example, Jay et al. [2019]).
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would have required embracing the same violence they had just escaped —and
acknowledging the racist narrative that framed the absence of statehood in the colonies as
historical backwardness. (lbid., 140-141.) Instead, many leaders sought to build legitimacy
through development rather than war. Recognising that their states were too weak to stand
alone economically, some even proposed regional federations or looser unions. But without
shared struggle or external threat, these alternatives failed to generate internal loyalty or the

sacrifices required to fund their institutions. (lbid., 144, 146.)

The state-building “gamble,” as Chowdhury calls it, was that development itself would turn
subjects into citizens. Through top-down investment, states hoped to earn legitimacy
retroactively. (Ibid., 154.) But with no real exchange in place — no tax, no conscription - and
little participation from below, this model remained one-sided. Leaders provided services
with the help of international aid rather than through state-population bargaining. Meanwhile,
traditional identities formed during anti-colonial struggles continued to function as rival

sources of authority. (Ibid., 159-160.)

These “customary identities” had not been passive. Initially constructed by colonial
administrators as tools of control — ethnic, religious, or tribal categories — they eventually
became rallying points for anti-colonial resistance. Once mobilised, they didn’t vanish after
independence. Instead, they persisted as political communities capable of pushing back
against the state. They were, in essence, anti-statist: offering an “exit” of the state system into
pre-modern ways of life. Furthermore, the identity groups claimed rights as groups, instead of
as individuals as historically had occurred in the European state formation. (lbid., 161, 170-

171.)

This clashed directly with the postcolonial project. Leaders saw national unity and economic
growth as dependent on transforming or sidelining these identities. But for many
communities, the stakes were high. As Chowdhury puts it, “they would lose their history and
get nothing in return.” (Ibid., 173.) Their resistance was not only cultural but political. These
identities now had the capacity to organise insurgencies, in a way that had not been possible

under colonial rule.

The legacy of colonial administrative divisions — combined with the absence of state-making

wars — meant that instead of scattered rebellions, entire identity groups could now engage in
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sustained, coordinated defiance. Chowdhury backs this with comparative data, showing how
insurgencies grew in number, lasted longer, and increasingly ended in state defeat across the

19th and 20th centuries. Table 4 illustrates this sharp trend.

Table 4. Insurgencies in areas colonised by major European powers, then decolonised, 1800-2000. Source: Lyall and Wilson
(2009) as cited in Chowdhury (2018).

Years of Number of Average duration Media duration Victory rate for
initiation insurgencies (in years) (in years) state (%)
1800-1825 7 3.7 3 86
1826-1850 8 25 2 88
1851-1875 12 5.8 1 92
1876-1900 30 25 1 70
1901-1925 14 2.8 2 71
1926-1950 12 7.7 4 54
1951-1975 34 8.6 6 39
1976-2000 26 8.4 6 19

Insurgencies, then, are not an aberration in postcolonial states. They are a structural feature.
Chowdhury’s conclusion is stark: these states were handed independence, but not legitimacy
—that, historically, had to be earned through sacrifice and exchange. With no war-making, no
shared formation process, and no real leverage for populations to bargain, these states have

struggled to hold together, not to mention develop efficiently. (Ibid., 187, 189.)

Understanding this dynamic — how expectations outpace willingness to supply the state —is
vital for the Post-Bellicist framework. And before turning to Chowdhury’s critique of human
rights and state legitimacy, itis worth pausing here: most states never completed the

exchange Europe took for granted. And some never even began.

2.3.7 Alternatives to the Postcolonial State and the Hope for Human Rights

Delivery

The problems of the postcolonial state, as laid out in earlier sections, stem not merely from
mismanagement or corruption but from the historical conditions of their formation. This ties

into their inability to produce human rights, which is supposedly their central function.
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Chowdhury (2018) argues that weak states persist not because they are transitional or
temporary but because the historical mechanism that made states in Europe — namely, costly
but winnable wars — is no longer available. Without the demands of survival driving a
reciprocal bargain between rulers and ruled, postcolonial states remain fundamentally
hollow: expected to deliver ever-expanding services and rights without the capacity or popular

backing to do so (lbid., 218-219).

This tension becomes especially sharp when considering human rights. Chowdhury
questions the assumption that centralised states are the natural or best guarantors of human
rights. In his view, there was nothing inevitable about assigning that role to the state.
Alternative governance models — federations, local assemblies, decentralised systems —could
just as well fulfil the same purpose, potentially more effectively. But because human rights
have become bound up with state legitimacy, the state is seen not only as a service provider

but as the very precondition for rights to be realised. (Ibid., 192.)

This leads to a paradox: the modern state, originally forged through deeply exclusionary and
violent processes, is now imagined as the universal vehicle for inclusion and rights.
Chowdhury points out that the historical process of European state formation did not concern
itself with those deemed “non-people” — such as colonised populations, women, or
indigenous groups. These groups were not bargained with, and their inclusion in modern
rights regimes is a recent and often fragile development (Ibid., 202-204). Yet when an
apparatus of violence is built without bargaining, it does not automatically start producing

human rights. It simply becomes one armed actor among many.

This becomes especially visible in post-conflict or weak states. Chowdhury examines how
efforts of peacebuilding in the form of state-building are doomed to fail because they assume
the state can be imposed from the top down. Human rights and peace are expected to flow
from the consolidation of centralised power. (Ibid., 206-207.) Yet this assumed centralisation
rarely reflects the realities on the ground, where multiple actors control territory and wield
violence and whose interests must be accounted for to achieve peace (see, for example,

Ghais 2019; Petrasek 2005). To declare one actor (the state) as legitimate and all others as
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“insurgents” or “terrorists” often sets the stage for continued violence rather than

resolution.®*

In response, Chowdhury outlines a more grounded and pragmatic alternative. Instead of
prematurely disarming actors in the name of state monopoly, peace processes should begin
by acknowledging all armed factions as political actors - treating them as part of the
negotiation rather than obstacles to it. Chowdhury notes that similar logic applies to state
formation just as much as to peace processes: the state must emerge from agreements
between parties with real power, not be conjured into being by international decree (Ibid.,

206-207, 209).

This logic leads directly to Chowdhury’s proposals for alternative governance structures. He
does not argue for the abolition of states, but rather for a decentring of them. Instead of
pretending that weak centralised states are capable of fulfilling their functions, international
actors should recognise — and work with — the structures that actually exist. These include
tribal authorities, local governments, and trade networks. Chowdhury argues that
decentralised, polycentric systems of governance may not look like ideal-typical Western
states, but they may function more effectively in providing services, stability, and even rights

than the top-down, enforced postcolonial states. (lbid., 221-222).

He proposes four concrete principles for replacing or supplementing weak state structures.
First, governance should emerge through local bargains, not institutional templates imposed
from abroad. Second, taxation and service provision should be linked at the local level - what
Chowdhury calls “multiple tax units” — so that those who collect revenue are directly
accountable to those they collect from (Ibid., 224-225). Third, foreign aid should bypass
central governments and go directly to local actors or populations, forcing a new set of
bargains and creating pressure for more legitimate local governance (lbid., 220). Finally,
peace enforcement should focus less on building states and more on brokering agreements
between existing actors, with the understanding that federated or negotiated systems may

prove more stable than centralised ones (lbid., 221-222).

What prevents this shift is not feasibility, but politics. State elites have little interestin

decentralisation, since it threatens their monopoly over resources and international

34 See, for example, Haspeslagh (2022).
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recognition. Likewise, international organisations continue to funnel large amounts of
financial resources through central states, even when those states are incapable of delivering

sufficiently to their populations. (lbid., 225).%

In sum, Chowdhury challenges the ideological and institutional rigidity of the current
international system. His argument is not that the state is obsolete, but that our fixation on
centralised statehood as the only legitimate form of governance blocks better solutions. The
true failure, in his view, is not just that postcolonial states are weak — but instead that the

international system pretends to act as if they aren’t.

2.4 International Law Reprise

With the Bellicist and Post-Bellicist theories now introduced, it is worthwhile to re-examine

some of the foundational principles of international law.

The international legal regime, originally designed to regulate relations among European
states in the 17th century and later globalised through colonial expansion (Hernandez 2022,
5), appears even more problematic when analysed through the Post-Bellicist framework.
Unlike Third World Approaches to International Law (TWAIL), which critiques IL primarily as an
unfair and exploitative system — particularly in economic and financial governance - the Post-

Bellicist critique strikes at an even deeper level.>®

Rather than focusing solely on how IL has been used to entrench global inequalities, Post-
Bellicism challenges the very ontology of IL: the flawed assumption that all states emerge
through the same historical processes and can function under the same institutional model.
TWAIL rightfully condemns IL’s role in perpetuating neocolonial control, but Post-Bellicism
questions whether state sovereignty was ever a viable foundation for a legal system that
claims to govern political entities fundamentally different from the idealised model on which

it was built.

A system built to regulate war-making units — where war was a legitimate instrument of

international relations — is inherently ill-suited to later attempts to repurpose it as a peace-

35 The nefarious ends of this resource allocation are taken into account in the development of PBST and
discussed further there.
38 For more on TWAIL, see, for example, Chimni (2006) or Gathii (2011).
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preserving mechanism. While these efforts were undoubtedly made in good faith, they
overlook the fundamental nature of the state itself. It is unrealistic to assume that states,
originally forged through war, would willingly relinquish the very function that enabled their
creation. This assumption directly contradicts the core functions of statehood as outlined in

the Bellicist tradition: war-making, state-making, extraction, and protection.

If the international system had truly sought to prevent future wars, it could have promoted
alternative governance structures rather than reinforcing state-based sovereignty. While an
immediate dismantling of the state system would have been utopian — especially given Tilly’s
insight into state ownership as a profitable structure for those already in power — a gradual
transition could have been pursued. This could have involved a stronger emphasis on self-
determination over sovereignty, fostering governance models that did not rely on centralised

statehood.?

Another central critique arises from the lack of key definitions in international law. While the
Montevideo Convention established objective criteria for statehood, its practical application
has been largely abandoned in favour of a recognition-based conception of statehood. This
shift has created a paradox: entities that lack effective statehood — often labelled as “failed
states” - retain the ability to determine whether or not de facto states receive de jure
recognition. This has profound implications for secessionist movements, many of which have
established functional de facto states yet remain unrecognized internationally. The continued
denial of recognition to de facto states while maintaining recognition for non-functioning

states arguably undermines the legitimacy of the international legal system itself.*

This legal inconsistency extends beyond de facto states to stateless peoples, exposing further
fundamental injustices. If international law truly sought to promote meaningful self-
determination, people's self-identification would carry weight. Yet, under the contemporary
legal regime, the consensus has been that it was secondary which country’s nationality a

person held, so long as they had one - this would be enough to realise their human rights. This

%7 Sovereignty emerged as a legal and political principle during the war-driven formation of the first modern
states, remaining fundamentally unchanged and continuing to serve as the foundation for the legitimacy of
international law.

38 This practice might lead to paradoxical situations where non de facto states get to deny de facto states their
recognition.
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assumption rests on the belief that all states are baseline democratic and committed to

human rights. %

A clear reflection of this mindset appears in a UN expert group tasked with improving
statelessness statistics: “Where a person lacks any nationality, he or she cannot enjoy the
rights and protections offered to citizens, limiting their access to healthcare, education,
formal employment, participation in elections, and travel”.*° While it is undeniable that
citizenship offers greater legal protections, the assumption that all states provide equal
conditions for their legal citizens collapses under the Post-Bellicist framework. If a group
within a state has developed a distinct sense of otherness, it is more than likely that they face
structural barriers — preventing them from fully exercising their culture, language, and
economic opportunities on equal footing with other groups.* Would it not be justified for
them to pursue the realisation of their self-determination and human rights, when the existing

state is unable or unwilling to deliver them?

Finally, it is worthwhile to revisit Koskenniemi’s (2005) discussion on "apology vs. utopia." In
his comparison of Kelsen’s and Schmitt’s contrasting views, he illustrates how, for Kelsen, law
serves as the primary framework, with sovereignty functioning as a descriptive shorthand for

state powers granted by law.

In contrast, for Schmitt, sovereignty is defined by decision-making power, particularly the
ability to declare exceptions to the legal order, thereby making law secondary to power.
Viewed through the Post-Bellicist framework, Kelsen and Schmitt can be understood as
describing two distinct types of state structures: one that has engaged in extensive bargaining
with its population, embedding sovereignty within a legal framework, and another where
sovereignty remains concentrated in decision-making authority, detached from legal

constraints.*?

% Recall how according to Crawford (2006, 417-418) the self-determination of groups is to be achieved by
participating within the country’s constitutional system instead of secession, and how such a country in which
administration is accessible to all and which is governed democratically is entitled to have its territorial integrity
respected.

40 EGRISS (2023, 8).

41 See Anderson (2006) Imagined Communities. This idea is further elaborated in depth in the next chapter of the
thesis.

42 A “low-bargaining” state like this is, of course, far more politically volatile and susceptible to unrest and regime
change. Postcolonial states typically fall into this category. The concept of the “bargaining levels” of states
mentioned here is explored in depth in the next section as well.
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As illustrated in Koskenniemi’s (2005) analysis, international law struggles even to define the
universal legal principles embedded within it, let alone apply them consistently in practice.
From a Post-Bellicist perspective, this failure is ontological rather than merely procedural: it

arises from the mistaken assumption that all states conform to the same ideal-type.

International law operates on an ontological fiction — that all states, regardless of their origins,
possess equivalent structures, legitimacy, and functional capacities. However, Post-Bellicism
rejects this assumption, emphasising that states are historically contingent war-making
entities, whose existence and legitimacy stem not from legal recognition but from the violent

processes that forged them.

Ironically, the democratic process — now cited as the foundation of sovereignty — only became
widespread 200 to 300 years after the concept itself was established. Sovereignty was never
designed for democratic governance; it was originally a tool to grant kings — effectively
glorified warlords — free rein to consolidate power without foreign interference in state-making
and extraction. Even more paradoxically, the human rights that supposedly justify the existing
state system are less than a century old, yet states — historically the most effective violators of

those rights — are the very entities entrusted with upholding them.

To sum up, while IL plays a role in regulating relations between consenting states, itis riddled
with inconsistencies, flawed assumptions, and vested interests in preserving the status quo.
Further engagement with IL is not pursued in this thesis, as it is demonstrably inadequate for
offering meaningful insights into the nature of states, nor for explaining the phenomena of

self-determination and secession, despite frequently claiming authority in these fields.

In the next chapter, the central implications of Bellicism and Post-Bellicism are summarised

before operationalising them for the empirical analysis of secession.

2.5 Theory Summary

This theory chapter has highlighted critical inconsistencies embedded in international law,
showing why it may be considered insufficient to justify its authoritative status within the
international state-based system — even if fully enforced — and has instead put forward a Post-
Bellicist framework as a more historically grounded alternative. By contrasting the juridical

principles of the current legal regime with the historical realities of state formation and
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function, this inadequacy becomes clear from a fresh perspective, adding to the existing body

of critique.

In this section, the central insights of Bellicism and Post-Bellicism are briefly recapped. After
this, in the next section, an overview of the current global situation is provided to consider if
states are as efficient in their goal of providing human rights as claimed by the existing

international regime.

Tilly’s (2017a & 2017b) Bellicist paradigm of state formation and function reveals how the
European-style state emerged unintentionally as warlords expanded their territories and
aimed for greater efficiency in resource extraction. Central to this process were four

interconnected mechanisms: war-making, state-making, extraction, and protection.

War-making involved expanding a warlord’s sphere of influence, whereas state-making
focused on eliminating internal competitors to enhance extraction efficiency. Historically, the
boundary between external war-making and internal state-making was blurred. After the
Peace of Westphalia, emerging European states mutually recognised each other's
sovereignty, formally establishing the distinction between external and internal affairs.
Sovereignty quickly became the cornerstone principle of foreign policy and subsequently the
foundational doctrine of the contemporary international legal regime. This marked the onset
of absolutism, where rulers solidified their authority at the expense of local power holders.
Consequently, leaders could extract resources more directly, consolidating their power while

offering protection in exchange to their subjects.

Chowdhury’s (2018) Post-Bellicism highlights how, as war-making intensified, rulers
increasingly engaged the general population in bargaining, exchanging political rights for
support. The scarcer these resources became, the more essential it was for rulers to grant
political concessions, thus securing the population's participation and cooperation.
Consequently, ordinary citizens developed a stake in wars, as their newly acquired political
rights depended on their ruler’s continued power. Additionally, states cultivated alliances with
the upper classes, who benefited directly from state-driven mercantilist policies, while
simultaneously bargaining with the lower classes. Through European colonialism and later
imperialism, this state model eventually spread worldwide, extending European influence and

control to nearly every part of the globe.
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Upon decolonisation, colonies and other administrative units of European empires were
either granted independence or achieved it through struggle, significantly increasing the
number of independent states. However, these newly independent states emerged without
undergoing the essential historical processes of war-making and state-making that had been

critical to the formation of the European states.

These new post-colonial states are recognised as independent, despite many being unable to
monopolise violence within their borders, and even if they do, this monopoly isn't necessarily
viewed as legitimate by their citizens. With the international commitment to preserving
colonial-era borders, these states lack the incentives historically provided by war-making,
removing the need for bargaining with their populations. Consequently, their legal legitimacy -
largely dependent upon fulfilling duties such as protecting human rights — is fundamentally
compromised. Without the pressures inherent in war-making, these states primarily focus on
state-making and extraction, making them especially valuable instruments for those who gain

control of state apparatuses.

In already “strong” states, public willingness to sustain the state has weakened as the costs
of war have become prohibitively high — particularly with the advent of nuclear weapons, as
Chowdhury (2018) highlights. The restaging of state purpose, first to deterrence and later to
economic development, has failed to generate the necessary level of sacrifice. As a result, not
only have the weakest post-colonial states remained fragile, but even the once-powerful

states within the system have begun to decay.

With the theoretical foundations of Bellicism and Post-Bellicism established, the next step is
to examine whether these dynamics appear in contemporary global trends. While the ensuing
empirical review, relying on widely used global indexes, does not provide definitive proof of
the theory’s claims, it offers a suggestive glimpse into patterns that align with its critique. By
assessing broad indicators such as civil liberties, sovereignty, and economic dependence, the
section explores whether the modern state system functions as its legal principles suggest —

or if, as theory predicts, it remains shaped by extraction, coercion, and structural fragility.
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3 Review of Contemporary State Performance

As previously discussed, the international legal regime upholds the principle that a state’s
independence is justified by its ability to provide its people with access to constitutional
processes. ** The following section presents widely available data that, while limited in scope
and interpretation, offers a broad overview of how this principle plays out in practice. Rather
than serving as definitive proof, these indicators provide a tentative basis for assessing
whether state sovereignty aligns with the realities of political participation and governance
worldwide. The purpose of this review is to further motivate the alternative conception of

statehood promoted by Post-Bellicism.

Figure 2 presents the Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU) Civil Liberties Index, a component of
its broader Democracy Index, which evaluates civil liberties across 167 countries. The index
assesses freedoms such as expression, association, assembly, religion, movement, and
personal security. While it has faced justified criticism for its neoliberal bias — such as its
omission of social welfare measures — it still offers a general perspective on global disparities

in civil liberties.**

The 2023 index reveals significant regional differences. The highest-scoring states (dark blue)
are concentrated in Western Europe, North America, and Oceania, while the lowest-scoring
states (dark red) are primarily in Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, and parts of Asia,
reflecting severe restrictions on freedoms. Russia and China stand out as authoritarian
regimes with minimal civil liberties, whereas Latin America and Eastern Europe display a

more varied pattern.

According to the EIU Civil Liberties Index (2023), a significant number of states score between
0 and 4, indicating severe restrictions on civil liberties. This corresponds with broader findings

that over one-third of the global population (39.4%) lives under authoritarian rule (EIU 2024).

43 As remarked by Crawford (2006, 417-418).

4 The Civil Liberties Index is selected for examination instead of the Democracy Index to account for the
possibility that constitutional processes may remain accessible to citizens through means other than
democratic participation. For an in-depth examination of its methodology, see International IDEA (2020).
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Figure 2. Civil liberties index, 2023. Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (2006-2023) processed by Our World in Data. Note:
scores range from 0 to 10, with 10 indicating the highest level of civil liberties.
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To complement the EIU’s data, Figure 3 presents the Freedom House Global Freedom Status
map. While Freedom House’s methodology and assessment criteria lack transparency, its
rankings receive widespread attention and carry political weight. In this classification, states

are categorized as Free (green), Partly Free (yellow), or Not Free (purple). The global
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distribution reveals a stark divide: Western Europe, North America, and Oceania are
predominantly Free, whereas Russia, China, the Middle East, Central Asia, and much of Africa
fallunder the Not Free category. Latin America and Eastern Europe exhibit a mixed pattern,

with some countries classified as Partly Free while others maintain full democratic freedoms.

This pattern closely mirrors the trends seen in Figure 2, which depicts the EIU’s Civil Liberties
Index. If general access to constitutional processes were truly a prerequisite for recognising a

state's sovereignty, a significant number of existing states might not meet that standard.

The promise of development for post-colonial states has largely failed to materialise. Rather
than fostering self-sustaining growth, many of these states remain heavily reliant on Official
Development Aid (ODA), which continues to account for a substantial share of the
development being provided. In numerous African and post-colonial states, government
budgets are overshadowed by external aid flows, reinforcing their dependence on foreign

assistance rather than internal state capacity.

Forinstance, in 2022, Syria received 8.277 billion USD in development aid, while its
government spending amounted to just 0.64 billion USD. In the Democratic Republic of
Congo, government spending in 2023 stood at 5.27 billion USD, yet the previous year it
received 3.250 billion USD in ODA. Afghanistan, another fragile state, received 3.893 billion
USD in ODA in 2022, surpassing its 2023 government budget of 3.65 billion USD. Somalia,
similarly, received 1.938 billion USD in ODA in 2022, whereas its government spending in 2023
was only 0.80 billion USD. Sudan, despite having a significantly larger government budget of
19.04 billion USD, still relied on 1.558 billion USD in ODA that same year. (The Global

Economy, n.d.)

Figure 4 illustrates the global distribution of foreign aid received in 2023 (in constant 2022
USD), as visualized by Our World in Data. The highest aid recipients (marked in dark blue,
indicating $5 billion or more) are concentrated in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and parts of
the Middle East —regions with longstanding economic vulnerabilities and persistent
development challenges. Notably, countries such as Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Nigeria in
Africa, along with Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India in South Asia, stand out as major aid
recipients. Conversely, foreign aid flows to Latin America, Eastern Europe, and Southeast Asia

tend to be lower or moderate in comparison. The map underscores the unequal global
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distribution of aid and the continued dependence of many postcolonial states on external
financial assistance. Ukraine emerges as an outlier due to the exceptional circumstances of

the Russian invasion.

Figure 4. Foreign aid received, 2023. Source: Our World in Data (n.d.). Note: currency is constant 2022 USD.
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Despite the notion that states serve as the primary drivers of development, only 43% of
Official Development Aid (ODA) commitments between 2010 and 2019 were channelled
through recipient governments. Instead, 12.5% was directed through donor governments,
11% via multilateral organisations such as the UN and World Bank, and 8% through NGOS.
The remainder was distributed through various channels, including the private sector,

universities, think tanks, and public-private partnerships. (World Bank 2021, 28.)

The small percentage of ODA channelled directly through states becomes less surprising
when viewed alongside Figure 5, which presents the 2024 International Corruption Perception
Index (CPI) by Transparency International. In this index, brighter yellow indicates lower
corruption, while darker red signifies higher corruption levels. A clear pattern emerges: fragile
states tend to rank as more corrupt, with postcolonial states generally appearing in darker

red, whereas Western countries are predominantly in brighter yellow. 4

4 As with the other maps presented here, these scores should be interpreted as broad indicators rather than
precise measurements. While the CPlI is generally considered robust, it has notable limitations such as being
perception-based and elite-biased. Additionally, its simplified scoring system may streamline the complexities
of corruption too much. For more on the CPI’s methodology, see Transparency International (2024).
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Given this landscape, it is unsurprising that ODA donors prefer alternative distribution
channels over direct transfers to recipient governments — despite the significant

administrative costs associated with these workarounds.

Figure 5. International Corruption Perceptions Index 2024. Source: Transparency International (2025).

With much of development provision outsourced, what do postcolonial states allocate their
own funds to instead?“® According to the latest available World Bank data, the average
military expenditure for African states stands at approximately 2.2% of GDP, with a median of
1.7%.% Yet, if postcolonial borders are considered unchangeable and war-making is officially
denounced - and with police forces in place to maintain internal order — why do these states

still allocate significant resources to their militaries?

Military budgets remain essential because, in many postcolonial de jure states, war-making
has effectively merged with state-making. Official governments struggle to establish - or

never succeeded in establishing —a monopoly on violence.

Viewed through a Post-Bellicist lens, postcolonial states function as expected. Corruption

and inefficiency are not anomalies but structural outcomes in the absence of war-making.

46 This is not to suggest that a significant portion of budgets is not allocated toward development, even if such
spending is often plagued by inflated costs and ghost workers. For a striking example related to health and
pharmaceuticals, see Garrett (2007).

47 Military expenditure data varies from 1989 to 2023, though the vast majority of entries are from 2023. See
World Bank (n.d.).
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Without the historical mechanism that once forced rulers to bargain with their populations,

there is little incentive for civilian oversight or public accountability.

This section has summarised both the theoretical core of Post-Bellicism and its explanatory
relevance to the present state system. If formal independence alone were sufficient,
conditions in the formerly colonised states would have improved by now. Their continued

fragility underscores the need for something else.

Having established the inadequacy of international law, introduced the theoretical
foundations of Bellicism and Post-Bellicism, and applied the latter to expose its deeper
systemic flaws, the stage is now set. The following chapter presents the main contribution of

this thesis: Post-Bellicist Secession Theory (PBST) and the new theoretical insights it offers.
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4 Constructing the Post-Bellicist Secession Theory

This chapter carries out theory building required to answer the theoretical research question

presented in the introduction:
e T:“How can Post-Bellicism explain secession?”

As stated, the aim is to construct a revised theoretical framework — Post-Bellicist Secession
Theory (PBST) —that adapts Post-Bellicism to the phenomenon of secession. Once
developed, PBST is operationalised to address the following two empirical research

questions:

o ET1: Can material non-benefit and repression, as theorised in PBST, account for the
emergence of secessionist movements?
o E2:Can extraction interests plausibly account for the stance parent states and external

actors take toward independence attempts?

These empirical questions are designed to assess whether PBST’s key variables offer a
plausible explanation for the phenomenon of secession. The plausibility probing will be

carried out in the analysis chapter.

A theory-building approach is necessary because the original Post-Bellicist framework was
not originally developed to explain secession, but rather the broader phenomenon of state
weakness. To adapt it to this new domain, the theory is extended by incorporating insights
from Anderson’s (2006) Imagined Communities on identity formation to explain the
nationalistic form secession commonly takes. These insights are briefly summarised in the
process of theory construction. The result is a mid-level explanatory framework — Post-
Bellicist Secession Theory (PBST) — designed specifically to explain the emergence and

dynamics of secessionist movements.*®

As a more general remark on this fusion of theories, combining compatible theoretical
insights into a unified explanatory framework is seen as a worthwhile objective, which, if done

carefully, enables a more comprehensive understanding of the political world.

8 For further information on "middle-range” theories, see the sociologist and founder of the concept, R. Merton
(1968).
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This chapter is structured as follows. Section 4.1 explains and justifies the incorporation of
Anderson’s theory of imagined communities, which is used to clarify why secessionist claims
typically take a nationalist form. Section 4.2 introduces the core conceptual tools developed
alongside PBST. Section 4.3 then presents Post-Bellicist Secession Theory in full, using a
flowchart to illustrate its internal logic and causal pathways. With the theoretical model
established, the thesis proceeds to Chapter 5, where PBST is operationalised for empirical

analysis.

4.1 Incorporation of Imagined Communities into Post-Bellicism

This subsection briefly justifies the incorporation of Anderson’s (2006) insights into PBST.

Since his theory of imagined nations is widely known, it is not explored in depth here.

Anderson’s conception of nationality — grounded in material conditions and historical
construction - integrates seamlessly into the Post-Bellicist framework.*° The synthesis of
these two theories offers a grounded explanation not only for the conditions under which
secessionist movements arise, but also for why such movements consistently take shape
along nationalist lines, rather than other societal divisions like class or religion.

Borrowing from Anderson is essential to account for the form that secessionist claims tend to

take, while Post-Bellicism explains the why of those claims.

In Imagined Communities, Anderson (2006) argues that nations — not states, importantly — are
not primordial or natural entities, but socially constructed communities imagined by people
who perceive themselves as part of the same collective, despite never having met most of its
members. This act of imagination is made possible through shared cultural and institutional

frameworks.

Anderson's (2006) argument is that this "imagining" is shaped by specific material and
institutional conditions — particularly the spread of print capitalism, the bureaucratic
practices of colonial states, and the standardising role of mass education systems. The rise of

print media in vernacular languages enabled people to conceptualise themselves as part of

4 The credit for the revelation of Anderson’s Marxists underlying foundations is due to the nationalism scholar
Anthony D. Smith (1998), who might have regarded Anderson’s perspective on nationalism as a Marxist one, in
order to dismissiit.
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larger linguistic and political communities, while tools like the census, the map, and the
museum helped standardise and reproduce these imagined identities across space and time.
In this way, the form of the nation becomes intelligible not through ancient ethnic origins, but

through modern administrative and communicative structures.*

For the purposes of Post-Bellicist Secession Theory, Anderson’s (2006) insights are not
mobilised to explain the cause of secessionist movements, which PBST roots in failures of
state-making and material dissatisfaction, but rather to clarify the form these movements
tend to take. Anderson’s theory helps explain why the language of nationalism — and not
merely regionalism, tribalism, or class — becomes the dominant mode of identity politics

within secessionist struggles.

With the justification for including Anderson’s insights explored, the conceptual tools derived
from Post-Bellicism necessary for understanding PBST are then presented before introducing

the PBST itself.

4.2 Conceptual Tools to Explain Secession

To answer the theoretical research question — How can Post-Bellicism explain secession? —
this section introduces four additional concepts developed during the formulation of PBST:

levels of bargaining, the violence cost buffer, state-unravelling, and baseline resistance.

These tools emerged through sustained engagement with Bellicist and Post-Bellicist theory.
While neither Tilly nor Chowdhury articulated them explicitly, each concept is logically
derived from Post-Bellicist insights and proved essential for adapting the theory to explain

secession. Without them, the framework lacked the necessary precision to account for how

50 A compelling challenge to culture- and language-based explanations of nationalism is found in Anderson’s
(2006) insight that nationalism was originally an American invention. Creoles, who spoke the same language and
shared the same culture as the imperial core, nevertheless revolted and forged new national identities. This
demonstrates that when material interests demand it, even minor cultural distinctions — such as something as
trivial as a preferred beverage — can be mobilized to construct a distinct identity.

As further evidence, one could point to the existence of every distinct South American state — with the notable
exception of Brazil, whose historical trajectory differs significantly from the rest.
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secessionist movements arise, why they take the form they do, and how parent states and

external actors®’ respond.

The four conceptual tools are presented in turn, after which PBST is assembled and laid out

as a coherent framework. The first of these is levels of bargaining.

4.2.1 Levels of Bargaining

PBST builds upon the bellicist premise that states emerge and endure by fulfilling four
historically grounded functions: extraction, war-making, state-making, and protection.
However, the extent to which a modern state continues to act in accordance with this logic
depends on the institutional configuration of power — namely, the bargaining relationship
between rulers and the ruled. This relationship shapes whether state behaviour aligns with
long-term extractive rationality — and is rational state-logic-wise — or diverges into short-

termism and personalistic rule, being irrational state-logic-wise.

To capture this variation, PBST introduces a typological distinction between high-bargaining
and low-bargaining states. It should be noted that while treated here as a binary, in real world,
the scale is a spectrum. Similarly, the measuring of the “bargaining level” of a state is difficult,
and the distinction is mostly theoretical, with the bargaining levels of real-world states only
estimated instead of measured. The levels of bargaining stem from the historical process

which gave birth to states to begin with.5?

Over time, this process generates bargaining institutions —rules and structures that outlast
individual leaders and constrain arbitrary extraction. The strength and durability of these
institutions determine whether the state evolves into a high-bargaining or low-bargaining

configuration.

51 Following Chowdhury’s broad use of the term in Post-Bellicism, "external actors" here refers to neighbouring
states, international organisations, and other entities that possess extractive or strategic interests in the
outcome of a secessionist movement, and hold sufficient capacity to materially influence its success or failure.
52 As recited, in Bellicist theory, bargaining originates in the demands of war-making. When states face existential
threats from rivals of comparable strength, they must mobilise the broader population for defence. This
participation grants the population leverage: they can negotiate political and economic concessions in exchange
for their support. Once institutionalised, these concessions become embedded in law, bureaucracy, and
governance expectations.
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Below in Table 5 is an illustrative comparison of ideal-typical high-bargaining states and low-

bargaining states in central dimensions of state structures.

Table 5. Core Structural Differences Between High-Bargaining and Low-Bargaining States. Source: Author’s elaboration.

Dimension

Institutional Structure

Leadership Turnover

Source of Authority

Constraint on Ruler

Time Horizon

Extraction Method

Ruler-State Relationship

Policy Rationality

External Influence
Within

High-Bargaining State

Deeply institutionalised; rule-based
bureaucracy

Regular, rule-governed (elections, party
competition, legal norms)

Legitimised through institutions and public
accountability

Internal: courts, civil service, media, legal
norms

Long-term; rulers anticipate institutional
continuity

Negotiated: taxation, legal rents,
concessions to public

Ruler is one actor within a broader
apparatus

Structured around institutional self-
preservation

Limited or diffuse

Low-Bargaining State

Personalised or shallow;
authority concentrated in
individuals

Irregular; based on loyalty,
coercion, or dynastic succession

Rooted in personal control over
coercive apparatuses

Minimal internal checks; loyalty
networks dominate

Short-term; survival depends on
present control

Coercive: appropriation of
wealth, clientelist redistribution

Ruler and state often
indistinguishable

Often driven by personal gain or
regime survival

May be dominantin resource-
rich postcolonial contexts

The key differences visible in Table 5 boil down to the ruler of a high-bargaining state being an

actor within a broader system of the state, and thus having to align their actions with the

reproductive logic of that system. Rationality in this context means not self-preservation of

the ruler, but the preservation of the state’s extractive and protective capacity at large over

time.

In comparison, while low-bargaining states can act “rationally” in the sense of securing

extraction, they likely do so with a limited institutional memory and without a long-term logic
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of sustainability. Their rulers often pursue strategies that maximise short-term gain or

immediate control, even at the expense of long-term state functionality.

Importantly, there is a certain identified condition under which even low-bargaining states
have to act constrained. In some cases — especially in postcolonial contexts with valuable
natural resources — the survival of the ruling regime depends on external actors, such as
multinational corporations or foreign governments. These actors can impose external
rationality by conditioning support on policies that preserve resource access and political
stability. Thus, a low-bargaining state with strong external entanglements may behave more
predictably than one without them. Where internal constraints are absent, external

dependence can function as a substitute form of accountability.

With the concepts of high-bargaining and low-bargaining states established, it becomes
possible to assess when a state might diverge from the extraction-maximising rationale of
state logic. In such cases, its behaviour may fall outside the explanatory scope of PBST and be

considered irrational.

Before turning to the next theoretical tool, a deeper clarification is needed on how bargaining
level differs from state strength. While the two concepts are often correlated, they refer to
distinct dimensions of statehood. The following section explores this distinction in more

detail.

4.2.2 Weak and Strong States vs High-Bargaining and Low-Bargaining States

A further aspect that requires clarification is the distinction between strong states and weak
states. As generally understood in IR, the variation between weak and strong states overlaps
butis not equivalent to the distinction between high-bargaining and low-bargaining states

introduced in this framework.

A strong state is one that possesses the capacity to extract, enforce, and administer; a weak
state lacks such capacity. In contrast, a high-bargaining state is one in which the population
plays a significant role in constraining the actions of rulers, while in a low-bargaining state, the

population has little or no say in how the state is governed.
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This conceptual separation allows for a theoretical mapping of state types by both capacity

and bargaining structure. Table 6 below provides such a matrix. It also speculates how

different state types would approach the production and delivery of human rights, and

suggests illustrative examples.

Table 6. Theoretical Typology of States by Strength and Bargaining Level. Source: Author’s elaboration.

State Strength

Strong State

Approach to Human
Rights

Illustrative Example

Weak State

Approach to Human
Rights

Illustrative Example

High-Bargaining

“Institutional State”
Rulers are institutionally constrained

Capable and willing to deliver rights

E.g. Germany, Finland

“Transitional/Delegative Democracy”
(Rare and Unstable)

Incapable of delivering rights, but
generally refrains from violating them

E.g. Tunisia (post-2011), Ukraine (pre-
2022)

Low-Bargaining

“Authoritarian Extractor”
High enforcement capacity with
minimal accountability

Capable but may choose not to deliver
rights

E.g. China, UAE

“Personalist Fragile State”

Incapable of delivering and likely to
infringe on negative rights

E.g. South Sudan, Central African
Republic

As shown in Table 6, the “Institutional State” — strong and high-bargaining — represents the

ideal type typically assumed in international law. This is the kind of state expected to uphold

rights, maintain internal legitimacy, and participate responsibly in the international system. In

contrast, “Authoritarian Extractors” are also strong states in terms of enforcement capacity,

but they lack meaningful bargaining mechanisms. While they can deliver rights, they often

choose not to, and their legitimacy tends to rest more on performance than participation.

On the weaker end of the typology are two state forms often overlooked by IL and IR theory, as

discussed earlier. “Transitional” or “Delegative Democracies” are rare and unstable: these

weak but high-bargaining states may be on a path toward strength, provided they gain

sufficient material capacity. Lastly, “Personalist Fragile States” —typically postcolonialin

origin — combine weak institutions with low bargaining capacity. As noted previously, these
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states inherit a legacy of non-bargaining and are often unable or unwilling to deliver even

basic rights.

To further clarify the mechanism of bargaining as a driver of state formation, the two following

figures illustrate the core dynamics at play.

Figure 6 visualises the relationship between state capability, level of bargaining, and ruler
freedom. As theorised in Post-Bellicism, European state formation was shaped by a simple
imperative: bargain or perish. To build up war-making and state-making capacity (“State
Capability” on the vertical axis), rulers had to engage in increasing levels of bargaining with
their populations (horizontal axis on the left). As capability rose through bargaining, rulers
simultaneously lost discretionary power — captured here as declining “Ruler Freedom”
(dashed vertical line on the right). This trade-off, enforced by military necessity, steadily
eroded personal rule and laid the foundation for institutional states. The “violence cost

buffer” shown in the lower-left corner is discussed in the next sub-section.

Figure 6. The Bargaining Path: Effects of Bargaining on State Capability and Ruler Freedom. Source: Author’s elaboration.
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Figure 7. The Effects of Valuable Natural Resources (VNR) on Initial State Capability and Ruler Freedom. Source: Author’s
elaboration.
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Figure 7 then shows how the possession of valuable natural resources (VNR) alters this
dynamic.®® A state endowed with such resources starts off with a significantly higher level of
capability, even without bargaining, as VNR amplify the state’s violence cost buffer. However,
this boost comes at a price: rulers find their freedom more constrained from the outset, due
to reliance on external capital and influence needed to monetise those resources. Due to the
already high capacity, as well as considerably lowered ruler freedom, there is little incentive
to bargain further. This divergence is even more pronounced in the current global context,
where the absence of “costly but winnable” war has made the bargaining pathway largely

obsolete.>

53|t should be noted that the values in Figure 7, as well as those in Figure 6 before, are illustrative approximations
and do not represent exact or measured relationships between capability, ruler freedom, and bargaining.

54 Even though the comparison between modern discoveries of oil and the collapse of the gold-reliant Spanish
empire could be interesting.
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As indicated, both figures include the term “violence cost buffer” — the second theoretical tool

required for understanding PBST, which will now be elaborated.

4.2.3 Violence Cost Buffer

An effective state, by definition, maintains a monopoly on violence. But beyond monopoly, it
must also sustain its capacity to project violence - typically in the form of an army and police
force. The individuals recruited into these roles in low-bargaining conditions have typically
been drawn from segments of the population with limited material security, for whom
authoritative and risk-prone work remains relatively attractive. This allows the state to

maintain a coercive apparatus without bargaining broadly with society.*®

As aresult, populous states that have completed basic state-making can typically engage in
low-cost wars using their standing forces. In contrast, smaller or fragmented states must
mobilise the broader population - raising both economic and political costs by triggering new

bargaining demands.

Because the apparatus of violence must be maintained regardless of use, it can be deployed
opportunistically to pursue state interests, even when doing so yields limited marginal gains.
This logic is particularly unrestrained in low-bargaining states: the legal and institutional
boundaries on violence are minimal, and rulers face few internal constraints on how and
where coercion is applied. In contrast, even the least privileged citizens in high-bargaining
states tend to have more to lose, making them harder to conscript and less amenable to

participation in repression.

This dynamic gives rise to what may be called a violence cost buffer: A threshold of pre-
existing coercive capacity that allows the state to repress, discipline, or wage limited war

without incurring new costs — as long as it relies on already-funded coercive forces.

The existence of this buffer has important implications for how states behave under pressure.
Coercion appears “free” from the state’s perspective up to this point — violence does not
register as a material cost until it requires reconfiguration, expansion, or redistribution of

resources. This structural feature allows states, especially those with low bargaining

% Similar effect happens during hostile occupation - for example, the German army enlisted Soviet prisoners of
war into its ranks, despite obvious ideological differences. See, for example, Grasmeder (2021).
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environments, to pursue repressive strategies with relative ease, delaying or entirely avoiding

bargaining altogether.

Refer back to Figure 6 to see the state capability starting off relatively higher than bargaining.
This illustrates the rent from the control of the monopoly of violence; the violence cost buffer.
Now, refer to Figure 7, and compare how the violence cost buffer is illustrated as higher. This
is due to the profits gained from selling valuable natural resources, which can be used to
purchase far 