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One of the most lasting European exports during and after the age of colonialism was 

and is the territorial state. The very definition of “state” as authority over limited territory 

has led to countless conflicts and clashes. This is, to no small degree, related to the 

incipient expectation that a state equals a nation-state. All inhabitants of the state’s 

territory are supposed to adopt this state as an important part of their identity.  

Scholarship is divided when it comes to the question when a state comes into being. 

On the one hand, there is the “declaratory theory”: as soon as a state is proclaimed to 

exist by a group, it comes into being (Fabry, 2010/ Talmon: 2005). Opposing scholars 

argue that such self-declared statehood lacks both effectiveness and legitimacy: only 

if other states (in the ideal case all other states on the planet) recognise its existence 

is “true” statehood achieved. This theory is known as the constitutive theory 

(Caspersen/ Stansfield, 2012).  

Factual reality deviates considerably from the above-mentioned ideals. Most states on 

the planet do not contain homogenous populations in terms of ethnicity, religion or 

language (and often not even a clear majority of one such group). There is thus an 

inherent problem as to the acceptance of the state: some groups manage to 

monopolise power within that state, while others feel or are effectively marginalised 

and excluded from participation in public affairs. Also, in the case of postcolonial 

states, borders have often been fixed in an arbitrary manner (reflecting the interests 

and power relations between colonial powers). These “scars of partition” have refused 

to heal in many cases in the decades after the end of direct colonial control (Miles, 

2014).  

Furthermore, the last two hundred years have seen many more declarations of states 

than establishment of states (Fabry, 2010/ Harvey/ Stansfield, 2012). More than two 

hundred groups have declared independent statehood in Europe alone during that 

period – only a tiny minority of that number has truly succeeded in establishing 

statehood. Many “states” have either failed to come into existence or have been 
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amalgamated into larger entities – the process which “unified” more than two hundred 

statelets (“rationalised” into 36 entities by Napoleon) into the Second German Reich 

in 1871 is a case in point.  

Yet the real crux of the matter lies in the practical application of the constitutive theory: 

most self-declared states have failed to obtain universal international recognition 

(Bartelson, 2016/ Geis, 2021/ Geldenhuis, 2009/ Griffiths, 2021). This circumstance 

has produced a considerable number of states which have to be addressed as “quasi-

states”, partly recognised or, thus the title of this bibliography, non-recognised states. 

Non-recognised states are, in the majority of cases, imperial remnants. While many 

states have emerged through orderly decolonisation of a given territory, these states 

have foundered on the rocks of practical difficulties. In many cases they are products 

of secession of given groups from a larger state: yet most often there are no clearly 

distinguished settlement areas which allow the more or less peaceful partition of 

territory. Intercommunal violence, refugee movements, unsatisfied territorial claims 

thus can – and do – lead to unsettled conflicts, which are responsible for the existence 

of “non-recognised states” for decades (Dirdeiry, 2015/ Geis, 2021/ King, 2001/ 

O’Mahoney, 2018). 

There is no shortage of such conflicts for which a comprehensive “solution” has so far 

proved elusive, for which international law – particularly the body of law, which 

guarantees sacrosanctity of borders on the one hand, and prohibits the use of violence 

for territorial “adjustments on the other” – bears a considerable responsibility. So far 

international law has mostly trumped the will of populations: claims for secessionist 

statehood have almost always been rejected, which introduces the necessity of force 

for the creation and maintenance of such states. Usually this force does not come from 

within the secessionist territories, but from a “mother-“, “guardian-“ or “protector-state.” 

Examples are the post-Soviet nonrecognised states found in the periphery of the 

Russian Federation, as well as the Turkish Republic of North Cyprus: neither could 

survive without armed protection by Russia and Turkey respectively.   

This circumstance has a direct influence on the term “non-recognised state” used in 

this bibliography. “Non-recognised” entities are exceedingly small in number: 

Nagorno-Karabakh was not even recognised by its “guardian state” Armenia, while 

Somaliland does not enjoy recognition by any other state. Usually at least a guardian 
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state recognises the “non-recognised” entity. On the other hand, the number of non-

recognised entities is by now so large that several of these non-recognised entities 

recognize one another. Furthermore, a surprising number of perfectly “acceptable” 

states do not enjoy universal recognition. Examples are the State of Israel on the one 

hand, and the State of Kosovo within Europe.  

In practical terms, most non-recognised entities are fairly small in both territory and 

population, and economically so weak as to necessitate continuous economic support 

by a protector power. Exception to this rule (reflected in the bibliography) is the case 

of Taiwan: while territorially of moderate size, it is home to a population of 22 million, 

is one of the most prominent producers of semi-conductors and other electronics, and 

commands an impressive military power. In factual terms Taiwan is both an ally and a 

ward of the United States; however, in legal terms it has not been recognised by any 

other country – the international community continues to pay lip service to the so-

called “One China Policy” demanded by the People’s Republic of China.  

A last, but by no means unimportant, point is the effect of the existence of non-

recognised (or rather part-recognised) entities on issues such as peace. The 

continued existence of unrecognised states is regrettable evidence for the declining 

capacity of ethnically and culturally different groups to coexist peacefully within one 

state. On the other hand, secession and partition has, in many cases, served to defuse 

formerly violent and bloody ethno-cultural conflicts. This positive role of non-

recognised states continues to be rather overlooked in scholarly literature. The positive 

role of such entities in the field of conflict management, rather than conflict solution, is 

deserving of greater attention than it has received in the past.  

The bibliography reflects the view that there are common denominators valid for all 

non- or partly recognized states, their specificities notwithstanding. It therefore omits 

reference to literature that is referring to specific non-recognised states and rather 

focuses on general principles. 
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