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Abstract 

This study interrogates different domestic and international factors that lead to support for secessions. It questions why South 

Sudan’s secession was strongly supported by Western great powers. It uses realist theory and norms of sovereignty as an 

analytical conceptual framework for understanding the national interests of the Western great powers in supporting 

independence and conferring sovereignty. It argues that support for secessions and international recognition have more to do 

with the great powers’ own interests, particularly, the U.S., rather than the fulfillment of the criteria of international law. The 

analysis examines six competing arguments (hypotheses) such as: history of conflict; agreed framework and commitment of 

local population; compatible norms and internationalized ethnic politics; status of the mother state in the eyes of the 

international community; economic benefits, and security and stability interests in the case of South Sudan. A comparison of 

these hypotheses with the cases of Somaliland and Western Sahara shows that the unique case of support for South Sudan 

statehood was due to its long and bitter history of conflict, to compatible norms and internationalized ethnic politics-

particularly with the U.S, as well as the diminished status of Sudan in the eyes of the international community, especially with 

regard to human rights violations in Darfur and the security and stability interests triggered by September 11th 2001. The 

remaining two hypotheses, agreed framework and commitment of the local population, along with economic benefits, appear 

not to be unique to the case of South Sudan since the agreed framework was present for both South Sudan and Western Sahara 

and commitment of the local population was present in all three cases. The second factor (economic benefits) is particularly 

relevant to Western Sahara, since the U.S. and France have an interest in Morocco’s resources and hence are less interested in 

Saharawi’s independence. 
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1. Introduction 

The birth of any state in the world is influenced by other 

nation-states that have both political and economic power. 

Political power distinguishes the regional from the great 

powers since the latter determines international influence in 

secessions and recognition of states. Although secession is 

not a new phenomenon in international and comparative 

politics, the end of the Cold War has made it a critical area of 

research with the dissolution of the USSR and of Yugoslavia. 

This is not to dispute the fact that secession is as old as histo-

ry and began in 933 B.C.E when the tribes of northern Israel 
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seceded from the ‘larger Davidian Kingdom’ soon after King 

Solomon died (Siroky, 2009). [42] This theological anecdote 

serves as the etymology of secession. 

While some secession took place in Europe around the 

1900s and again during the 1990s, other cases took place in 

Asia between the 1970s and 1990s and also in Africa in the 

1990s. Experiencing the increasing number of secessionist 

movements in the post-Cold War period, the great powers 

(U.S., UK, France, Russia and China) reacted in contradicto-

ry ways, by supporting and recognizing some cases of seces-

sion while neglecting others. Why is this so? Why, for exam-

ple, did the great powers support the secessions of Timor-

Leste and of Eritrea, but not of South Ossetia, Abkhazia or 

Chechnya? Why did the great powers strongly support the 

recent secession of South Sudan but not the cases of Somali-

land or Western Sahara? What is so particular about South 

Sudan that the whole world, led by the enduring great pow-

ers, supported its secession and massively recognized it as a 

sovereign independent state, while its sister-regions such as 

Somaliland and Western Sahara, which had sought independ-

ence earlier, did not get any support? 

Is this more to do with the great powers’ national interests? 

Or is it more to do with the perceived stability that the seced-

ing region would bring to the international community? This 

raises an important theoretical and empirical concern in in-

vestigating the great powers’ support to secessions and 

recognition of statehood and this study seeks to contribute to 

this debate. 

Methodology and outline of the study 

This study relied on elite interviews conducted during 

short field visits and on secondary sources. It combines pro-

cess tracing and the comparative method in order to deter-

mine how the South Sudan case became so different from the 

cases of Somaliland and Western Sahara. Because the com-

parative method shows the existence of causal mechanisms, 

but not why and how causation occurs, process tracing with-

in case comparisons validate causal chains, causal processes 

and contextual evidence and is suitable for this research. 

The great powers’ support for secession and recognition is 

influenced by the U.S. and Western European countries. The 

study shall argue that the domestic and international envi-

ronment of the seceding region determines the level of sup-

port from the great powers. The argument of this paper is 

outlined as follows: section one introduces the research ques-

tion and methodology while, section two discusses the con-

cept of secession, the norms of sovereignty and the realist 

theory. Section three accounts for the selection of cases, and 

sets out arguments for why the South Sudan secession was 

strongly supported. The study shall examine competing ar-

guments concerning domestic and international factors to 

account for the support to South Sudan’s secession. In doing 

so, the study shall test hypotheses such as: the history of con-

flict; the existence of agreed framework and the commitment 

of the local population; the existence of compatible norms 

and internationalized ethnic politics; the status of the mother 

state in the eyes of the international community; the econom-

ic benefits, and the security and stability interest. The study 

shall then situate these hypotheses within a baseline compar-

ison with Somaliland and Western Sahara in order to deter-

mine which amongst these six hypotheses if any is (are) 

unique and stand to explain the great powers’ support for 

South Sudan’s secession. Section four discusses and presents 

the valid hypotheses according to the empirical literature and 

elite interviews and section five concludes with a summary 

of the arguments and and section six gives a direction for 

further research. 

2. The Concept of Secession 

Many political scientists and legal scholars have defined 

and explained secession at length. There have been scholarly 

spats about which definition should be adopted and which 

should not. James Crawford defines it as...“the creation of a 

state by the use or threat of force without the consent of the 

former sovereignty” [8]. Julie Dahlitz defines it as follows: 

“the issue of secession arises whenever a significant propor-

tion of the population of a given territory, being part of a 

state, expresses the wish by word or by deed to become a 

sovereign state in itself or to join and become part of another 

sovereign state” [9]. 

However, the definition of Aleksander Pavkovic and Peter 

Radan is relevant to the greater debate of this study. They 

define secession as “a process of withdrawal of a territory 

and its population from an existing state and the creation of a 

new state on that territory” [36]. They further note that seces-

sion is complete when it leads to recognition of independ-

ence. However, when secession does not lead to statehood 

then it becomes only attempted secession. Although the ar-

gument of Pavkovic and Radan is robust, it concentrates on 

the substance and not on the procedure of secession. Achiev-

ing secession is an important goal, but how it is achieved is 

even more important. In setting out the procedure of seces-

sion, Woodrow Wilson, in his seminal fourteen points speech 

dubbed the “principle (s) of national self-determination”, 

contends that the procedure of secession must be: 

Based upon a strict observance of the principle that in de-

termining all such questions of sovereignty, the interests of 

the populations concerned must have equal weight with the 

equitable claims of the government whose title is to be de-

termined [45]. 

Woodrow argued for the principle of self-determination to 

be “people” driven and the 1919 Paris Peace accord defined 

‘people’ as the “ethnic groups that had become nationally 

mobilized, and numerous states that were carved out of the 

ruins of the Russian, German, Austro-Hungarian, and Otto-

man empires along broadly ethnic lines” [31]. These divi-

sions led to the polarization of ethnic groups into many small 

sub-ethnic societies and later ended by encouraging various 

regions to pursue secessions. 

As a result, the increase in demand resulted into the en-
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shrining of principles in the states’ constitutions. For exam-

ple, the principle of national self-determination was recog-

nized in the Soviet constitution in the 1920’s and conse-

quently recognized as an international law in the 1960’s. Alt-

hough the right of self-determination became a crucial factor 

in the procedure of secession, not all secessionists followed 

international agreed procedures and many ended by making 

unilateral declarations of interdependences. However, groups 

that seek special status, increased autonomy and additional 

civil rights short of formal governmental separation are not 

secessionists even, if their message is nationalist [5]. Equally, 

groups that seek to overthrow a regime, carryout revolutions 

or need to join other states are not secessionists but states 

reformers. 

After having seceded, a group or region may need recogni-

tion in order to engage with the international system. How 

can sovereignty be conferred on a region that has seceded? 

2.1. Norms of Sovereignty 

Andreas Osiander and Stephen Krasner are the two widely 

known scholars who have worked on the conceptualization 

of sovereignty. Although the two are seen as sceptical with 

regard to the concept, they nonetheless provide an insight 

understanding in practice. Stephen Krasner outlines four 

understandings of sovereignty: 

International legal sovereignty, referring to the practice as-

sociated with mutual recognition, Westphalia sovereignty, 

referring to the political organization based on the exclusion 

of external actors, Domestic sovereignty, referring to the 

formal organization of political authority and interdepend-

ence sovereignty, referring to the ability of public authorities 

to control border movements [26]. 

All these definitions give a nuanced understanding of the 

applicability of sovereignty; however, since this study is fo-

cusing on support for secession, then international legal sov-

ereignty becomes more important for explaining why some 

states are recognized while others are not. 

Krasner argues that the basic guidelines for recognition 

have not been applied equally to all states and governments. 

Instead, Krasner contends that mutual recognition has been 

anchored in interests of the great powers and institutions. He 

acknowledges that governments and regions that should have 

been recognized have not been and that international institu-

tions such as the World Trade Organization have instead giv-

en status to entities such as Hong Kong, even though they do 

not possess the legal status of a sovereign state [26]. Fur-

thermore, during the opening ceremonies of the Olympic 

Games in London 2012, the Olympic committee recognized 

secessionists’ movements such as Palestine and Taiwan as 

entities although these are not legally recognized sovereign 

states. This makes scholars question if sovereignty could be 

granted to self-claimed autonomous entities and Andreas 

Siander argues “it was not realized, far from being traditional, 

this ideology had its roots only in the transient nineteenth-

century heyday of state autonomy” [34]. Whether or not this 

would provide an explanation for the recognition of South 

Sudan in terms of the shared sovereignty with Sudan stipu-

lated by the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), 

the extension of diplomatic recognition has not been legally 

premised, but politically motivated. This makes Stephen 

Krasner view “sovereignty as hypocrisy and in practice af-

fords few of the protections that it promotes in principle” 

[26]. 

But why is recognition important? Stephen Krasner further 

notes that recognition can pave the way for membership of 

international organizations, some of which provide financial 

aid; as well as facilitate the conclusion of treaties and in-

crease domestic political support [26]. The appeal of becom-

ing a fully-fledged member of the United Nations, can lead 

to economic and security benefits for a state (Ibid). But what 

is important to be kept in mind is the inconsistent application 

of international legal sovereignty. For example, a state that 

may meet international legal requirements, such as Somali-

land, was not recognized; however, Eritrea was recognized 

by the international community but did not meet basic gov-

ernance criteria. Stephen Krasner then views international 

legal sovereignty as having “clear logics of appropriateness, 

but these logics are sometimes inconsistent with logic of 

consequences. Given the absence of authoritative institutions 

and power asymmetries, rulers can follow logic of conse-

quences and reject logic of appropriateness. So principles 

have been enduring but violated” [26]. 

From such an analysis, it appears that sovereignty does not 

follow clearly laid down norms. So why did the great powers 

confer sovereignty on South Sudan? 

2.2. Realist Theory 

Hans J. Morgenthau, recognized as the father of interna-

tional relations coined the realist theory. Known as political 

realism, the realist theory’s central argument is that states’ 

interaction in the international system is based on national 

interest and security rather than ideals. The main signpost 

that helps political realism to find its way through the land-

scape of international politics is the concept of interest de-

fined in terms of power [33]. This theory helps to explain 

why some secessions like the case of South Sudan, were 

strongly supported while others such as those of Western 

Sahara and Somaliland were not. States will engage the in-

ternational system in a zero-sum game to maximize their 

own power and prevent international anarchy. In maximizing 

their power and interests, the weakest states will “have a say” 

while the strongest states will “have their way” [38]. This 

means that the great powers will use their economic and po-

litical might to rally support for an ally’s secession and the 

conferring of recognition and withhold those of a non- ally, 

no matter how genuine the case. 

Although the great powers’ support for secession may be 

determined by their own national interest, they will also ob-
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serve certain prerequisites that a seceding region should fulfil 

in order for it to be supported and recognized as a state. The 

Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States 

of 1933 states as conditions that a region must have: 

1) a permanent population; 

2) a defined territory; 

3) a functioning government; and 

4) capacity to enter into relations with the other states [32]. 

What is interesting is that, even though the Montevideo 

Convention stipulates such clear prerequisites, not all seced-

ing regions that fulfil these conditions come to be recognized. 

For example, South Sudan and Somaliland both met these 

conditions, but, Somaliland was not recognized. Western 

Sahara is close to meeting them but failed to be recognized. 

This shows that the national interests of great powers are 

more important than mere fulfillment by a region or people 

of the Montevideo Convention. So, various strategies of the 

great powers will determine the viability of new states in the 

international community. 

To be sure, many domestic movements believe that they 

can operate as sovereign states, but “without any formal 

recognition even the most internally organized seceded re-

gion cannot be considered as a sovereign state” [43]. Thus, a 

unilateral declaration of independence has no value in the 

international community if it fails to attract support from 

other states. It is important to argue that all foreign recogni-

tion or support for secession does not carry equal weight 

politically. An act of recognition conferred by a major power 

has a greater impact on the process of secession than recog-

nition granted by a weaker state [35]. Support for secession 

from a number of great powers is just as important as from 

one or two power states. Combined power in the internation-

al system rings out when world superpowers, under the stew-

ardship of the U.S., extend recognition to a new state. 

Although the great powers motives for support for seces-

sions and for recognition have always remained their own, 

much rests on the domestic and international environment of 

a seceding region. I now turn to case studies and to the test-

ing of competing arguments (hypotheses). 

3. Case Studies and Competing 

Arguments 

3.1. Selection of Cases 

The study focuses on Somaliland and Western Sahara as 

the baseline comparisons with South Sudan. Somaliland and 

Western Sahara are struggling African regions that share a 

similar history with South Sudan. For example, the history of 

conflict with their home governments is a common historical 

denominator for all three cases. Moreover, the history of co-

lonialism clusters them together. Although South Sudan was 

colonized as part of Greater Sudan by Britain, Somaliland by 

Britain and Western Sahara by Spain, the three cases share a 

history of conquest and colonial legacies. In terms of differ-

ence, South Sudan is predominantly a Christian and animist 

region, while Somaliland and Western Sahara are predomi-

nantly Islamic regions. By using these cases, it will be im-

portant to determine why the South Sudan case is unique and 

what interests benefited the great powers, isolating it from 

these two other African cases. 

3.2. Competing Arguments 

3.2.1. Domestic Factors 

History of conflict 

The history of conflict in Sudan is viewed through the 

lenses of identity and marginalization. Francis Deng provides 

a comprehensive background of ethnic identity. He views 

identity as social dimension and argues that it is a “set of 

persons marked by a label and distinguished by implicit or 

explicit rules and characteristics such as beliefs, desires, 

moral commitments, race, gender, ethnicity, religion, lan-

guage, and culture” [12]. He contends that ethnic identities 

were strong in Sudan with Arabs regarding themselves as a 

superior race while regarding black Africans as less worthy 

(Ibid). This tendency led to a slave trade during the periods 

of Turco-Egyptian rule (1821-1884), Mahidiya rule (1885-

1899), and the Anglo-Egyptian rule (1899-1956). The people 

involved of course could have been Europeans, Turks, Egyp-

tians, Arabs or any other light skinned race which took part 

in the raiding expeditions for slaves that afflicted the area 

from the earliest recorded times [11]. Although the British 

Imperialist rulers abolished the slave trade in 1898, it re-

curred in 1987. 

Furthermore, the imposition of Arab and Islamic culture 

explains another strand of conflict of identity as Christian 

Knox argues: “in particular, it was the imposition of Arab, 

Islamic identity by the government in Khartoum that caused 

decades of alienation among many Sudanese living in the 

South who primarily thought of themselves as African and 

either Christians or belonging to traditional African religions” 

[25]. As a result, Southern Sudan was isolated and cut off 

from Sudan in terms of development. Douglas Johnson ar-

gues that the southern region was a closed off part of Sudan 

[23]. The area, according to him, was like a ‘tribal zoo’. 

Johnson further notes that the introduction of Native Admin-

istration by Anglo-Egyptians made Southern Sudan a back-

ward region. This new system of Native Administration in 

the South was further reinforced by the Closed Districts Or-

dinance, first introduced in 1922, which prevented Southern-

ers from accessing development opportunities [23]. However, 

in reaction to such policies, the South Sudanese waged two 

civil wars against the oppressive northern regime. 

In 1955, the first “Anyanya One” war, fought by Southern 

Sudanese rebels against the Khartoum government, was an 

expression of rebellion against exclusion, neglect, persecu-

tion and the trading of Southerners as slaves. This traditional 

war halted with the signing of the 1972 Addis Ababa peace 
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Agreement, which promised a right of self-determination to 

the Southern Sudanese. Lacking international backing, the 

Addis Ababa Agreement was abrogated ten years later by 

President Jaafar Nimeiry, asserting that it respected neither 

the Koran nor the Bible [1]. This action led to a second war 

in 1983, which "claimed an estimated two million lives, in-

jured millions, displaced four million people, created im-

measurable vulnerabilities and plunged the region into fur-

ther degradation” [28]. 

It is against such a historical account of conflict that some 

of the great powers and influential actors such as the U.S., 

UK and Norway, became known as the “Troika”, as well as 

friends of the Sudanese peace process amongst other partners, 

began the search for peace in Sudan. The result of their ef-

forts was the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), 

signed in 2005, which recognized the right of self-

determination, and paved the way for the secession of South 

Sudan [38]. 

In contrast, Somaliland’s history of conflict is not as se-

vere as that of South Sudan. Somali conflicts were viewed 

not through ethnic identity or marginalization lenses but as 

clan disputes. The history goes back to the union of British 

Somaliland with Italian Somalia to form the Republic of 

Somalia in 1960. Of course, the 1969 coup, staged by Major 

General Mohammed Siad Barre, posed a great influence in 

Somali politics. However, by the 1990s, the moral authority 

of Barre’s Daarooq clan government had collapsed, leading 

to the Somali civil war [39]. This war, carried out by militias 

group of Isaaq clan, led by the Somali National Movement 

(SNM) based in Hargeisa, led to an estimated ten thousand 

deaths (Ibid). Several months later, the SNM declared the 

independence of the northern Somaliland territory. The 

commonly argued reason for the commencement of civil war 

and unilateral declaration of independence (UDI) by the 

northern Somalilanders has been the assertion of the Somali 

state’s collapse driven by economic crisis [38]. The Isaaq 

clan elites wanted to control the new economy in this inde-

pendent state and to directly benefit from its commerce. 

However, because of the common language, culture and reli-

gion shared by the people of Somaliland and Somalia, and 

with no ethnic discrimination and major atrocities committed 

between the two regions, the great powers viewed it as un-

necessary to recognize Somaliland as a sovereign state and 

instead regarded this as the African Union’s affair. 

Western Sahara’s history of conflict is also not as protract-

ed as that of South Sudan. Although it had the 1975-1991 

war with Morocco that led to the death of 14,000 to 21,000 

people from both sides, the destruction of war is not as se-

vere as the Sudanese civil wars [38]. Moreover, Western Sa-

hara shared Arab ethnicity with those of Morocco. Having 

been a Spanish colony from 1884 to 1975, Western Sahara 

was to be granted independence in 1975, but Morocco and 

Mauritania approached the International Court of Justice and 

interpreted its ruling as supporting their historical claims to 

the territory [22]. However, Mauritania relinquished its 

claims on Western Sahara and Morocco took control. An-

gered by this move, the Polisario Front unilaterally declared 

Western Sahara an independent state and to be known as the 

Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic. The Polisario Front 

later agreed to pursue peaceful negotiations which have 

reached a cul-de-sac on the issue of a referendum. Thus, the 

history of conflict was rooted in power struggles and not 

based on ethnicity. Therefore, on the basis of its single eth-

nicity and culture, the great powers have viewed the issue of 

Saharawi’s independence as less grievous and urgent than 

that of South Sudan. 

Agreed framework and commitment of local population 

Support for South Sudanese secession can be explained 

from the perspective of the framework of the Comprehensive 

Peace Agreement (CPA), which stipulated the right of self-

determination of the people of South Sudan and thus their 

right to either confirm unity or opt for secession. The 

Machakos Protocol, Article 1.3, states that “the people of 

South Sudan have the right to self-determination, inter alia, 

through a referendum to determine their future status” [10]. 

Most of the great powers influenced the implementation of 

CPA. The “Troika” put pressure on Sudanese government 

and rallied support from their allies for the timely holding of 

the referendum vote and further recognition of the independ-

ence of South Sudan. Of course, the high level of interna-

tional participation in the crafting of the CPA, which led to 

secession, meant that the global community was willing to 

recognize the new nation as soon as it declared independence 

[25]. 

In contrast, Somaliland’s secession did not follow any 

agreed framework, such as the right of self-determination for 

the declaration of independence in 1991. Although the 2001 

constitutional referendum is referenced by Somaliland schol-

ars as having been successful and an indication in favour of 

recognition, this was a constitutional dispensation that car-

ried no weight of statehood. Conversely, the 1991 declaration 

of independence can be viewed as a confirmation of the June 

1960’s independence of Somaliland from Britain, which 

originally separated Somaliland from Somalia. However, a 

voluntary “Act of Union” between the two countries seems 

to carry legal weight and negates the 1991 withdrawal and 

declaration of Somaliland statehood. Moreover, the 1991 

UDI appeared impromptu and lacked a consensus among all 

clans. There exists a wide claim that independence was an 

interest of the Isaaq clan. However, Ali Ismael argues that, 

although the Isaaq clan comprises sub-clans such as the Gar-

hajis, Habar Awal and Habar Jelo, the Garhajis, the largest 

and most powerful sub-clan, was against secession [20]. 

On the other hand, the Western Sahara case challenges the 

agreed framework argument. Although Western Sahara’s 

secession was detailed in the United Nations-Organization of 

African Unity framework, which later became the UN Set-

tlement Plan, allowing Saharawi’s to exercise their right of 

self-determination through a referendum. The question of 

who was eligible to vote caused a stalemate and as a result, 
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the Moroccan government disputed the referendum. Howev-

er, the great powers showed no interest in putting pressure on 

both parties, showing that the agreed framework argument is 

a necessary, but not sufficient, prerequisite for support for 

secession. 

Whereas agreed framework can be a step forward, advo-

cacy for independence becomes more important. In the case 

of South Sudan’s secession, the commitment of the local 

population also played a critical role. Seven months before 

the referendum, campaigns for independence were spread 

across South Sudan. Cirino Hiteng termed the role played by 

youth in educating and campaigning for secession as a 

‘unique sense of nationalism’ [17]. Moreover, Hon. Michael 

Makuei contended that the South Sudanese, at civil society 

and government levels, had chosen independence even be-

fore the poll [19]. While the campaigns were reported as ‘all 

citizens for secession’, the local and international media 

picked this up as the sole choice of the people of South Su-

dan. This challenges Ivor Jennings’ assertion that “people 

cannot decide unless someone decides who the people are” 

[21]. 

Certainly, the organization of such nationwide demonstra-

tions was perhaps motivated by the unity of all sixty three 

sub-ethnic groups and their political elites. One of the possi-

ble avenues for such unity was perhaps the ‘All Southern 

Sudanese Political Parties Conference’ held in October 2010, 

which later agreed a message of unity of 23 political parties 

for the secession of South Sudan [18]. As argued by Dank-

wart Rustow, national unity implies nothing mysterious 

about daily pledges of allegiance, about personal identity in 

the psychoanalyst’s sense, or about a grand political purpose 

pursued by the citizenry as a whole but about the deepest self 

reflections and love [40]. As the referendum drew nearer, 

many opinion polls revealed the massive support for inde-

pendence. The Agency for Independent Media (AIM) re-

leased its opinion polls on 16th September 2010 in Juba, 

showing 96% of South Sudanese as supporting independence 

[10]. Convinced by opinion polls, the U.S. Deputy Chief of 

Mission in Juba acknowledged that “our support to South 

Sudan’s secession was motivated by the overwhelming deci-

sion of the people of South Sudan several months before 

referendum polls day” [15]. 

In the case of Somaliland, there was a local population 

commitment to independence though not through domestic 

street demonstrations as in the case of South Sudan, but 

through diaspora community campaigns. Domestic participa-

tion was affected by disunity amongst the clans, sub-clans 

and political elites, as argued earlier. This problem emanated 

from a lack of a strong political centre that could bring all the 

clans together. The advantage that Southern Sudan had over 

Somaliland was an interim semi-autonomous government 

that embraced all ethnic groups under ten decentralized state 

governments [38]. 

Western Sahara also had a local population commitment 

for independence, yet, still failed to attract the great powers’ 

support. For example, several protests and campaigns carried 

out by Saharawi did not influence the U.S. and its Western 

allies to support independence. One of the memorable 

demonstrations was the Gdeim Lzik protest of November 

2009, which mobilized over five hundred Saharawi demand-

ing independence, but which later ended with hundreds of 

deaths and hundreds arrested by the Moroccan authorities [3]. 

This therefore negates the argument of local population 

commitment, showing this as a necessary, but not a sufficient, 

prerequisite of support from the great powers to secessions. 

3.2.2. International Factors 

Compatible norms and internationalized ethnic politics 

Moral and cultural sociologists argue that shared values 

and ethnic relations cement ties and cooperation. The case of 

South Sudan’s successful secession can be attributed to a 

sharing of values such as religious beliefs and linguistic as-

sociation with Western countries. It is plausible to argue that 

the majority of the Western powers, under leadership of the 

U.S., are predominately Christian states. South Sudan, which 

is mainly a Christian region, marshaled support for its inde-

pendence on these grounds. The bedrock of such support was 

seen through the activism of Western churches. For example, 

both U.S. evangelical churches and Christian solidarity ad-

vocated the ending of slavery and of the plight of the South-

ern Sudanese through peace in Sudan [40]. The influence of 

the traditional evangelical community was so immense in 

U.S. politics that when Bush was elected in 2004, 78% of his 

votes came from evangelicals [14]. Hence the evangelical 

movements and other Christian activists, maintaining the 

same political influence, convinced the U.S. government to 

intercede on behalf of South Sudan. Allen Hertzke, in his 

Annual Paul Henry’s Lecture, argued: 

Due to the activists’ pressured on the U.S. government; the 

Sudan peace accord was made lawful by enactment of the 

Sudan Peace Act 2002, which plucked the tragedy of Sudan 

from the backwaters of international concern. Long before 

the current crisis in Darfur, and long before September 11th 

2001, highlighted the threat of militant Islamic ideology, 

Christian solidarity activists and their Jewish allies sounded 

the alarm about the genocidal aims of Khartoum’s self-

described Jihad against its African population - a population 

made up of tribal religionists, Christians and non-militant 

Muslims [16]. 

Although religion may appear to be an important social tie, 

the adoption of linguistic enclaves, such as English as an 

official language of South Sudan, increased the motivation 

for supporting its secession. However, Somaliland also 

adopted English as its official language, yet failed to gain 

recognition. The migration patterns of the South Sudanese 

could have perhaps strengthened support for South Sudan’s 

secession. Many South Sudanese sought asylum in the U.S. 

and the resettlement of three thousand five hundred South 

Sudanese ‘lost boys’ and lost girls’ during the civil war deep-

ened the affinity between the two nations, despite distance 
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[2]. The ‘lost boys’ and girls’ increased Western countries’ 

understanding of the conflicts and civil wars in Sudan. 

Apart from these social ties, ethnic politics has increasing-

ly been regarded as a central element in support for secession 

from third party states. Saideman (1997) argues, for instance, 

that states support the side in an ethnic conflict that includes 

the leaders’ constituents. He further asserts that “ethnic poli-

tics serves as a critical dynamic compelling some politicians 

to support secession elsewhere while constraining others” 

[41]. In the U.S., for example, the tri-partisan coalition of the 

Black Caucus, the Sudan Caucus and the Jewish Zionist 

movements was seen as having championed the cause of 

supporting South Sudanese black Africans’ freedom. Crucial-

ly viewed as the peak of American’s support of South Suda-

nese, numerous congressmen such as Frank Wolf, Michael 

Capuano and the late Donald Payne advocated for South 

Sudan’s independence. In 1989, Rep. Wolf travelled into the 

war-ravaged terrain of Southern Sudan to become the first 

U.S. representative to meet with the head of the Southern 

Sudanese rebels, the late John Garang [15]. Payne, a black 

congressman, followed a few years later, and on his return to 

Washington pushed for the U.S. House of Representatives to 

pass a resolution endorsing the right of the Southern Suda-

nese to exercise self-determination [38]. Although these three 

played leading roles, there were others who also supported 

the South Sudanese underground. “Behind all this was [and] 

still is, a small group of people who have been working be-

hind the scenes for almost 20 years to make this independ-

ence a success”, a senior member of the U.S. government 

remarked during the proclamation of South Sudan’s inde-

pendence [15]. 

In contrast Somaliland is predominately Muslim. It is ar-

guable that the great powers, which are in their majority 

Christian states, could not support Somaliland’s secession, 

because religious groups such as the traditional evangelical 

movements and Christian solidarity activists in the U.S. 

would mostly be motivated to champion the Christians’ 

cause. This also applies in the case of Western Sahara, which 

is preponderantly an Islamic region. Although both Somali-

land and Western Sahara had large diaspora communities, 

they did not have dedicated congressmen like Wolf, Capuano 

and Payne who could champion their cause. 

Status of mother state in the eyes of the international 

community 

The case of South Sudan’s successful secession is due to 

the status of Sudan in the eyes of peaceful nations. Sudan 

have had a tainted image in the eyes of Western powers. For 

instance, the wide-scale abuse of human rights and poor gov-

ernance had continued unabated. The Darfur crisis only 

served to further delegitimize the Al-Bashir government in 

the eyes of the international community and crucially the 

Southern Sudanese [25]. Because of the Darfur crisis, the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) indicted and issued arrest 

warrants for President Al-Bashir and some senior members 

of his government on charges of war crimes, crimes against 

humanity and genocide. This not only showcased Khartoum 

as an irresponsible government, but also compelled the West 

to impose sanctions and isolated Sudan from international 

engagement. With the Darfur crisis and other abuses of hu-

man rights, pressure mounted on the West to stand with 

South Sudan. Thus most Western advocates could feel the 

intensity of Sudanese government actions. Richard Cockett 

argues that “the Sudanese government virtually broke off any 

reasonable cooperation with the West over the South, Darfur 

or anywhere else. Instead, it cultivated a sense of betrayal 

and suspicion” [6]. The international community realized 

that Al-Bashir could not necessary be trusted and the percep-

tion of ethnic persecution probably tipped sympathies toward 

the Southern rebels [25]. As late Dr. John Garang prophesied 

that Sudan will not be the same again, this prophecy indeed 

became true with the collapsed of Sudan from senseless war 

of Sudan Armed Force (SAF) and Rapid Support Force 

(RSF). 

In contrast to Western Sahara, Morocco was found to be a 

friendly state in the eyes of the international community. The 

appearance of Morocco as a moderate Islamic kingdom that 

embraced democracy, respect for human rights and with a 

new constitution that made it a constitutional monarchy, 

made the great powers shun the Polisario Front’s demand for 

secession. In any case, the great powers considered that 

Western Sahara would be nonviable state, given the action of 

Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) in 1976 by a 

less than organized Polisario leadership [38]. The eligibility 

to vote in the Western Saharan referendum is a strategic 

stalemate of the great powers, which foresaw chaos in a state 

with a population of 500,000 and with three-quarters of these 

numbers still refugees in Algeria [22]. Such delaying tactics 

show how much more important Morocco’s role is in the 

Arab Maghreb Union than that of Western Sahara. The great 

powers preferred Western Sahara to become an autonomous 

state in Morocco, but not a sovereign state [3]. 

In the case of Somaliland, the great powers were only able 

to maintain the status quo. Both self-declared Somaliland 

and Somalia are viewed as nonviable states, according to the 

great powers assessment. Although numerous scholars have 

praised Somaliland as a democratic, inclusive and function-

ing state, issues of human rights have continued to raise 

doubts about its recognition. A good example is the arrest 

and jailing of the Qaran leadership, the deportation of Mr. 

Jaam’a M. Qaalib, a leading unionist, from his own home 

region and the rape of the young Daarood girl, Zamzam 

Du’aale [39]. Although Somaliland can be taken as a more 

functioning state than the failed Somalia, it will continue to 

be assessed for the positive role it can play in the interna-

tional community given the unlawful UDI. Therefore, recog-

nition of Somaliland’s independence has been referred to 

African Union’s recognition which is unlikely to be granted. 

The AU’s lack of commitment to recognizing Somaliland’s 

independence is based on the assumption that there will be 

chaos if colonial boundaries are not observed in post-
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independence Africa [29]. However, this was neither a condi-

tion of Eritrea nor South Sudan and its questions the double 

standards of the great powers. 

Economic benefits 

Resource wealth has been debated by both comparative 

politics and international relations scholars as a motivation 

for support for secessions and recognition. Scholars such as 

David Gibbs for example have argued that American private 

interest influences U.S foreign policy. He asserts that “politi-

cians and business people act rationally to further their re-

spective self-interests and such rational behaviour influences 

the conduct of U.S foreign policy” [13]. Using the ‘Business 

Conflict Model’, Gibbs assumes that economic groups com-

pete on the basis of their different interests, which they 

struggle to maximize every day. He justifies the argument of 

the U.S. resources interest on the basis of the 1960 Congo 

crisis, pointing out that Washington was divided into two 

economic interests groups; those that supported the Katanga 

secession so that they could take over Belgian industrial con-

cessions, and those that had ties with Brussels decided to 

support a united Congo. Although his analysis may be plau-

sible, it is limited in validity as applied to the Congo case 

study. However, this does not negate the assumption that 

each Western power’s economic interest could be unique. 

The case of South Sudan deserves critical evaluation since 

the country is rich in oil and other mineral resources. Alt-

hough South Sudan has a limited number of Western oil 

companies, it is arguable that its resource abundance perhaps 

played a critical role in its swift recognition. The one time 

presence of the French based Total Oil Company, with some 

concessions in the Upper Nile region, and the former activi-

ties of the British White Nile Company could be seen as at-

testing to this claim. The Russia state media have claimed 

that Americans unwavering support to South Sudanese inde-

pendence was motivated by oil, though no single American 

oil company currently operates in South Sudan. In an article 

posted in the Sudan Tribune, entitled “Russia claims U.S. 

interest in S. Sudan motivated by oil”, Toby Collins quoted 

KZ Russian state media as claiming that “U.S. backed up 

South Sudan secession and offers it military support because 

it wants the nascent state’s oil” [44]. However, a number of 

Eastern companies have already shown interest in the nas-

cent nation rich resources. Toby Collins further exhibits 

“Western companies’ almost absolute control over the oil 

resources of the country is less plausible as the dominance of 

the Sudanese and South Sudanese oil sectors by Eastern 

companies is well documented” [44]. This assertion demon-

strates that Sudan and South Sudan oil concessions have 

been largely dominated by China and Malaysia, with a few 

concessions to India and Egypt. 

Further contesting the notion that Western support for 

South Sudan secession was oil motivated, Jok Madut argues 

that “support to South Sudanese freedom by Western great 

powers had nothing to do with oil interests; it was basically 

on humanity, the history and suffering of people of Southern 

Sudan” [29]. Madut’s argument can be continued to be noted 

in that if the Western great powers’ support was oil-

motivated, they would have sought contracts, in particular 

for projects such as the multi-billion energy project of build-

ing a pipeline to transport crude oil from South Sudan to 

Kenyan and Djibouti ports for export, which has been won 

by Korea. Of equally nuanced importance is a counterfactual 

understanding that, had support for South Sudan’s secession 

been oil-motivated, then countries like China, Malaysia, In-

dia and Egypt, which won concessions, would have strongly 

supported it. Given insufficient scholarly support, the case 

for a causal relationship between support for South Sudan’s 

secession by the Western great powers and oil is feeble. This 

analysis shows that economic benefits did not play a critical 

role in support for South Sudan’s secession by the Western 

great powers. 

The economic benefits argument is not entirely convincing 

with regard to Somaliland, as both Hargeisa and Mogadishu 

lack substantial resources in which the great powers could 

take an interest. Conversely, in the Western Sahara case, eco-

nomic benefits can be analyzed as what delayed Morocco to 

conduct referendum for Saharawi’s independence. Western 

great powers such as the U.S. and France are seen as great 

allies to Morocco because of its endowment in phosphate 

and agricultural products, amongst other geo-strategic inter-

ests. Morocco has a free trade agreement with the U.S. and a 

unique associate status with the EU, and enjoys a special 

relationship with Europe through several partnership pro-

grams [4]. This economic relationship makes the West sup-

port Morocco, no matter how slow it is in fulfilling the UN 

settlement plan that stipulates the holding of a referendum 

for either integration or independence of Western Sahara. 

Although this UN settlement plan may be seen as backed up 

by the U.S., this backing may also be seen as strategic bal-

ance, so that U.S. interest in Polisario’s strongest ally, Alge-

ria, for that country’s natural gas, oil and petroleum products, 

cannot be compromised. Algeria is a strong supporter of 

Western Saharan independence and the richest amongst the 

Maghreb countries because of its resources. So, the U.S. had 

to maintain a delicate balance on the Western Sahara case. 

However, U.S. support is tilted towards Morocco, her closed 

Cold-War ally in the region. 

Security and stability interests 

Security and stability is an important gauge that stipulates 

whether the states support or suppress secessionist move-

ments. The core of this set of influences is the logic of strate-

gy, alliance and enmity [5]. States are thought to use recogni-

tion to weaken their adversaries and empower their allies. 

This stems from the international security environment and 

the contribution the region seeking sovereignty may be ex-

pected to play. The U.S., for example, would want assurance 

that the secessionist group is able to maintain external and 

internal stability [35]. If the seceding region has the capabil-

ity of maintaining internal and external security, then U.S. 

support is more likely. If it is not the case, U.S. recognition 
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will be denied and the status quo will be maintained [38]. 

This U.S. security test became stringent with the September 

11th 2001 terrorists attack which made the U.S. government 

to declare “war on terror”. Waging war against terrorists led 

U.S. and Western European governments to promote policies 

that make it a condition for any emerging state to be a team 

player for international peace and security. It is perhaps 

through such security and stability interests that South Su-

dan’s secession attracted overwhelming support from the 

great powers. Hilde Johnson, in her influential book ‘Waging 

Peace in Sudan’, argues that the push by ‘Troika’ for peace 

in Sudan was strengthened by the September 11th 2001 event 

and President Bush’s desire for the U.S. to take a much more 

active part in the peace talks and was clearly leaning towards 

Southern positions that appeared friendly [24]. 

While the George W. Bush administration championed 

peace in Sudan and right of self-determination to South Su-

danese, the Obama administration did more for the conduct 

of a referendum. He wrote letters to the nine heads of the 

strategic African states of Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Ethio-

pia, Egypt, Libya, South Africa, Malawi and Nigeria, press-

ing diplomatic pressure on Sudan to hold the referendum as 

stipulated in the CPA. This diplomatic pressure highlights 

how secession of South Sudan was an American effort. The 

U.S. and other Western powers viewed South Sudan as stra-

tegic part of East and Central Africa, and as a better option 

than Khartoum, which had been a sponsor of al-Qaeda and 

once harbored Osama Bin Laden [7]. Khartoum’s human 

rights abuses included genocide in Darfur and the wars in 

South Kordofan, Blue Nile and Abyei Area had shaken the 

Western powers and led them to consider it an unstable state. 

This confirmed the 1996 United Nations Security Council 

Resolution 1044, which essentially called Sudan a threat to 

stability in Africa [25]. 

As an option for external security and peace, South Sudan 

was considered by the EU, the U.S., Israel and other states as 

a potential new corridor for controlling Islamic jihad and 

terrorist activities in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East. 

Moreover, the U.S. saw South Sudan as an ally that can end 

Khartoum’s policies of supporting the Lord’s Resistance Ar-

my (LRA) atrocities, a geo-security interest that made Ugan-

da a strong supporter of South Sudan’s secession amongst 

the Eastern African countries. This U.S. security interest so-

lidified when the key Pentagon officials visited Southern 

Sudanese Army headquarters in Juba after secession and was 

further strengthened by the U.S. admission of South Sudan 

as a friendly buyer of its military weapons [44]. However, 

this friendship did not last as U.S. and South Sudan relations 

turned sour. Nevertheless, not all U.S allies supported the 

position of U.S in pushing for South Sudan’s independence. 

For example, Egypt, a former joint colonial master with Brit-

ain in Sudan and ally of the U.S. in North Africa, feared the 

likely interference of control over the River Nile waters, the 

source of Egyptian livelihoods, with the independence of 

South Sudan. Although this state of affairs was worrying for 

Cairo, they later played an important role in both appeasing 

the U.S. and South Sudan, while still tilting its support to-

wards Khartoum. Apart from the U.S., the EU has shown 

specific interest in South Sudan’s security. The donation of 

12.5 million Euros, meant for the security project of Juba’s 

International Airport, attests to this endeavour [38]. This re-

lationship shows how support for South Sudan’s secession 

was motivated by concerns of security and stability. 

In the case of Somaliland, security and stability interests 

led the great powers not to extend diplomatic recognition. 

Although the great powers, under U.S. leadership, argued 

that recognition of Somaliland was an African Union’s affair, 

they were not convinced that stability would prevail in Har-

geisa. The AU position has been guided by the 1964 OAU 

resolution which vowed to prevent change in African coloni-

al borders lest ‘opening Pandora’s box’ that can lead to a 

domino effect. Interestingly, this was contradicted by the 

AU’s recognition of South Sudan’s independence. To be sure, 

international recognition of Somaliland’s independence has 

been viewed as potentially leading to unilateral declaration 

of independence of regions such as Awdal, Sool, Sanaag, 

Cayn and Puntland [20]. However, the entire issue of Soma-

liland lies within the U.S discretion. The argument of its be-

ing AU’s affair is just a strategy for keeping the issue quies-

cent. Although there is goodwill from Ethiopia and the Unit-

ed Kingdom towards recognizing Somaliland, the U.S. can-

not afford to interfere against the Somali government, which 

is an ally in the U.S. war against Islamic militants in the re-

gion, notably the Council of Islamic Courts and the Al-

Shabaab terrorist movements [37]. 

The case of Western Sahara seems to resemble the Somali-

land situation. The great powers, particularly the EU and the 

U.S., have special security and stability interests in their rela-

tionship with North Africa and the Arab Maghreb Union 

(AMU), of which Morocco is a key member. Morocco has 

been firmly allied with the U.S. in its ‘war on terror’, in mili-

tary and intelligence matters, and thus a recognized non-

NATO ally of the U.S. [22]. This geo-strategic situation of 

Morocco in the Middle East and the Western Mediterranean 

has kept the great powers silent in the push for Western Sa-

hara independence. In any case, the instability of Western 

Sahara brings forth a lot of worries as special report on Ma-

ghreb demonstrates “with substantial land area, a small 

population and extremely limited resources, the Western Sa-

hara could fall prey to subversion and terrorist groups now 

operating in the area” [4]. 

4. Discussion and Presentation of Results 

This section discusses and presents the results of this re-

search into the great powers’ support for South Sudan’s se-

cession and their low interest in supporting the secession of 

Somaliland and Western Sahara. After in-depth analysis and 

testing of hypotheses against the literature and consultation 

of interviews conducted, some hypotheses regarding support 
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for South Sudan’s secession appeared valid while others 

were not. 

4.1. Discussion of the Results 

H1: History of conflict 

One valid hypothesis, history of conflict, traces the ethnic 

discrimination of the South Sudanese as slaves, who were 

traded by Khartoum’s government to Arab and European 

slave traders. There was also Khartoum government’s policy 

that isolated the southern region from any development, cre-

ating what Douglas Johnson called a “tribal zoo”. The 1972 

Addis Ababa Agreement had a clause providing impetus to 

self-determination. This was later abrogated, but remained a 

precedent for the 2005 peace agreement which provided self-

determination and later led to the referendum. The two wars 

of 1955-1972 and 1983-2005, costing the lives of more than 

two million people, and displacing four million, attracted 

wider sympathy and support for secession. The cases of So-

maliland and Western Sahara, although both have a bitter 

history, could not match the fifty years of classical marginal-

ization and persecution of the South Sudanese, as demon-

strated in the literature. 

H2: Compatible norms and internationalized ethnic poli-

tics 

Another valid hypothesis is that Sudanese conflict has 

been constantly a war between Muslims in the North and 

Christians in the South, and a war between black Africans 

and Arabs as shown in the literature. The North uses Arabic 

and Sharia law while the South opted for English and secular 

laws. Since most of the great Western powers are Christian 

states and embrace secular laws, their churches campaigned 

for secession. For example, the U.S. evangelical movements 

and Jewish movements pressured U.S. government to sup-

port South Sudanese people in which they shared similar 

Christian belief systems. Moreover, American legislators, 

including Black congressman, such as Late Donald Payne, 

and the Sudan Caucus congressmen, such as Frank Wolf and 

Michael Capuano, influenced the U.S. government to support 

South Sudanese secession. Somaliland and Western Sahara 

are Islamic states/regions, do not have dedicated U.S. black 

congressmen to push their cases and also lack religious ties 

with Western society. 

H3: Status of the mother state in the eyes of the interna-

tional community 

This is a valid hypothesis, as demonstrated by the litera-

ture. In the case of South Sudan, the widespread human 

rights violations committed by the Khartoum regime in Dar-

fur, which have led to accusations of genocide, and the in-

dictment and issuance of an arrest warrant for President Al-

Bashir, perhaps made the great powers support South Sudan 

as an option for greater respect for human rights and free-

doms. In the case of Somaliland, the great powers viewed 

both Mogadishu and Hargeisa as non-viable states since the 

latter was also involved in human rights violations. The great 

powers instead supported the Somali government in dealing 

with the Islamic extremists of Al-Shabaab militants. The case 

of Western Sahara is the opposite of South Sudan in that, the 

great powers saw Morocco as a responsible government in 

the eyes of the international community and hence were not 

convinced of the need to support Western Sahara. 

H4: Security and stability interest 

This hypothesis is valid, as demonstrated by empirical lit-

erature. For the case of South Sudan, the support for seces-

sion by the great powers was influenced by the September 

11th 2001 attack on the U.S., when Khartoum was found to 

be supporting al-Qaeda terrorist networks and previously had 

trained and harbored Osama Bin Laden. The great powers 

then saw South Sudan as an ally in the war against Islamic 

terrorist groups and the LRA, and thus supporting its seces-

sion was strategic. In the case of Somaliland, the great pow-

ers could not support secession because they were allied with 

the Somali government to flush out the elements of Al-

Shabaab militias that posed a threat to the Horn of Africa and 

world at large. The UDI of Somaliland was viewed by the 

great powers as a precedent for other secessionists within 

Somalia, should it be supported. In the case of Western Saha-

ra, the great powers had close military and intelligence coop-

eration with Morocco in the “war on terror” and Western 

Sahara was viewed as a recruiting base for radical Islamic 

terrorists and a non-viable state. 

H5: Agreed framework and commitment of local popula-

tion 

This hypothesis is plausible, but not valid, because it does 

not make South Sudan’s secession distinct from those of 

Somaliland and Western Sahara. Although Somaliland has no 

legal procedure for its secession, it does have committed 

citizens, particularly in the diaspora, and this could have led 

to recognition. Western Sahara has a legal framework: first 

the award by the International Court of Justice (ICJ) of Poli-

sario territory in 1975 and second the UN Settlement Plan 

that promised a right of self-determination. However, this 

still failed to attract support from the great powers, despite 

Western Sahara’s active local population and diaspora groups. 

H6: Economic benefits 

This hypothesis is not valid in the case of South Sudan. 

Empirical evidence shows that the Western great powers 

have not shown an interest in its oil, particularly not the U.S., 

which championed independence. Rather, it is China, Malay-

sia, India and Egypt that have acquired oil contracts even 

though they did not champion South Sudan’s secession. In 

the case of Somaliland, there are no substantial resources that 

could have attracted the great powers to Somalia and led to 

not recognizing Somaliland. However, in the case of Western 

Sahara there is an obvious motivation of economic benefits, 

since the U.S. and France are linked to Morocco by phos-

phate and agricultural products thus these would avoid dis-

appointing Morocco. 
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4.2. Presentation of Results Using Comparative Method 

Table 1. Comparison of three cases. 

Country/Region Mode of secession Supported/unsupported Status of statehood 

South Sudan Self-determination/Referendum Supported Recognized 

Somaliland Unilateral Declaration Unsupported Un recognized 

Western Sahara Unilateral Declaration/Negotiation Unsupported Un recognized 

Table 2. Relevance of hypotheses to the three cases. 

Hypotheses South Sudan Somaliland Western Sahara 

History of conflict Yes No No 

Compatible norms and internationalized ethnic politics Yes No No 

Status of mother state in international community Yes No No 

Security and stability interests Yes No No 

Agreed framework/commitment of local population Yes/Yes No/Yes Yes/Yes 

Economic benefits No No Yes 

 

4.3. Comparative Method 

The use of comparative method generated meaningful con-

trasts for my three cases, distinguishing the strong support for 

South Sudan’s secession as explicitly demonstrated in the ar-

guments above. But, is the comparative method really suitable 

in social science context? Whether it is a method of difference 

or agreement, John Stuart Mill cautions that the comparative 

method is unsuitable for solving social science problems [30]. 

As argued by Stanley Lieberson, Mill specifically illustrates 

the inapplicability of the method of difference by describing 

differences between nation-states, and observes the weakness 

of the method of agreement for typical social science questions 

[27]. With reference to my Table 2, it was difficult to get one 

causal variable that could explain the uniqueness of South 

Sudan’s secession; rather, the four hypotheses (variables) 

stand together to explain the unique support for South Sudan’s 

secession. Moreover, it is difficult to infer that the four hy-

potheses are deterministic and thus unique to the case of South 

Sudan, but probabilistically the four can be showed to be iden-

tical for the South Sudan case as literature and interviews 

showed. However, the condition for absence of interaction 

effects on the variables further impedes the method. For ex-

ample, in my case, a variable (hypothesis) such as the status of 

the mother state in the eyes of the international community has 

an interaction with the variable (hypothesis) of security and 

stability interests of the great powers, as shown in empirical 

literature, and it is always difficult in social science to avoid 

this. Therefore, the comparative method can only be meaning-

ful when combined with other methodological tools, such as 

process tracing and counterfactual, but will always have limi-

tations because our knowledge is probabilistic. 

5. Conclusions 

This paper has presented a strong argument. In investigating 

the reasons why South Sudan’s secession was strongly sup-

ported, the study conceptualized the understanding of seces-

sion through the right of self-determination, using comparative 

politics sub-discipline and applying realist theory, an interna-

tional relations sub-discipline approach to explain the power 

and interests of the great powers in the extension of diplomatic 

recognition. 

The aim of this paper has been to investigate the reasons 

that led to the great powers’ support to South Sudan’s seces-

sion. The study examined domestic and international environ-

ment in order to represent factors and tested these as hypothe-

ses. The domestic factors included; history of conflict; agreed 

framework and commitment of local population, whereas my 

international factors include compatible norms and interna-

tionalized ethnic politics; status of the mother state in interna-

tional community; economic benefits, and security and stabil-

ity interests. After testing these with the empirical literature 
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and by conducting elite interviews and comparing them with 

Somaliland and Western Sahara, it became apparent that the 

secession of South Sudan was overwhelmingly supported be-

cause of the history of conflict as a domestic factor and the 

compatible norms and internationalized ethnic politics, the 

diminished status of Sudan in the eyes of the international 

community, and security and stability interests as international 

factors. The two hypotheses of an agreed framework and 

commitment of local population, and economic benefits, 

turned out not to be distinct for the case of South Sudan. The 

former is shared by both Somaliland and Western Sahara, 

since they also had local people committed to their independ-

ence, and Western Sahara also has an agreed framework of 

self-determination like South Sudan. The economic benefits 

argument turned out not to be relevant to South Sudan because 

of the low interest shown by Western powers, particularly the 

U.S in its resources. This was also irrelevant to Somaliland 

because its former home state does not have substantial re-

sources to attract the great powers’ support. The economic 

benefits factor was only relevant in the case of Western Sahara 

because of U.S. and French interests in Morocco’s resources. 

Throughout my argument, the “Troika” and other Western 

European countries have been my focus, although the U.S. 

appeared as my core focus of analysis given a leading role it 

played in South Sudan’s independence. The theoretical 

framework of; norms of sovereignty and realist theory has 

provided a useful understanding of the interests of the great 

powers in supporting secessions and recognition. It has been 

clarified that the conferment of sovereignty is hypocrisy and 

that recognition is motivated by interests that breach the Mon-

tevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States. Alt-

hough I do not claim to have ‘proven’ my comparative method, 

a combination of process tracing has helped in the in-depth 

analysis of all six hypotheses. Therefore, we can see that sup-

port to South Sudan’s secession is embedded in the political 

realism of international politics. The valid hypotheses of: the 

history of conflict; compatible norms and internationalized 

ethnic politics; the status of the mother state in the eyes of the 

international community, and the security and stability inter-

ests are more of concern to the great powers than to the Afri-

can Union. 

Although the South Sudan case appears unique in compari-

son with Somaliland and Western Sahara, the four distinct 

factors cannot be generalized to represent other successful 

secessions such as Eritrea and Timor-Leste. It remains the case 

that the unique support for South Sudan’s secession is moti-

vated by the national interests’ of Western great powers, under 

the leadership of the U.S, which challenges the notion of Afri-

can boundaries being sacrosanct. 

6. Recommendation for Further 

Research 

Since this is an exciting area of scholarship which I do not 

claim to have exhausted, future research will be important in 

order to further investigate; either to confirm or refute each 

of my four hypotheses explaining the Western great powers’ 

support for the birth of the state of South Sudan. 
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