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This book is the first comprehensive study of the derecognition of states in 
world politics. It offers a global and comparative outlook of this unexplored 
diplomatic practice, guided by an innovative conceptual framework and 
informed by original empirical research. The book delves into the intricate 
processes, justifications, and effects surrounding state derecognition. It 
offers original insights from five aspirant states that have experienced with-
drawal of recognition, namely Taiwan, Western Sahara, Abkhazia, South 
Ossetia, and Kosovo. The book argues that state derecognition is a highly 
contested and unstable practice that has less to do with the unfulfillment 
of the conditions of statehood by the claimant than with the advancement 
of the self-interest of the former base state and derecognizing state. The 
derecognition of states is not a rule; rather, it is an exception in interna-
tional diplomacy, driven by political expediency and incompatible with 
original rationales for granting recognition. The book demonstrates that 
the derecognition of states plays a far more significant role than previously 
recognized in shaping the reversal dynamics of secession and state creation 
and impacting regional peace, geopolitical rivalries, and the international 
order. This book addresses a notable gap in international relations, diplo-
matic studies, and international law, making it a valuable contribution to 
our understanding of these complex dynamics.

Gëzim Visoka is Associate Professor of Peace and Conflict 
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Preface and Acknowledgments

This book examines the derecognition of states in theory and 
practice. Since this is the first book solely focused on the derecognition of 
states, the arguments and claims presented are inductive inferences and con-
tingent generalizations drawn from observing contemporary state practice 
and discourse. It is exploratory and aims to systematically examine the con-
temporary state practices and discourses of state derecognition. The book 
aims not only to probe whether states can withdraw the recognition of other 
states but also to go a step further and identify the conditions that enable 
the presence of this contested diplomatic practice in world politics. It offers 
a critical and cross-case comparison of the process, rationales, and effects 
of state derecognition. The book argues that state derecognition is a highly 
contested and unstable practice that has less to do with the unfulfillment of 
the conditions of statehood by the claimant than with the advancement of 
the self-interest of the derecognizing state. The derecognition of states is not 
a rule; rather, it is an exception in international diplomacy driven by politi-
cal expediency and incompatible with the original grounds for recognition.

Inevitably, the unexplored nature of state derecognition makes this book a 
foundational study upon which other normative and empirical studies could 
develop conceptual, theoretical, and empirical perspectives on this subject. 
By offering original analysis and tracing contemporary state practices, the 
book aims to add conceptual and empirical nuances to the dominant legal, 
normative, and area-specific views on the recognition and derecognition of 
states. By disentangling the complex diplomatic, economic, and geopolitical 
linkages and trans-scalar factors that shape decisions of states and diplomats 
to withdraw recognition, the book aims to enrich further existing accounts 
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in diplomatic studies about the role of great power politics, normative insti-
tutions, international organizations, and foreign policy contested states. By 
exploring five case studies, namely Taiwan, Western Sahara, Abkhazia, South 
Ossetia, and Kosovo, which have unique sociohistorical trajectories, differ-
ent geographical locations, statehood capacity, and great power support, 
the book enriches comparative analysis of the diplomatic standing of these 
aspiring states. In addition, by exploring the rationales and politics behind 
derecognizing states, the book offers new perspectives on the foreign policy 
of postcolonial states and the instrumentalization of international recogni-
tion for domestic interests.

Scholarly work is frequently a building block that incorporates the con-
clusions and observations of earlier research, or it can be an unanticipated 
rupture from the planned research trajectory. This book shares both orienta-
tions. While editing the Routledge Handbook of State Recognition together 
with my esteemed colleagues John Doyle and Edward Newman, I wanted to 
include a chapter on the derecognition of states, but we were unable to find 
an appropriate author who had written exclusively and authoritatively on 
the subject. Driven by many questions to which I couldn’t find the answers 
in the existing literature on state recognition, I conducted preliminary 
research on state derecognition, which was published as a chapter in this 
handbook. Although this preliminary work provided satisfactory answers, 
the abundance of empirical data and the prevalence of state derecognition in 
contemporary world politics convinced me that this topic needs a more in-
depth and serious investigation. Subsequently, it took me five years to write 
this book, coinciding with the most research-intense period of my career 
while juggling parenting and family obligations.

In writing this book, I am in debt to many friends and colleagues who 
have offered much-needed personal encouragement, intellectual guidance, 
and research assistance. First and foremost, I am enormously grateful to my 
former PhD students Dr. Liridona Veliu-Ashiku and Dr. Ramesh Ganoha-
riti, for their research assistance in different stages of the project. I am also 
grateful to Professor John Doyle, Professor Donnacha Ó Beacháin, Profes-
sor Iain McMenamin, Dr. Ken McDonagh, and many other colleagues at 
Dublin City University for supporting this book project in various ways 
and at different stages. I am grateful to Professor James Summers for invit-
ing me to present parts of this book to Lancaster Law School in November 
2021 and Ms. Leonora Kryeziu for inviting me to present the book to the 
Prishtina School of Politics in 2020. Special gratitude goes to the esteemed 
scholars Professor Ryan Griffiths, Professor Bruno Coppieters, and Professor 
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Jure Vidmar, who have read the full manuscript and provided valuable and 
constructive feedback.

Similarly, I have benefited from numerous conversations on the sub-
ject with Mr. Muhamet Brajshori, Professor Oliver P. Richmond, Professor 
Annika Björkdahl, Professor Edward Newman, Dr. Vjosa Musliu Dr. Adem 
Beha, and Dr. Ramadan Ilazi. I am also grateful to Ms. Azra Naseem and 
Ms. Mary Hashman for carefully reading and copyediting the entire manu-
script. Finally, I am enormously thankful to Dr. Elizabeth Sherburn Demers 
for considering this project and expertly seeing this book through the review 
and publication at the University of Michigan Press. Similarly, I am grateful 
to Ms. Haley Winkle and Danielle Coty-Fattal, who have offered invaluable 
support and assistance throughout the publication process. Last, I thank my 
family for their much-needed love, care, and patience while I was writing 
this project.

Dublin
January 2024
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1	 ✦	 Introduction
Statehood and Derecognition in World Politics

In August 2018, El Salvador switched its recognition from Tai-
wan to China. By pushing for withdrawal of recognition, China aggressively 
tried to isolate Taiwan internationally and push against Western geopolitical 
interests worldwide. Other countries, such as Burkina Faso, the Dominican 
Republic, Panama, São Tomé and Príncipe, and the Solomon Islands have 
also switched sides to China in response to lucrative economic and security 
incentives. Withdrawal of recognition is raising tensions between China and 
Taiwan and has become one of the sources of contention between China and 
the United States. Around the same time, in another region of the world, Ser-
bia undertook a similar campaign for the derecognition of Kosovo. Between 
2017 and 2023, Serbia convinced over twenty states to suspend or entirely 
withdraw recognition of Kosovo (see Table 5 in the appendix). This move 
not only undermined the European Union–led talks to normalize relations 
between these two countries, but also escalated ethnic tensions in the region 
and brought back to the surface geopolitical rivalries between global powers 
in the Balkans. Similarly, Morocco has actively lobbied for the derecognition 
of the Sahrawi Arabic Democratic Republic (SADR) to legitimate the four-
decade occupation of Western Sahara. As a result of this campaign, Morocco 
has convinced over forty countries to end diplomatic ties with SADR, which 
has increased regional tensions in North Africa. The separate yet relatable 
events raise a number of important questions. Why do states withdraw the 
recognition of other states? Can states legitimately withdraw recognition 
of other states they once deemed to have fulfilled statehood criteria? Does 
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international derecognition result in the dismantling of statehood? This 
book offers a comprehensive and critical outlook on the politics and effects 
of state derecognition in world politics.

Diplomatic recognition plays a vital role in the ability of new states 
to function as sovereign and independent states and have relatively equal 
access, rights, and obligations in the international system (Crawford 2007; 
Coggins 2014; Griffiths 2017). Within the scholarly and policy community, 
there are deep divisions on who has the right to self-determination and state-
hood, under what circumstances new states gain diplomatic recognition, and 
whether recognition, nonrecognition, or derecognition has a constitutive or 
constraining effect on independent statehood (Visoka 2022). Recognition is 
widely defined as an acknowledgment of entitlement to and effective per-
formance of sovereignty statehood in practice, and it can be expressed in 
multiple forms, such as through bilateral or collective channels, in explicit or 
implicit means, or in de facto and de jure forms (Visoka, Doyle, and New-
man 2020). On the other hand, nonrecognition refers to the withholding 
of granting recognition for various reasons, and this can take the form of 
either remaining impartial and neutral on the status of the claimant entity 
or siding with the base state and defending its claims to sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity over a contested entity (Caspersen 2020). Scholarly work 
on international law, diplomatic studies, international relations, political 
sciences, and area studies has already addressed many ambiguities, tensions, 
and dilemmas surrounding state recognition and nonrecognition. However, 
so far we still have a limited engagement with and knowledge of the quintes-
sential question: whether recognition can be revoked or withdrawn.

State derecognition as a concept and practice has multiple meanings 
and invocations. While, in general, derecognition of states entails the with-
drawal, revocation, or retraction of recognition of the international legal 
sovereignty of a state, by default it can also imply the re-recognition of the 
sovereignty and authority of the former base state over the contested terri-
tory or derecognized state (Visoka 2020b). In other words, derecognition can 
imply rescinding recognition prior to the consent of the state the claimant 
entity has seceded from. However, in the absence of accepted rules govern-
ing the recognition or derecognition of states, the suspension, freezing, or 
withdrawal of recognition tends to take place even when the factual presence 
of original conditions of recognition and the effectiveness and legitimacy of 
the statehood of the claimant state are still intact.

Despite its significant impact, state derecognition is not a common dip-
lomatic practice. Subject to derecognition are mainly a limited number of 
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states that have declared independence or claimed a statehood continuing 
without the consent of the former base state and exist as de facto states 
satisfying most of the statehood criteria, including partial international rec-
ognition, but are denied admission to the United Nations. In international 
literature, such entities are referred to as de facto states, aspirant states, or 
contested states (Grzybowski 2019; Griffiths 2021; Ker-Lindsay 2012). So 
there is an intrinsic relationship between the path toward state recognition 
and the prospects for eventual recognition and derecognition. State creation 
often follows two significant paths, namely through consensual and non-
consensual separation from the base state or other dissolving units. Con-
sensual state creation occurs when the state units, through a democratic, 
peaceful, and deliberative process, agree to the breakup. Ultimately, as this 
consensual path to state creation is not internally contested among the con-
stitutive units, it enjoys external acceptance and results in collective recogni-
tion through admission to the UN or through other multilateral or bilateral 
means. However, nonconsensual state creation often results in contested 
statehood, which is expressed through limited domestic and international 
sovereignty, partial or no diplomatic recognition, limited access to interna-
tional organizations, and, most important, exposure to different forms of 
contestation, among them, withdrawal of recognition by third countries or 
various forms of impositions by the former base state. When two UN mem-
ber states decide to downgrade their diplomatic relations, such instances 
are referred to as a breakup of diplomatic relations. But when third coun-
tries decide to downgrade their diplomatic relations with contested, non-
UN member states, this is commonly called derecognition or withdrawal of 
recognition.

These dynamics mainly affect the state-like entities that have secured par-
tial diplomatic recognition, cases that have recognition by fewer than ten 
states, such as Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as well as those that have secured 
between fifty, one hundred, or more recognitions, such as Taiwan, Western 
Sahara, and Kosovo (see the appendix). In 1963, Taiwan was recognized by 
sixty-six states, of which only twelve continued to recognize it as of Janu-
ary 2024. Taiwan’s derecognition process started when the People’s China 
of China was allowed to take its seat at the UN. China claims it is the only 
sovereign authority over Taiwan, despite not having de facto control over 
the territory since its foundation. In the case of Western Sahara, fifty-three 
out of eighty-four UN member states have withdrawn their recognition of 
the SADR. The dispute over Western Sahara concerns Morocco’s unilateral 
occupation of the territory and the prevention of a self-determination refer-
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endum to conclude the decolonization process in Africa. Kosovo has recently 
been added to the list of states that have encountered derecognition by other 
states. Of the 117 states that initially recognized Kosovo’s independence, as 
of January 2024 there was evidence that 18 states had withdrawn recogni-
tion, of which at least five subsequently reinstated it, whereas 10 other states 
had either frozen or withdrawn recognition, but they were contested by 
the Kosovo side. Serbia continues to claim sovereignty over the territory of 
Kosovo despite not having had access to it since 1999, when the UN placed 
Kosovo under international administration; in 2008, the country declared 
independence after Serbia rejected an UN-mediated proposal for supervised 
independence for Kosovo. Finally, Georgia’s breakaway territories, Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, have been recognized by seven UN member states, two 
of which subsequently withdrew recognition. These figures are fluid, as the 
state derecognition process is dynamic and subject to change. While at first 
sight, the derecognition of these five states might represent an insignificant 
story in world politics, they play a far more significant symbolic role in 
explaining the reversal politics and dynamics of secession and state creation, 
as well as the diplomatic battles that shape regional peace, increase geopoliti-
cal rivalries, and endanger the existing international order.

Despite the presence of state derecognition in contemporary international 
affairs, our knowledge of it remains scattered and outdated. Derecognition 
has featured in a limited number of studies within the field of international 
law, diplomatic studies, conflict resolution, and area studies (Lauterpacht 
1947; Grant 1999; Crawford 2007; Visoka, Doyle, and Newman 2020). Key 
textbooks and reference works on international law, diplomatic practice, 
and statecraft almost entirely ignore the subject (Shaw 2021; Roberts 2017; 
Constantinou, Kerr, and Sharp; McKercher 2022). We have much better 
understanding of the law, politics, and practices surrounding the recogni-
tion and nonrecognition of states than the withdrawal of recognition. State 
derecognition has been discussed only peripherally as part of other studies 
that have mainly focused on secession, self-determination, international law, 
and statehood norms in world politics (Pavković and Radan 2011; Vidmar, 
McGibbon, and Raible 2022). In theory, the revocation of recognition is 
seen as impossible unless recognition is reassigned or extended to another 
entity or the original conditions for recognition no longer exist (i.e., loss of 
statehood capacity). Another circumstance that may explain or justify the 
derecognition of states is when the claimant state emerges through aggres-
sion or loses the core attributes of statehood. However, as it will be discussed 
in Chapter 2, existing accounts provide conflicting and futile views on state 
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derecognition, draw mainly from the American and British doctrine of rec-
ognition, and are informed by outdated and historical examples.

Most importantly, these perspectives—mainly legal—need more in-
depth empirical analysis and examination in the context of contemporary 
world politics and transitional international order. They are primarily based 
on hypothetical situations, deriving mainly from the interpretation of 
broader international law, norms, and rules, including a narrow understand-
ing of sovereignty, recognition, and the agency of state-like entities in world 
politics, or on old examples of state practice and discourse (Lauterpacht 
1947; Grant 1999; Crawford 2007). Some of the contemporary examples of 
state derecognition—mainly Taiwan and Western Sahara—are so far studied 
in isolation—mostly as contextual investigations of foreign policy imple-
mentation and diplomatic conduct of states in conflict over territory, sover-
eignty, and resources (Taylor 2002; Van Fossen 2007; Smith 2015; Kingsbury 
2015; Tudoroiu 2017; Abidde 2022). However, these case-specific studies 
cannot offer a broader understanding of this diplomatic practice, which 
ultimately requires engaging with comparative, globally existing examples 
of state derecognition and critically examining knowledge across different 
scholarly debates in broadly defined international studies.

This book offers the first comprehensive, global, and comparative out-
look on this underexplored diplomatic practice. It aims to develop a gen-
eral account of state derecognition that is both conceptually and empirically 
rich, critical of existing practices, and path-setting for future research. This 
book aims to inductively trace contemporary state practices, actors, justifica-
tions, and effects of this under-explored diplomatic practice to make sense 
of the complexities and controversies surrounding state derecognition. The 
book’s focus is on states that have received some official recognition from 
UN member states, and it does not deal with cases of de facto states that 
have not received any official recognition. It also does not deal with cases of 
state death as a result of dissolution, annexation, or reincorporation within 
the former base state. It offers original insights from five partially recognized, 
contested, and de facto states currently experiencing withdrawal of recog-
nition: Taiwan, Western Sahara, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Kosovo. By 
offering original analysis and tracing contemporary state practices, the book 
adds both conceptual and empirical nuances to the dominant legal views on 
the derecognition of states. Moreover, by disentangling the complex dip-
lomatic, economic, and geopolitical linkages and trans-scalar agency that 
shape decisions of states to withdraw recognition, the book aims to enrich 
further existing accounts in diplomatic studies about the role of great power 
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politics, normative institutions, international organizations, and foreign 
policy of contender states.

Making Sense of State Derecogntion

Making sense of state derecognition requires addressing a number of puz-
zling questions to which we have yet to learn the answers. How can we 
conceptualize the derecognition of states? Can states derecognize other 
states? Under what circumstances would the withdrawal of recognition be 
an acceptable and justifiable act? What drives states to withdraw the recogni-
tion of other states? What are the political, economic, normative, and geopo-
litical rationales for derecognition? What diplomatic strategies, actors, and 
approaches facilitate the derecognition of states? How does the withdrawal 
of recognition impact the claimant states and their international stand-
ing? Why is there no institutional and normative framework for regulating 
this diplomatic practice? Tackling these questions requires understanding 
holistically the derecognition of states in world politics, in particular, the 
diplomatic process, actors, justifications, and effects of this practice in the 
political existence and international standing of derecognized states and its 
broader impact on world order. Starting from the concept of derecognition, 
there are multiple semantical invocations and no clear definition in diplo-
matic theory and practice. While scholars and practitioners alike use inter-
changeably “derecognition” with “withdrawal,” “retraction,” “suspension,” 
and “freezing of recognition,” there is a need to examine the nuances this 
terminology carries. Conceptualizing this diplomatic practice requires shed-
ding light on contemporary state discourse and scholarly debates. Offering 
a more concise account of state derecognition enriches existing scholarly 
debates on statehood and recognition and helps practitioners make sense of 
this evolving and underexplored diplomatic practice. State recognition and 
nonrecognition concepts are well established in literature and state practice. 
However, the concept of derecognition is only marginally examined and 
defined. Thus, it is essential to explore how derecognition is treated in schol-
arly literature, especially whether and under what conditions recognition is 
reversible.

Understanding state derecognition in practice, first and foremost, means 
examining which states are subject to the withdrawal of recognition and 
which are prone to withdrawing the recognition of other states—although 
this would not be sufficient without bringing in former base states and 
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regional powers, which play a role in determining the positions of all the 
parties involved. Self-determination outside the decolonization process and 
state birth without the consent of the former base state reduce the prospects 
for collective recognition (Laoutides 2020). This has resulted in the creation 
of new contested states with different degrees of international recognition 
and a limited capacity to survive independently without external support 
(Visoka 2022). It is in this context that derecognition has primarily affected 
states that have declared their independence without the consent of their 
base state and have failed to secure collective recognition, namely states that 
are outside the UN system or have not been yet admitted as full members 
(Griffiths 2017). As I have already mentioned, they range from states that 
have secured recognition from fewer than ten others, such as Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia, to states that have achieved around one hundred or more 
recognitions, such as Taiwan, Western Sahara, and Kosovo. While Taiwan is 
a unique case, as it claims to be a continuing state rather than a new, inde-
pendent state, it is crucial to examine it, as it has been the most prominent 
case affected by diplomatic derecognition (de Oliveira 2023). Without full 
membership in the UN and support from major international powers, aspir-
ing states with partial international recognition risk losing their diplomatic 
allies and becoming subject to delegitimization. Therefore, the practice of 
derecognition remains a conceptual and empirical puzzle because contem-
porary examples of derecognition encompass different political entities or 
claimant states with distinct pathways to independent statehood, different 
degrees and forms of recognition, and varying statehood capacity.

Similarly, looking at which states are implicated in freezing, withdraw-
ing, switching, and reinstating recognition of other states is crucial for holis-
tically understanding derecognition. Evidence shows that derecognizing 
other states has emerged as a common practice mostly among postcolonial 
states in the global south that gained independent statehood as part of the 
decolonization process, who continue to struggle with chronic poverty and 
geopolitical vulnerabilities, or are ruled by semi-authoritarian regimes. Small 
Caribbean, Pacific, and African states are the main protagonists of derecog-
nition and re-recognition practices, having made the business of recognition 
one of their foreign policy priorities and a solid source of much-needed 
economic development and humanitarian aid (Tudoroiu 2017: 204). Among 
the most prominent of those involved in withdrawing, “renting,” or switch-
ing their recognition of other states are Burkina Faso, the Central African 
Republic, the Dominican Republic, Gambia, Lesotho, Liberia, Malawi, 
Nauru, Panama, the Solomon Islands, Suriname, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. For 
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these states, derecognition is one of the only available foreign policy assets 
to reduce their vulnerability, benefit from foreign aid, renew alliances, and 
influence the international system more generally (Thorhallsson and Bailes 
2016: 297). Thus, by looking only at the foreign policy decisions of these 
states, especially their transactional understanding of state recognition and 
derecognition, we cannot uncover the entangled politics and nature of state 
derecognition in world politics.

In addition to the former base and claimant state, the regional and global 
powers, in their capacity as patron or kin states, must also be accounted for 
when discussing state derecognition. Support or opposition from the great 
powers plays a pivotal role in deepening and entrenching the contestation 
of claimant states (Coggins 2014). Great powers, unless they are themselves 
the base state, are mainly reactive actors who support the diplomatic agenda 
of former base states for geopolitical interests (Newman and Visoka 2023). 
In relation to Taiwan, China is obviously the main competing authority and 
has also utilized its global political and economic status to reduce the num-
ber of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies. Despite being among the first countries 
to withdraw its recognition of Taiwan, the United States remains one of its 
vital global allies, seeking to use Taiwan as a geostrategic asset to advance 
its interests abroad. In the case of Western Sahara, the SADR is backed 
militarily and diplomatically by Algeria, while Morocco continues to benefit 
from French and US support in its campaign for derecognition (Huddleston 
2021). Kosovo’s main allies remain the United States and most EU member 
states, while Serbia is backed by Russia (and China to a certain point) in its 
pursuit of the derecognition of Kosovo (Visoka 2020b). Finally, Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia are backed by Russia, while Georgia enjoys strong sup-
port from the United States and all the EU and NATO member states (Ó 
Beacháin 2020). Thus, the involvement of regional and global powers is an 
important indicator of the significance of derecognition for making sense of 
contestation and rivalries among dominant powers.

Beyond protagonist states, another question that needs to be addressed 
is whether states can legitimately derecognize other states and, if so, under 
what conditions such a move is justifiable. International lawyers and foreign 
policy and diplomacy scholars are divided on this question. When assem-
bling knowledge from various disciplinary fields—mostly from interna-
tional law—we can trace two significant perspectives on state derecognition. 
The first group of scholars argues that once a state has been recognized as 
sovereign, it cannot be derecognized. The leading proponents of this view 
mostly subscribe to the declaratory theory of recognition, which holds that 
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the existence of a state is independent of recognition as long as that state 
fulfills specific substantive criteria. They hold that once full and formal rec-
ognition has been granted and diplomatic relations have been established, 
derecognition cannot retrospectively undermine statehood, especially if rec-
ognition has been granted de jure and the claimant state satisfies the criteria 
of statehood (Lauterpacht 1947; Chen 1951). In this instance, derecognition 
means that the legal existence of the claimant state vanishes only in relation 
to this particular (derecognizing) state. In effect, derecognition is nothing 
but discontinuing diplomatic relations. In policy discourses as well, espe-
cially among the claimant states, the withdrawal of recognition is categori-
cally denied. For example, in the case of Kosovo, both its national leaders 
and the United States as their primary international ally consider Kosovo’s 
independence and sovereignty as “irreversible and inviolable” (US Depart-
ment of State 2022) and assertively claim that “the independent, sovereign, 
free Kosovo is an irreversible reality” (President of Kosovo 2022). Similarly, 
the European Parliament through its nonbinding resolutions has affirmed 
on several occasions that “the independence of Kosovo is irreversible” (Euro-
pean Parliament 2022).

However, such a view is often refuted by former base states and their 
allies, who consider the withdrawal of recognition possible and utilize it to 
advance diplomatic and military goals against claimant states. This corre-
sponds with the second view, which considers both recognition and derecog-
nition to be essential elements of independent statehood. Scholars uphold-
ing this view—affiliated with the constitutive theory of recognition—take 
an affirmative stance regarding the possibility of reversing the recognition 
of states. For constitutive theorists, a state exists only when others recognize 
its sovereign status. In this regard, constitutive theorists consider derecogni-
tion a critical indicator undermining the claimant state’s ability to perform 
sovereignty in international society (Talmon 1993; Raič 2002). The former 
base states and their international allies usually adopt this view, considering 
derecognition to be an international blessing of the return of symbolic sov-
ereignty over the contested territory, including permission to extend the base 
state’s authority and control over the derecognized state. They also maintain 
that as long as state recognition remains unregulated in international law, it 
will remain a discretionary state practice to decide on the conduct of their 
foreign policy (d’Aspremont 2012; Dugard 2013). This implies that diplo-
matic recognition could be withdrawn from an effective de jure government 
for political reasons (Tierney 2013).

Although these views on the permissibility of derecognition hold attrac-
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tive argumentative grounds, they are not sufficiently investigated—either 
at the conceptual or empirical level. Is derecognition what states make of 
it, or do more objective criteria guide it? We need a much richer account of 
state derecognition to answer this query, including the clear presentation 
and categorization of competing perspectives. While there is some debate 
about the politics and ethics of using economic, political, and military 
incentives in the pursuit of derecognition, there is no sufficient research on 
and analysis of the instruments used by states to incentivize the derecogni-
tion of states. Similar to the case of recognition in the first instance, the 
derecognition of states is also embedded in legal, political, and situation 
arguments, which may vary from one case to another (Ker-Lindsay 2012; 
Visoka 2018). A proper and systematic analysis of public justifications and 
rationales used by third states is essential to understanding the discursive 
and strategic narrative that drives the decision to derecognize states. The 
wording of derecognition notes is crucial to deconstructing and tracing the 
normative and political language used and the influence of the former base 
states in framing such decisions. Similarly, we still have a limited under-
standing of the scale and scope of effects that the derecognition of states 
may have on the disputant parties and the prospects for conflict resolu-
tion, on the interference of third countries in the foreign policy conduct 
of derecognizing states, and on international peace and stability. Although 
state derecognition currently affects a small number of partially recognized 
states and remains widely contested by the international community, its 
impact on global order and the relationship between great powers and the 
existing international order is enormous.

Thus, examining the derecognition of states is also about significant 
questions concerning international transitional order and the politics of dis-
assembling statehood, which ultimately raises questions about the changing 
nature of world order and the growing hostility between states over state cre-
ation and over the use and abuse of state recognition to promote sovereign 
inequality in world politics. Finally, as the derecognition of states tends to 
have far-reaching consequences for claimant states, it is essential to question 
what institutional and normative mechanisms exist to regulate or sanction 
the derecognition of states. Although the derecognition of states remains 
a highly polarized issue, it is essential to explore policy and institutional 
mechanisms that could be developed to regulate this controversial practice 
in world politics or set some consensual contours and normative consider-
ations that may guide international policy thinking and practice.
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The Argument and Main Themes

The Meaning and Invocation of State Derecognition

The first theme of this book concerns the meaning and invocation of state 
derecognition. The book finds that the derecognition of states is invoked, 
applied, and interpreted differently and inconsistently by protagonist states. 
Empirically, the book finds that practices of derecognition are characterized 
by a mismatch between the original conditions for recognition and those 
invoked for derecognition; a mismatch in how derecognizing states respond 
to different cases; a mismatch between declared justifications and hidden 
motives for derecognition; and, finally, a mismatch between the desired 
and the actual effects of derecognition. Derecognition is what protagonist 
states decide to make of it. For the former base state and the claimant state, 
derecognition is a central feature of diplomatic warfare for defending self-
determination versus resorting to territorial integrity; for derecognizing 
states, derecognition serves as a generator of foreign aid, personal profit, and 
military assistance; and finally, for regional powers, derecognition bolsters 
geopolitical rivalries.

These divergent views derive also from ambiguities among scholars and 
a need for more consensus among practitioners on whether diplomatic rec-
ognition can be withdrawn, making state derecognition a highly contested 
concept and unstable practice. The majority of legal scholars perceive state 
recognition as irreversible. According to this view, when a country is recog-
nized as an independent and sovereign state, it cannot be derecognized as 
long as the conditions on which the recognition was offered have stayed the 
same (Lauterpacht 1945; Chen 1951). In other words, as long as the claimant 
state continues to satisfy the statehood criteria—namely, have an effective 
authority over a population, a specific territory, an effective and functioning 
government, and the ability to enter international relations—derecognition 
should not have any legal and political weight. This position is, however, 
complicated in cases such as Taiwan and the ambiguities surrounding claims 
over continuing or titular sovereignty. According to some scholars, even if 
the original conditions are altered, recognition cannot be revoked because 
the original act of recognition is declaratory and not a constitutive act of 
sovereign statehood (Vidmar 2013). Thus, derecognition, in effect, repre-
sents discontinuing bilateral relations between states, not the annulment of 
a claimant state’s statehood (James 2016).
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Moreover, legal and normative perspectives maintain that the with-
drawal of recognition is permissible when a new state emerges through acts 
of aggression, thus requiring collective nonrecognition or derecognition 
if deemed necessary to restore the peremptory norms of international law 
(Raič 2002: 90). The main concern here is the external, illegal use of force, 
or another form of intervention, in a sovereign state to annex a part of the 
territory without the consent of the host state or without a justifiable and 
legitimate case for intervention to prevent a humanitarian crisis that would 
endanger international peace and stability (Grant 1999: 30). So these excep-
tions notwithstanding, the recognition of states, in general, is seen as a wel-
come development in world politics because it contributes to the global 
expansion of international law’s jurisdiction, as well as the promotion of 
regional stability and conflict resolution (Lauterpacht 1945). In turn, the 
derecognition of claimant states that do fulfill the criteria for statehood and 
have a legitimate case for independent statehood is seen as an aggressive, irre-
sponsible, and devastating attack on the rules-based international order, as 
it results in the expansion of ungoverned territories, regional instability, and 
fierce rivalry between contender states and global powers. However, another 
worldview holds that both recognition and derecognition are essential ele-
ments in the making and unmaking of independent statehood (Kelsen 1941). 
Only through recognition can a state-like entity become a sovereign state, 
and when recognition is withdrawn, it can bring into question the capacity 
of the claimant state to act as an independent subject in international affairs. 
In other words, when a country is massively derecognized, its changed status 
weakens the claimant’s ability to engage in diplomatic relations with other 
states, undermines its interests, excludes its from international bodies, and 
complicates its ability to perform sovereign equality.

However, state practice does not follow theory regarding state derecogni-
tion. Since recognition, nonrecognition, and derecognition remain at the 
discretion of states, they have autonomy in deciding when to grant, with-
hold, or withdraw recognition regardless of the presence or absence of state-
hood criteria (d’Asprement 2012). Through an intertextual and comparative 
analysis of derecognition discourses, this book finds out that the norms and 
justifications invoked during the derecognition process are pretentious, two-
faced, and inconsistent. There is a mismatch between the criteria and justifi-
cation of derecognition and the original conditions for recognition. Namely, 
there is a normative conflict where derecognition becomes a counternorm to 
the original recognition, significantly when the target state has not changed 
in some fundamental way. One would expect that since derecognition is the 
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reversal of a previous recognition decision, such a process should demon-
strate normative consistency, namely, show that the original conditions for 
recognition have changed so as to render the process and act of derecogni-
tion possible.

In most cases, the original grounds for recognition combine normative, 
legal, and political conditions, such as the fulfillment of statehood criteria, 
a desire to establish friendly relations and bilateral cooperation, compliance 
with international law, and support for the principle of self-determination 
of peoples, as well as other context-specific circumstances leading to inde-
pendent statehood. With few exceptions, the overwhelming number of 
derecognition cases tend to ignore the original conditions for recognition 
and sometimes invoke norms and rationales that contradict one another. 
The two dominant norms invoked by derecognizing states include conflict 
resolution among the contender states and compliance with international 
norms on statehood, such as the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the 
former base state. While these arguments carry significant weight, they do 
not correspond with the reality on the ground and contradict original deci-
sions for recognition. They show that both recognition and derecognition 
are guided by competing and often incompatible norms, further compli-
cating state derecognition’s analytical, normative, and practical properties. 
Most importantly, these inconsistencies raise questions about derecogni-
tion’s validity and normative rightness.

The book instead finds that economic benefits, domestic political dynam-
ics, and geopolitical interests play a far more significant role in informing the 
decisions of third countries on withdrawing recognition than the presence 
or absence of the original conditions for recognition, such as the statehood 
capacity of claimant states, international norms, and other bilateral factors. 
Political systems, religion, collective identity, and geography have little or no 
effect on derecognition decisions. Thus, what contemporary examples show 
is that the derecognition of states is not entirely about asserting that a state 
does not fulfill the core criteria of statehood, nor is it merely an instrument 
for upholding international institutions and norms on sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity. Instead, the derecognition of states has emerged as a foreign 
policy instrument for advancing the domestic and international self-interest 
of the derecognizing states and their international allies. The legal, politi-
cal, economic, normative, and geopolitical justifications for state derecog-
nition, rather than being based on facts and objective truths, tend to serve 
as legitimization frameworks to satisfy domestic audiences at home, spon-
sors, or buyers of derecognition (the former base state and their allies) and 
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international audiences, primarily for reputational damage control and miti-
gation of potential consequences. These rationales and discourses behind 
derecognition demonstrate that the politics of recognition often have little 
to do with the proclaimed norms, principles, and legal rules governing the 
birth of new states in international society. Political self-interest rather than 
a principled stance across the board guides derecognition in contemporary 
state practice. Nonetheless, these justifications offer helpful hints about the 
patterns in derecognition. Derecognition grounded on outward-looking 
rationales tends to be more ambiguous and temporary, expressed as suspen-
sion or freezing of recognition rather than complete, formal, and definitive 
withdrawal of recognition. In inward-looking rationales, where derecogni-
tion is guided by economic interests, domestic political rivalry, and geopo-
litical considerations, derecognition tends to be more definitive. It takes the 
shape of either a complete withdrawal of recognition or a termination of 
diplomatic relations.

The predominantly inward-looking rationales for justifying the derecog-
nition of states demonstrate the diplomatic hypocrisy of third countries 
implicated in transactional forms of trading recognition in exchange for 
material and political security goods without any regard for the damage 
caused to the derecognized state or geopolitical implications of such deci-
sions. Derecognition, as much as it is a symptomatic feature of diplomatic 
warfare that undermines contested statehood, is also enabled by the inher-
ent diplomatic cultures of third countries implicated in selling their recog-
nitions or votes in exchange for aid or other specific goods (Thorhallsson 
and Bailes 2016). While powerful states mostly use recognition as a tool 
to advance their interests, derecognition is mostly pursued by weak states 
to compensate for their strategic vulnerabilities in world politics. As much 
as the former base states try to serve as masters and exploit third countries 
as their servants in their diplomatic warfare against the claimant state, the 
third countries often act as masters who turn other contender states into 
their servants. So state derecognition has effectively become a tool of state-
craft for third countries implicated in transactional forms of recognition 
and derecognition of states. They use it to compensate for their national 
underdevelopment and perform their sovereignty abroad regardless of the 
implications for international norms and order. Paradoxically, the same 
states implicated in trading derecognition for self-interest, which tend to 
promote self-determination at home, are implicated in promoting anti-self-
determination abroad by way of recognizing the sovereignty of the former 
base state over the claimant state.
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The politics of inwardness underpinning most of the decisions for rec-
ognition help explain why derecognizing states trade the withdrawal of rec-
ognition for political, material, and security interests. First and foremost, 
third countries (mostly underdeveloped, postcolonial states) perceive their 
right to establish or break diplomatic relations and simultaneously with-
hold, grant, or/and withdraw recognition of other states, as a sovereign and 
exceptional right. They also consider the goods that derive from trading or 
renting recognition as essential for their socioeconomic development and 
geopolitical position. Moreover, disregarding diplomatic norms and conven-
tions guiding state relations is also central to their desire to rejuvenate the 
revolutionary spirit, foregrounded in their historical struggle for indepen-
dent statehood. In this regard, noncompliance with international norms on 
state recognition is a response to and rejection of Western-imposed norms 
on sovereignty and statehood. Third countries strengthen their foreign pol-
icy independence by performing the diplomatic ritual of recognition and 
derecognition, thus empowering themselves as sovereign actors. Finally, the 
overwhelming number of derecognizing states are semi-authoritarian or 
undemocratic, whose unprincipled, untransparent, and compromised for-
eign policy derives from their domestic political culture and governance. 
Thus, by denying recognition, third countries constitute themselves as inter-
national actors (Weber 1994).

In sum, state derecognition epitomizes three denials and discordances 
in world politics. First, it remains underexplored at the epistemic level and 
denied, mainly by legal scholars, as a viable and acceptable diplomatic prac-
tice. Second, at the political level, derecognition is denied by the claimant 
state as a possible and actual occurrence, which highlights various reasons 
why such a practice is dubious, especially when the original conditions for 
recognition are intact and there hasn’t been a change in the effective func-
tioning of the state. Moreover, derecognition doesn’t dismantle independent 
statehood, as that would legitimize external denial of self-determination. 
Third, at the operational level and in denial of the first two denials, the 
former base state, through third countries pursues the derecognition of the 
claimant state to deny the latter self-determination, diplomatic equality, and 
normal access to international resources, events, and organizations and thus 
render its sovereign statehood dysfunctional. Third countries, through the 
political discretion of granting, withholding, or withdrawing recognition, 
perform their foreign policy self-determination at the expense of the claim-
ant state’s self-determination. So at the heart of derecognition as diplomatic 
hypocrisy, there are multiple denialisms and self-determinations: between 
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reason and experience, between desirability and actuality of diplomatic rela-
tions, and between intentions and effects. This multiplicity of denialisms 
and incongruences doesn’t support friendship among nations; on the con-
trary, it contributes to anti-diplomatic relations centered on estrangement 
and outrage.

The Process and Tactics of State Derecognition

The second theme of this book concerns the tactics and strategies contender 
states pursue to reverse the recognition of claimant states. Although the 
derecognition of states is not guided by clear rules and norms but by politi-
cal expediency and arbitrary actions of states, there are patterned practices 
that help us make sense of it. Just as they can withhold or grant recogni-
tion to new states, third states can also withdraw it and reinstate it. We 
have examples of a claimant state that has been recognized, derecognized, 
and re-recognized at least three times. State derecognition resembles the 
steps undertaken in the struggle to secure diplomatic recognition, but in 
reverse order, demonstrating that statehood, sovereignty, and international 
legitimation are dynamic (Kyris 2022). The recognition process, in the first 
place, involves gradual lobbying and investment in shifting the position of 
third countries from complete estrangement and nonrecognition to infor-
mal interactions and institutional engagement until formal recognition is 
granted (Visoka 2018; Newman and Visoka 2018a). In the reversal of this 
order, the process of derecognition moves from formal recognition to 
ambivalent forms of diplomatic disengagement and gradual estrangement 
to the formal end of diplomatic relations. While the relationship between 
the claimant state and third countries can be located in any of these stages or 
trajectories of diplomatic relations, they are temporal and subject to change 
due to foreign policy frictions or external interventions by other contender 
states. In this sense, the process of recognition and derecognition shows pat-
terns of advancement and reversal of diplomatic ties, making diplomatic 
recognition, nonrecognition, derecognition, and re-recognition a complex 
and intricate open-ended loop with multiple possibilities that underpin 
interstate relations. For instance, since many countries tend to reverse their 
derecognition decisions—sometimes in a matter of days if not months or 
years—it can be claimed that derecognition is a temporary political deci-
sion, more like a de facto act of derecognition than a permanent one. While 
the process of derecognition, especially the forward-backward nature of dip-
lomatic relations, gives the sense of a path that can be traveled in two direc-
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tions, the campaign for derecognition itself exposes how fluid the process of 
derecognition can be. It is a process that cannot be predefined but is deter-
mined in practice by combining multiple interplaying actors and factors.

The first phase in the process of derecognition is domestic and interna-
tional contestation of the claimant state’s sovereignty and independence. It 
involves a range of diplomatic actions that the former base states take to 
try to prevent the recognition, retain nonrecognition, or reverse the rec-
ognition of the new claimant state. The contestation starts at home, where 
the former base state seeks to undermine the empirical sovereignty of the 
claimant state by causing political, legal, economic, and security blockages 
to the normal functioning of the society (Ker-Lindsay 2012; Ojeda-Garcia 
et al. 2017). This effort involves delegitimizing and questioning the histori-
cal, legal, and factual grounds for statehood and misrecognizing the agency 
of the political leadership and the community at large seeking independent 
statehood. The domestic contestation of the claimant states varies from one 
case to another. However, it often involves maintaining an administrative 
and military presence in certain parts of the claimant’s territory, manipulat-
ing kin ethnic minorities, or blocking free movement across the contested 
border, increasing pressure for democratic change by discriminating against 
the secessionist community and supporting a new community of settlers, 
who usually come from the territory of the former base state. The former 
host state also seeks to constrain the claimant state by blocking strategic 
economic routes, prosecuting the political leadership and pro-independence 
activists, and appropriating and exploiting resources. Internationally, the 
former base state frequently uses its diplomatic network, its presence within 
multilateral organizations, and its strategic relationships with influential 
states to prevent the claimant state from gaining diplomatic recognition, 
participating in or joining regional or international bodies, or strengthening 
its international standing by other means. State contestation also involves 
exploiting international legal instruments to prohibit the claimant state 
from accessing the international community. Thus, the first feature of the 
derecognition campaign is the maintenance of abnormal relations with the 
claimant state to ensure that the claimant state’s sovereignty is contested 
and challenged at home and abroad. It involves deploying counter-secession 
measures (Griffiths and Muro 2020), which first and foremost combine dip-
lomatic and anti-diplomatic methods for undermining the consolidation of 
the claimant state’s domestic and international sovereignty to preserve the 
base state’s territorial integrity, at least for symbolic and strategic purposes.

The second phase in the process of state derecognition involves persuad-
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ing other states to rethink their position on the claimant state. An initial sign 
of derecognition is when third countries issue antagonistic statements on the 
claimant state, avoid diplomatic interactions, or flirt diplomatically with the 
former base state. In other words, the third countries refuse to establish dip-
lomatic relations with the claimant state, ignoring the request for accredita-
tion of ambassadors and abstaining from voting or voting against the claim-
ant state in international organizations. The former host states use political, 
economic, and diplomatic methods to bargain for the derecognition of the 
claimant state. This campaign often entails providing economic and devel-
opment assistance, deepening bilateral military and security cooperation, 
and defending mutual interests within multilateral organizations. Corrup-
tion, sabotage, and manipulation are also common anti-diplomatic tactics 
that the former base state uses to persuade third countries to reconsider their 
position on the claimant state. Consequently, the desire of the former base 
state to offer economic incentives in exchange for derecognition has encour-
aged several impoverished, postcolonial states to take advantage of this situ-
ation and bargain with the highest bidder for a reversal of recognition.

In most cases, state derecognition occurs through secret diplomacy, char-
acterized by “the total isolation and exclusion of the media and the public 
from negotiations and related policy-making” (Gilboa 1998: 213). Corne-
liu Bjola (2014: 88–89) shows that beyond its benefits in limited instances, 
secret diplomacy can deepen the distrust between states, tarnish the repu-
tation of diplomatic actors and states, and, most importantly, undermine 
fundamental norms and principles of democratic rules as well as norms gov-
erning diplomatic relations between states. Although the former base state 
is often behind the campaign for derecognition, third countries tend also to 
lead the process guided by their foreign policy of trading or renting recogni-
tion in exchange for personal, economic, and security goods. Despite such 
incentives, this phase in the derecognition process can be lengthy, costly, 
and unpredictable. It can take many years of political and economic invest-
ment and the involvement of significant powers to persuade countries to 
rethink their decision and consider the derecognition of another state. In 
some instances, although the lobbying campaign does not result in full and 
formal derecognition of the claimant state, it results in freezing recognition 
and downgrading bilateral relations, which can be manifested by reduced 
bilateral contacts and the absence of support in multilateral forums.

The third phase in the derecognition process involves reconsidering and 
taking actions regarding the recognition of the claimant states, which can 
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take the shape of downgrading and severing diplomatic contacts, cutting 
off bilateral and multilateral cooperation, freezing recognition, or adopt-
ing a neutral position. Thus, the gradual suspension of diplomatic relations 
takes the shape of “recognition without engagement,” which entails taking 
an ambiguous position of neither fully withdrawing recognition nor main-
taining normal diplomatic contacts. Such an ambivalent position is often 
justified as a cooling-off period and a measure to encourage disputants to 
resolve the self-determination conflict through peaceful dialogue. In other 
instances, a similar anti-diplomatic discourse is invoked, labeled as freez-
ing the recognition, which entails “abnormalization” of diplomatic relations 
for an undefined period. This entails reverting to a de facto nonrecognition 
and neutral position pending dispute resolution. Diplomatic systems are 
characterized by a repertoire of diplomatic languages designed to “minimize 
misunderstandings and miscalculations that give rise to conflict” (Oglesby 
2016: 244). During this phase, the announcement of diplomatic disengage-
ment contains a vague language of duplicity and often is filled with factu-
ally inaccurate details (supplied by the sponsors of derecognition), which 
ultimatelys tend to maximize misunderstandings and miscalculations and 
aggrieve rather than settle diplomatic disputes between the claimant entity 
and the former base state. While these intermediary variants of diplomatic 
disengagement lack clear policy and a legal basis, they nonetheless play in 
favor of the former base state and put pressure on the claimant state to 
downgrade its ambitions for integration in the international system and, 
in turn, give concessions in peace talks. In most cases, though, such inter-
mediary disengagement prepares the grounds and boosts the cost of full 
withdrawal of recognition.

The fourth and final phase in the derecognition process involves formal 
and explicit withdrawal of recognition and the ending of official diplomatic 
relations. In most cases, derecognition is formalized by sending a note ver-
bale to the former base state, either reaffirming the recognition of its sov-
ereignty over the contested territory or taking a neutral stance pending the 
peaceful resolution of the sovereignty dispute. However, it is not uncommon 
for the derecognizing state to directly send the notice of the withdrawal 
of recognition to the claimant state. Countries involved in renting recog-
nition, however, seem intentionally to frame their decision (to recognize 
or derecognize) in vague, ambiguous language to keep open the option of 
switching to the highest bidder. Often the power to recognize or derecognize 
states is not explicitly enshrined in domestic legislation, and this is used as 
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a pretext for making uncoordinated decisions on sensitive foreign policy 
matters. In most cases, such a decision is taken by either the president or 
the government, depending on which has constitutional power in foreign 
affairs. Hence the derecognition of states tends to spark domestic politi-
cal disputes within the derecognizing states. Following the withdrawal of 
recognition, claimant states usually face a dilemma about how to respond. 
Their retaliatory opportunities following derecognition are limited. Apart 
from expressing regret and cutting diplomatic ties, claimant states are often 
vulnerable and restricted in what they can do in return. However, the failure 
of the claimant state to have more sovereign agency is often turned into 
inspiration for democratization and development at home and contribution 
to common goods internationally (Epstein, Lindemann, and Sending 2018). 
In most cases, the international community remains silent, and an organized 
reaction or sanctions against the derecognizing states or their patron state are 
unlikely and unexpected. For claimant states, the struggle for recognition, 
as much as it brings collective anxiety to the claimant state, also becomes 
a constitutive feature of their identity and how they act internationally. To 
counter their derecognition, claimant states and their international allies use 
a wide range of foreign policy instruments, such as offering technical or eco-
nomic assistance, as well as leveraging their special relations with influential 
states. However, formal withdrawal of recognition does not necessarily mean 
the end of diplomatic contacts between the protagonist states. The deci-
sion for derecognition can be revoked and the previous diplomatic relations 
retained, or afresh recognition could take place at a later stage. This is a com-
mon practice among third countries who consider state recognition to be a 
diplomatic transaction, a commodity that can be sold to the highest bidder.

In sum, these four phases show that state derecognition is a complex 
and intricate process that is not guided by clear rules and norms. It involves 
a range of diplomatic actions that the former base states take to prevent 
recognition, retain nonrecognition, or reverse the recognition of the new 
claimant state. The process can involve domestic contestation of the claim-
ant state’s sovereignty and independence and international lobbying and 
persuasion of third countries to rethink their position on the claimant state. 
This can mean the downgrading or of severing diplomatic contacts, cutting 
off bilateral and multilateral cooperation, freezing recognition, or adopting a 
neutral position. Ultimately, the process can involve the formal and explicit 
withdrawal of recognition and the ending of official diplomatic relations. 
While derecognition can have serious implications for the claimant state, the 
process is often reversible, and recognition can be reinstated later.
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The Effects and Implications of State Derecognition

The third theme of this book concerns the effects of state derecognition on 
protagonist states and broader implications for international order. Mutual 
recognition of states is seen as a foundational principle of the rules-based 
international order. The book finds that derecognition is a norm-breaking 
practice that undermines the foundational norms and institutions of inter-
national diplomacy, statehood, and recognition. While international norms 
on diplomatic recognition have never enjoyed global acceptance, they have 
helped guide the state responses to state creation and have promoted a sense 
of common purpose by trying to base decisions for recognition on the crite-
ria of effectiveness and legitimacy (Nicholson and Grant 2020). Whereas the 
function of state recognition is to declare that a political entity fulfills the 
conditions of statehood and contributes to the consolidation of statehood, 
the function of state derecognition is to deny and object that the said entity 
fulfills the conditions of statehood. It is part of the counter-secession strat-
egy to make the new state unviable and failed (Oltramonti 2020). Like non-
consensual secession, the reversibility of the recognition of states represents 
a fundamental challenge to the international order. The analyses in this book 
show that derecognition as a renegade counternorm and anti-diplomatic 
practice is prone to producing far-reaching political, legal, economic, and 
geopolitical consequences that affect the protagonist states and often impli-
cates global powers. In the worst-case scenario, it can be a prelude to war.

State derecognition contributes to international disorder in five inter-
linked ways. First, the process leading to derecognition disrupts normal dip-
lomatic relations between states. It undermines the prospects of the claimant 
state for full integration into the international system. It inhibits its pros-
pects for cultivating bilateral relations with other states, especially with those 
third states indicating or committing to the contestation, suspension, freez-
ing, or full withdrawal of original decision for recognition. Second, derecog-
nition contributes to international instability since the claimant state and 
its allies perceive it as an act of diplomatic aggression, which often results 
in deepening hostilities, undermining any effort toward conflict resolution 
and normalization of relations with the former base state. Such hostilities 
often implicate major powers and bolster regional rivalries, which in turn 
can threaten the protagonist states and the wide region. At least in the three 
out of five cases examined in this book, derecognition has been a prelude 
to the return of hostilities and hybrid warfare. Third, since derecognition 
is unregulated in the international system, it creates international legal and 
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diplomatic uncertainty. It contributes to hollowing out diplomatic rules and 
relations among states. In other words, it weakens the application of inter-
national law, widens the estrangement and hostility between protagonist 
states, blurs the lines between friendly and enemy nations, and enhances the 
chances for diplomatic and military confrontation. Fourth, derecognition 
involves secret and dubious transactions, including corruption, deception, 
and manipulation. This contributes to breaching and disregarding the eth-
ics, norms, and principles governing good and friendly relations between 
states. Finally, since derecognition is driven by political expediency and not 
principled stances, it undermines international institutions, laws, conven-
tions, and authorities, which in turn promotes unilateralism at the expense 
of multilateralism. This in turn weakens the very institutions established 
to protect small states, especially those implicated in the derecognition of 
states, against the predatory actions of major powers.

In a narrow sense, state derecognition is an anti-diplomatic practice 
because it often involves abrupt and unannounced decisions to derecog-
nize the claimant state and simultaneously involves secret negotiations and 
dubious dealings with the former base states without consultation with 
the government and diplomats of the derecognized state. The campaign 
for derecognition tends to ignore the official channels of communication, 
dialogue, and negotiation. It involves subversive and corruptive means to 
influence foreign policy decisions. Accordingly, the campaign for derecog-
nition resembles diplomatic warfare, which entails perverting the original 
functions of diplomacy by using conflictual politics, deception, material 
incentives, and alliances to pursue political warfare. Derecognition as anti-
diplomacy represents “war-by-other-means, practices that do violence” (Hall 
2006: 150). In more moderate terms, the campaign for derecognition is sub-
versive diplomacy that involves breaking diplomatic standards, using secret 
tactics and incentives, and co-opting the foreign policy of third countries 
so as to delegitimize the claimant state (Sharp 2009). The rationale for such 
a diplomatic war is evident. In the existing world order, former base states 
are strongly discouraged from taking back control over their lost territory 
through coercive methods. The norm of self-defense is not supported in 
the aftermath of losing territory. Exceptions, however, are re-emerging. Rus-
sia’s violent occupation of Crimea, China’s territorial claims over the South 
China Sea, and the United States’ controversial recognition of Israel’s claim 
over the Golan Heights and recognition of Morocco’s occupation of West-
ern Sahara are all examples involving extralegal territorial acquisitions (Paris 
2020). However, such extralegal exceptionality is impossible for middle-
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range or small powers with territorial disputes or breakaway regions. Thus, 
they revert to the diplomacy of counter-recognition and derecognition as an 
optimal method to continue making claims over the claimant state’s terri-
tory. It is a quest to maintain symbolic sovereignty over the claimant state. 
In this sense, derecognition is a type of externally infused state weakening, 
which is not entirely determined by the domestic lack of statehood capacity 
but is instead imposed from outside to prevent state consolidation.

In the broader sense, state derecognition is an anti-diplomatic practice 
because it undermines the entire spectrum of the conventional diplomatic 
system and contravenes legal and judicious conventions governing inter-
state relations. If recognition that precedes the establishment of “diplomatic 
relations is the key which opens the door to easy and straightforward inter-
state contact” (James 2016: 258), then the withdrawal of recognition that 
precedes the termination of diplomatic relations is the lock that closes the 
door to easy and straightforward interstate contact. In essence, derecogni-
tion undermines the core norms and standards of diplomatic recognition 
and the establishment of friendly relations among nations. It contributes to 
the emergence of multiple discontinued, disengaged, and pluriversal worlds. 
It deepens the estrangement between peoples and nations, and it promotes 
animus rather than friendly relations, which endangers international peace 
and security. It breaches the foundational norms of international relations, 
such as sovereign equality and noninterference in the internal affairs of sov-
ereign states. It contravenes the principles of estoppel, which require states 
to respect international norms and rules consistently. State derecognition as 
a unilateral breach of a bilateral treaty (such as the agreement for establishing 
diplomatic relations) also undermines the principle of good faith in diplo-
matic relations. In this sense, derecognition, as an anti-diplomatic practice, 
represents desertion and insubordination from institutionalized and obliga-
tory forms of conventional diplomatic conduct. By challenging these dip-
lomatic norms, derecognizing states become complicit in breaching general 
international law and contribute to conflictual and unpredictable relations 
among states. Such anti-diplomatic and norm-breaking conduct with far-
reaching and harmful consequences makes states that derecognize and their 
sponsors renegade-like regimes in the international system (Nincic 2005).

Even with these concerns, the withdrawal of recognition does not 
instantly result in the factual loss of sovereignty and the independent state-
hood of a claimant state. The derecognition of states that continue to satisfy 
both objective and subjective criteria of statehood supports the claims of 
the declaratory theory, which considers state existence to be independent of 
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external recognition. However, derecognition by default can lead to diplo-
matic isolation, domestic political turmoil, limited access to international 
bodies, exposure to external interference, and collective insecurity. In this 
sense, derecognition can become a delegitimizing feature, undermining 
the claimant state’s domestic and international sovereignty. The diplomatic 
isolation that may result from derecognition undermines claimant states’ 
ontological security and national identity, reducing incumbent govern-
ments’ authority and undermining both domestic and regional stability. 
Derecognition can sometimes prolong undemocratic rule and an ongoing 
state of emergency within claimant states, such as the Western Sahara. In 
other instances, derecognition tends to improve the democratic perfor-
mance of the claimant state. In the cases of Taiwan and Kosovo, for exam-
ple, it has positively affected the democratization process, forcing targeted 
states to seek international legitimation based on democratic performance 
(Caspersen 2012; Visoka 2018).

State derecognition can be seen as the extension of contestation of the 
claimant state by the former base state and other third countries. By default, 
the withdrawal of recognition signals that the derecognizing state does not 
consider the claimant state a subject of international law. Accordingly, it 
avoids acknowledging or supporting the claimant state’s international legal 
personality in their encounters. Effectively, the derecognition of the claim-
ant state keeps its statehood status unresolved and even more contested. 
It exposes it to uncertainties about the extent to which and terms under 
which it can survive, with a threat of extinction as an independent and sov-
ereign state. Derecognition, a deliberate strategy instituted by the former 
base state and enabled by derecognizing states, tends to weaken the claimant 
state. Countries affected by derecognition tend to have certain aspects of 
statehood still under consolidation. Derecognition complicates the efforts 
of the claimant state to complete state consolidation—namely, the ability 
to directly govern its territory and represent its interests internationally. In 
particular, the act and process of derecognition undermine the prospects for 
the consolidation of international sovereignty, which requires, in the first 
instance, wide recognition of sovereignty and the ability to establish dip-
lomatic relations and participate in international organizations, as well as 
become a legal subject and party to international legal, economic, politi-
cal, security, and sociocultural treaty bodies. In turn, incomplete state con-
solidation becomes a source of domestic fragility by significantly reducing 
the ability of the claimant state to provide stability, development, and well-
being to its citizens. Consequently, as Peter Radan (2019: 48) states, there is 
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a risk that, without recognition, “the continued viability and survival of a 
territorial entity as a state is unlikely to be maintained.” In this sense, derec-
ognizing states play a direct role in weakening the sovereignty of other states.

State derecognition—motivated by self-interest and performed in disre-
gard for historical and contemporary circumstances that claimant states must 
address in their quest for self-determination and recognition—contributes 
neither to international peace and stability nor to the advancement of jus-
tice and rights in world politics. On the contrary, such a controversial prac-
tice limits the international community’s role in resolving statehood and 
self-determination disputes and gives the former base state greater scope for 
behaving aggressively toward the claimant state and its subjects. While for-
mer base states and their international allies tend to invest significant legal 
and political capital in the withdrawal of recognition, the claimant state and 
its international allies tend to downplay its significance and impact. How-
ever, contemporary state practice decisively shows that derecognition under-
mines the claimant state’s international standing. It prevents the claimant 
state from having normal diplomatic and economic relations and impedes 
its participation and membership in international and regional organiza-
tions. In particular, state derecognition limits the claimant state’s chances 
of establishing diplomatic contacts, building consular services abroad, con-
cluding bilateral agreements, traveling abroad, and making trade deals. Con-
trary to references to peaceful resolution of disputes, derecognition deepens 
counter-peace dynamics and contributes to the re-escalation of hostilities 
because it legitimizes the interference of the former base state in the inter-
nal affairs of the claimant state. In this regard, derecognizing states become 
complicit in pushing for internalization rather than the internationalization 
of self-determination disputes, which reduces the ability of the international 
community to contribute to conflict resolution, protection of human rights, 
and provision of foreign aid and assistance to the affected population.

Derecognition has far-reaching consequences, not only for the derecog-
nized states but also for those derecognizing them. In an attempt to either 
retain or withdraw recognition, foreign states tend to use domestic politi-
cal rivalry between the derecognizing states to further their foreign policy 
interests. This can undermine democratic processes, nurture corruption, and 
promote the hostile conduct of foreign policy. As external actors incentiv-
ize derecognition, it can destabilize and undermine the sovereignty of the 
derecognizing state by allowing external countries to influence their domes-
tic democratic processes and foreign policy. The struggle to retain or with-
draw diplomatic recognition directly impacts the longevity of authoritarian 
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leaders, promotes corruption and the misuse of foreign aid, and results in 
external interference in democratic processes (Tudoroiu 2017: 209). As lead-
ing states engaged in switching diplomatic recognition often endure chronic 
poverty by withdrawing their recognition of nascent states, they risk provok-
ing a humanitarian crisis locally. When tracing the effects of derecognition, 
this practice neither resolves self-determination conflicts nor reduces the 
risk of creating new conditions of fragility inside claimant states and their 
wider region. On the contrary, derecognition can have a spillover effect that 
undermines efforts to normalize relations between the parties in conflict 
and deepens great power rivalries. It creates territorial zones ungoverned by 
international law and encourages predatory, clientelist, and illicit transna-
tional practices. The derecognition of states poses challenges to the domestic 
stability of claimant states and tends to affect regional peace and broader 
international stability. It is also a contagious practice that expands not only 
among contested states but also among UN member states. For example, 
following Russia’s aggression war against Ukraine, in 2022, Russian Duma 
discussed a draft bill on the derecognition of Lithuania (TASS 2022). In 
November 2022, Australia reversed its previous decision to recognize Jerusa-
lem as Israel’s capital (Slonim 2022).

Recognition is essential not only for the aspirant state but also for existing 
states because recognizing other states is the very act that constitutes inter-
national society—namely, the collective features that unite and differentiate 
sovereign states (Visoka 2018). However, when states withdraw the recogni-
tion of other states, they risk promoting international disorder and thus 
unmaking foundational principles of international society. The economic 
bribery and military interests involved in state derecognition significantly 
undermine the values, norms, and principles governing matters of state-
hood in the international community. Derecognizing states may constitute 
delinquency by emphasizing self-interest rather than shared interests such 
as peace, justice, and development and disassembling international norms, 
institutions, and rules governing diplomatic relations. While diplomatic 
recognition was invented by Western colonial powers keen to exert control 
over their former colonial subjects and determine which had the chance to 
become a sovereign state (Ringmar 2014; Anghie 2004), nowadays, derecog-
nition has become a common practice among underdeveloped postcolonial 
states in Latin America, Africa, and the Pacific.

So checkbook diplomacy and rental recognition are not sustainable prac-
tices, as they turn international recognition into a tradable diplomatic com-
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modity that can be shifted depending on self-interest, government change, 
or the highest bidder. Switching recognition is purely a product of domestic 
politics and economic incentives. The diplomacy that dictates retaining or 
switching recognition is highly unpredictable, corruptive, and prone to pro-
moting domestic and international instability. The abuse of state derecogni-
tion risks reducing recognition from being an essential feature of external 
certification and the acceptance of new states in international society to be 
a politically and economically motivated foreign policy instrument of states. 
Derecognition promotes international disorder by emphasizing self-interest 
rather than shared interests such as peace, justice, and development, as well 
as by disassembling the international norms, institutions, and rules govern-
ing diplomatic relations, including by disregarding the rules of proper dip-
lomatic behavior, exploiting vulnerabilities, and promoting unfair terms in 
relationships. Moreover, the derecognition of states for political self-interest 
amounts to unilateral interference in the normal functioning of fledgling 
states. It can amount to indirect participation in the conflict between the 
claimant and base states. States that constantly rent diplomatic recognition 
have become pariahs that constitute a source of disorder in international 
society. Therefore, it seems reasonable to suggest that the derecognition of 
states for domestic selfish, political, or economic interests, with no regard for 
the norms, values, or principles of statehood in world politics, may amount 
to international delinquency.

State derecognition can be considered an arbitrary practice that can 
have far-reaching political, economic, legal, and geopolitical consequences. 
Derecognition as an anti-diplomatic practice not only undermines the pros-
pects of the claimant state for full integration in the international system 
but also limits its ability to establish diplomatic relations and participate 
in international organizations. Derecognition also contributes to the emer-
gence of multiple discontinuous, disengaged world orders, deepening the 
estrangement between peoples and nations and promoting animus rather 
than friendly relations, thus endangering international peace and security. 
Moreover, derecognition can destabilize and undermine the sovereignty of 
derecognizing states by subsidizing government work through renting rec-
ognitions or derecognition. It can encourage predatory, clientelist, and illicit 
transnational practices and have a spillover effect that undermines efforts to 
normalize relations between the parties in conflict and triggers regional ten-
sions. In this sense, derecognition has unwanted effects on the derecognized 
states and those implicated in derecognizing them.
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The Way Forward

The final theme of this book explores the prospects for regulating the 
derecognition of states in the international system. Currently, both the 
recognition and derecognition of states remain at the discretion of existing 
sovereign states, and there needs to be a consensus on the conditions that 
should guide both practices (French 2013; Ninet 2024). The book argues 
that the lack of a legal and institutional regime that regulates which entities 
should be recognized or derecognized as a sovereign state has resulted in 
the emergence of a dysfunctional state expansion system forcing, first and 
foremost, many ethnic groups to use both violent and nonviolent meth-
ods to create their independent state, and also exposing existing states to 
the practice of derecognition (Naticchia 2016; White, Cunningham, and 
Beardsley 2018). At its core, state derecognition exposes and deepens the 
conflict between diplomatic norms on the irreversibility of statehood and 
recognition and the discretion of states to conduct their foreign affairs inde-
pendently. It deepens the conflict between the norms of self-determination 
and territorial integrity. The derecognition of the claimant states has become 
a political battlefield for conflicting great power agendas and proxy wars. 
Powerful states—such as the United States, China, and Russia—often take 
opposing sides in self-determination conflicts, which contributes to the 
creation of stalemates and protracted conflicts (Coggins 2014; Chiang and 
Hwang 2008). The main protagonists of derecognition aren’t great powers 
but small number of postcolonial and undeveloped states that exploit loop-
holes in the system to their advantage and turn their sovereign statehood 
into a tradable asset in exchange for economic and security goods. While 
diplomatic recognition emerged as part of the European state-making pro-
cess and later as an instrument of colonial powers to exert control over their 
colonial subjects and determine which had the chance to become a sover-
eign state, nowadays derecognition has become a common practice among 
underdeveloped postcolonial states in Latin America, Africa, and the Pacific. 
The oppressed have become oppressors. While the international recogni-
tion regime has been mostly guided by discretionary conduct of states, the 
lack of clearer guidelines on derecognition has left room for third states to 
exploit such loopholes for their own benefit. Arbitrary conduct of states, 
such as the withdrawal of recognition, often serves as a gateway for identify-
ing different pathways for regulating state recognition and derecognition 
in practice. Thus, this book examines three potential options for regulating 
derecognition in the international system: through existing UN multilateral 
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mechanisms, an incremental and bottom-up process, and the sanctioning of 
unjustified derecognition.

The first option would be to regulate both the recognition and derecog-
nition of states within existing UN multilateral mechanisms or through a 
parallel norm-building process. It would require a mandate from the UN 
General Assembly or the UN Security Council followed up with resolu-
tions, periodic reports, and high-level policy debates, similar to other major 
topics such as the right to self-determination, peacebuilding, protection 
of civilians, and other international norms. Such a process would require 
wide international consensus on defining statehood, who is entitled to state 
recognition, and whether and under what conditions nonrecognition and 
derecognition would be permittable. While both the League of Nations and 
the United Nations have played an essential role in shaping the norms and 
politics of state recognition—through their legal opinions and responses to 
specific cases, including the criteria for admission and exclusion of member 
states—neither has been able to develop a normative and legal corpus and an 
institutional mechanism on legislating and adjudicating matters concerning 
the recognition and derecognition of states. So there is little hope that the 
international community will generate sufficient political will in the near 
future to regulate the recognition and derecognition of states in world poli-
tics. Nonetheless, such a process remains a possibility, especially if the rec-
ognition and derecognition of states become a major cause of the escalation 
of protracted self-determination conflicts, which are present but need to be 
acknowledged sufficiently.

While the chances for regulating state recognition through legal and 
institutional mechanisms remain slim, there should be a search for alterna-
tive solutions to reduce arbitrary derecognition by states and ensure that 
such anti-diplomatic practices do not remain a black hole in international 
law and an unpredictable, destabilizing foreign policy instrument. The sec-
ond option is regulating state recognition and derecognition through an 
incremental and bottom-up process. Such an arrangement would seek to 
tame forces that want to approach state derecognition through the prism of 
hegemony or multilateralism (Bower 2017). Initially, such a process can take 
the shape of voluntary and normative guidelines adopted by like-minded 
states on the meaning and procedures of state recognition and derecogni-
tion. It could be attached to existing policy and institutional mechanisms or 
operate as a new stand-alone process. Numerous similar norm-building pro-
cesses exist in peace, conflict, human rights, and democracy studies (Risse, 
Ropp, and Sikkink 1999). Such anti-derecognition norm would aim to raise 
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international awareness of the impact of the practice in world politics and 
set standards by which to assess and examine individual cases.

The option of scraping entirely the practice of state recognition and 
derecognition in world politics is problematic despite its potential effect of 
minimizing the interference of other states in the sovereign matters of states. 
The third and minimalist option could take the shape of scrutinizing the 
justification of state derecognition and considering sanctioning the prema-
ture and unprincipled withdrawal of recognition. Although derecognition is 
likely to remain at the discretion of states and driven by political expediency, 
improving the justification, deliberation, and transparency of derecogni-
tion and offering informed and well-analyzed legal and political arguments 
would enhance clarity and reduce the hypocrisies surrounding the process of 
derecognition. It would also pressure third countries implicated in transac-
tional recognition and derecognition of states to rethink their foreign policy 
conduct and avoid causing international harm.

However, as derecognition seems primarily driven by economic self-
interest, with far-reaching consequences, another option would be to sanc-
tion the irresponsible derecognition of states by withdrawing recognition 
from those that abuse their discretionary right to recognize or derecognize 
other states. Grounds for derecognizing states can be found in the very prac-
tice of the collective nonrecognition of states, which sanctions aggressive 
acts perpetrated by them. As will be shown in the remainder of the book, 
the derecognition of states is destabilizing not only for the claimant state but 
also for the derecognizing states themselves and the wider international com-
munity. Hence, states that offer recognition for rent out of self-interest are 
unlikely to be peace-loving nations. Unjustified and unprincipled derecog-
nition could be considered an act of aggression against the claimant state 
and international peace and stability. From this point of view, the derecog-
nition of states that fulfill the criteria for statehood and can make a legiti-
mate case for independent statehood represents an aggressive, irresponsible, 
and devastating attack on the international rules-based order, as it results in 
the expansion of ungoverned territories, regional instability, and increased 
rivalry between dominant powers. In other words, unjustifiable derecogni-
tion may breach the fundamental norms of international society—namely 
noninterference in other states’ affairs, international peace and stability, 
justice, and order. While there is no policy debate on regulating both the 
regulation and the derecognition of states, the conceptual, normative, and 
empirical aspects discussed in the remainder of the book will help advance 
knowledge on and responses to this critical yet underexplored topic.



Introduction  ✦  31

2RPP

The Outline

This book comprises five substantial chapters organized around the key 
themes outlined above. Chapter 2 (“Conceptualizing State Derecognition”) 
examines existing legal, normative, and political perspectives on the derecog-
nition of states across disciplinary debates in international law and politics. 
Although derecognition features only a little in most legal or normative per-
spectives, a thorough reading of the existing literature shows no consensus 
on whether states can be derecognized or on the conditions under which a 
reversal of recognition would be permissible. The first section of the chapter 
surveys three significant perspectives on the derecognition of states, criti-
cally examining the competing views that are positioned on a continuum: 
(1) those that argue recognition cannot be withdrawn; (2) those that claim 
statehood can be reversed and recognition can be withdrawn; and (3) those 
that adopt a more neutral and indeterministic view, considering the practice 
a discretionary right of states. The second section of the chapter outlines the 
conceptual framework and the research approach adopted in this book for 
tracing derecognition in practice.

Chapter 3 (“The Process of State Derecognition”) explores the core dip-
lomatic efforts, tactics, and stages employed by the former base states, the 
powerful external actors, and the derecognizing states in revoking the recog-
nition of states. The chapter first sets out the conceptual contours for explor-
ing derecognition as a performative process that takes place simultaneously 
with and through similar mechanisms (but in reverse order) as the struggle 
of claimant states for international recognition. The analysis then focuses 
on four major phases of state recognition, mainly drawing on contempo-
rary examples of derecognition. The chapter first examines the domestic and 
international contestation of the claimant state, which foregrounds the entire 
derecognition process and the responses of third countries. What follows is a 
discussion of legal, political, economic, and military efforts to persuade third 
states to rethink their position on the claimant state. The chapter then looks 
at the third phase in the derecognition process, which involves severing dip-
lomatic contacts, cutting off bilateral cooperation, freezing recognition, and 
adopting a neutral position. The chapter then looks at the crucial phase in 
the process of derecognition of states: the formal and explicit withdrawal 
of recognition, which involves a formal announcement of the end of diplo-
matic relations between the derecognizing and the derecognized state. The 
chapter finally looks at the aftermath of derecognition, which can involve 
volatile reaction by or silence among the contender states, and examines the 
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prospects for reinstating the original decision of recognition of the claimant 
state, thus restarting the entire diplomatic relations afresh.

Chapter 4 (“The Rationales for State Derecognition”) surveys the pub-
lic justifications invoked by former base states, derecognizing states, and 
third countries in the process of derecognition of claimant states. The chap-
ter examines the five most common rationales that are invoked by states 
for the derecognition of states. The rationales are divided into two main 
categories, which capture the inward-looking and internal determinant of 
derecognition among the third countries implicated in the derecognition 
of other states. The chapter examines three main inward-looking rationales: 
economic benefits, domestic political dynamics, and geopolitical interests. 
The second section of the chapter examines the outward-looking rationales, 
which include framing derecognition as motivated by the desire for conflict 
resolution and compliance with international norms and laws on statehood. 
The chapter interrogates these rationales for derecognition by comparing 
the original rationales for recognition, those propagated by the former base 
states, and the facts on the ground to expose their validity and justifiability.

Chapter 5 (“The Effects of State Derecognition”) examines the effects 
of the withdrawal of recognition for the claimant states, former base states, 
derecognizing states, and other involved regional powers. First and foremost, 
the chapter examines the spectrum of political, legal, economic, and human 
consequences of derecognition for the claimant state. It sheds light on the 
diplomatic constraints and domestic turmoil that the derecognition process 
poses for the claimant state’s leaders and government. The chapter probes 
the correlation between the desired outcomes for derecognition (stipulated 
in the form of rationales and justifications for derecognition) and the actual 
effects, in particular the extent to which derecognition as diplomatic pres-
sure contributes to resolving or escalating conflict. The practice of derecog-
nition has domestic ramifications for the derecognizing state, too. So the 
second section of this chapter examines how derecognition can destabilize 
and undermine the sovereignty of the derecognizing state by allowing exter-
nal countries to influence their domestic democratic processes and foreign 
policy. The third and final section of this chapter explores how derecognition 
is entangled with the existing rivalries of dominant and rising powers and 
how it bolsters tensions and competition among powerful states and feeds 
into their hegemonic tendencies.

Finally, Chapter 6 (“Conclusion: Rethinking State Derecognition”) offers 
critical reflections on the politics and impact of derecognition in the existing 
international order and offers policy-relevant observations that may result 
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in regulating state recognition in law and practice. This concluding chapter 
weighs different policy measures that could tackle the problem of derecogni-
tion, ranging from full institutional regulation to a collective and voluntary 
system. It looks at existing and new institutional and normative mechanisms 
that could play a role in regulating this anti-diplomatic practice. It does so 
by tracing legal and policy thinking on this matter and exploring various 
policy pathways that could reduce abuses of state derecognition.
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2	 ✦	 Conceptualizing State Derecognition

One of the most underexplored issues in statehood and recogni-
tion studies is the revocability of diplomatic recognition of states. While 
there is extensive research on the politics, norms, legality, and ethics of state 
recognition, there is as yet no in-depth work exclusively dedicated to state 
derecognition. Over time, the practice of recognition has emerged in dif-
ferent varieties and modes, such as de facto or de jure recognition, express 
or implied, formal or premature, and bilateral or collective recognition. 
These different forms of recognition are widely studied in international law, 
political studies, and other associated disciplines and debates. Similarly, 
the concept of nonrecognition, that is, the decision of states not to extend 
recognition to another state for bilateral or collective reasons, has received 
wide attention. Emerging between the concepts of recognition and non-
recognition, the concept of engagement without recognition recently has 
signified situations wherein third countries build informal and pragmatic 
relations with the claimant state but stop short of extending formal diplo-
matic recognition.

In this pool of concepts and practices, the concept of state derecognition 
remains largely overlooked. State derecognition is an umbrella term that 
describes a spectrum of actions encompassing suspending, freezing, rescind-
ing, or formally withdrawing the recognition of claimant states. However, 
we have limited knowledge about it both as a heuristic device and as a highly 
contested diplomatic practice. This chapter offers a conceptual scoping of 
derecognition. It first surveys existing scholarly perspectives on derecogni-
tion and outlines dominant views on the topic. The corpus of legal, doc-
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trinal, and normative thinking on the irrevocability of state recognition 
provides valuable evidence and a starting point for laying out the diplo-
matic codes that states are expected to adhere to, as well as examining their 
breaches in retrospect. A thorough examination of the existing literature 
shows that there is no consensus on whether states can be derecognized. Nor 
is there a consensus on the conditions under which a reversal of recognition 
would be permissible. So far, international law has been the main intel-
lectual domain for examining the derecognition of states. Diplomatic stud-
ies or international relations debates overlook the intellectual contours of 
state derecognition and primarily focus on specific case studies. A significant 
number of scholars, mostly legal scholars, argue against the revocability of 
state recognition. For them, neither recognition nor derecognition by third 
countries is the primary determinant of independent and sovereign state-
hood. Recognition is merely an acknowledgment and ritual in the process 
of establishing diplomatic relations. This scholarly camp highlights that the 
most stable norm governing the recognition of states since the nineteenth 
century has been the recognition of de facto statehood and the effectiveness 
of the exercise of sovereign authority over a specific territory and population.

While legal and normative perspectives on state derecognition remain 
underdeveloped and do not engage with contemporary examples and state 
practices, they highlight that what is proclaimed as withdrawal of recogni-
tion is, in fact, discontinuance of bilateral relations. Furthermore, this group 
of scholars highlights that derecognition would be in breach of norms and 
rules governing state relations. This includes the principle of good faith and 
estoppel, which puts the burden on the derecognizing state for failing to 
administer international law and for contributing to the deterioration of 
the well-ordered relations with other states. According to this view, once 
recognition is granted, it cannot be revoked as long as the factual conditions 
concerning the fulfillment of the core criteria of statehood remain the same. 
Another normative view holds that derecognition is permitted if the original 
conditions of recognition cease to exist. In other words, derecognition is per-
mitted when the claimant state loses the attributes of statehood and there are 
no objective grounds for continuing to recognize it as a state. Adding to this 
view, the form of recognition can also dictate the prospects for withdrawal of 
recognition, highlighting that de facto, temporal, or premature recognition 
can be rescinded, whereas rescinding formal, express, and de jure recogni-
tion is unjustifiable.

Other alternative viewpoints highlight that as long as state recognition 
and derecognition remain unregulated in international law, they will remain 
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discretionary practices that can be invoked for political and geostrategic rea-
sons. In other words, the logic of state derecognition is governed by the legal 
maxim: that which is not prohibited is permitted. From this point of view, 
states are free to determine which other states they recognize and derecog-
nize, and that is paradoxically one of the core features of independent state-
hood, namely the free conduct of foreign affairs. Yet scholars who argue that 
recognition is constitutive of independent statehood in certain instances also 
consider the withdrawal of recognition as unraveling or constraining the 
possibility of exercising independent and sovereign statehood.

These diverse perspectives on state derecognition provide a good starting 
point for understanding this diplomatic practice, but they are primarily doc-
trinal assertions, legal-normative opinions, and general political-theoretical 
observations. They lack an examination of contemporary examples and 
dynamics of derecognition, which can provide important grounds for 
expanding our knowledge on this underexplored topic. Thus, the task of 
the second section of this chapter is to outline a conceptual framework for 
tracing derecognition in practice and to generate, through a deductive and 
inductive process, the critical contours of a general theory of derecognition. 
In order to generate a general understanding of derecognition, a pluralist 
approach to foreign policy analysis will be deployed to study the actors, pro-
cesses, rationales, and effects of derecognition. This comprehensive heuristic 
outlook enables research to move beyond simply questioning whether states 
can or cannot or should or should not derecognize another state, and instead 
focus on how derecognition has become a transgressive diplomatic practice. 
Undertaking a foreign policy analysis of derecognition requires exploring 
relevant case studies and countries implicated in this diplomatic practice. 
Thus, the final section of this chapter highlights the methodological and 
research approach taken in exploring the case-specific, comparative, and 
general patterns of derecognition in practice.

The Irrevocability of State Recognition

The question of whether a state can be derecognized and what implica-
tions it has for the independent statehood of the affected state is central to 
unpacking the puzzling nature of this contested diplomatic practice. The 
overwhelming majority of scholars argue that once a state has been recog-
nized as sovereign, that decision cannot be withdrawn. The main features of 
this view are derived from the declaratory theory of recognition. Declaratory 
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theorists hold that the existence of a state is independent of recognition as 
long as that state fulfills certain substantive criteria. Vincent Lowe (2007: 
161) argues: “The declaratory theory is correct  .  .  . it is the most accurate 
description of what goes on in State practice in relation to the recognition of 
States.” The only function of recognition is to acknowledge the existence of 
a new state as a subject of international law—not to determine its existence 
as an independent state. Proponents of this view find support in Articles 3 
and 6 of the Montevideo Convention, which refers to the irrevocability of 
recognition:

The political existence of the state is independent of recognition by 
the other states. Even before recognition the state has the right to 
defend its integrity and independence, to provide for its conserva-
tion and prosperity, and consequently to organize itself as it sees fit, 
to legislate upon its interests, administer its services, and to define 
the jurisdiction and competence of its courts. . . . The recognition of 
a state merely signifies that the state which recognizes it accepts the 
personality of the other with all the rights and duties determined by 
international law. Recognition is unconditional and irrevocable.

The declaratory view is also endorsed by judicial tribunals and authori-
ties. The Arbitration Commission established by the International Confer-
ence on Yugoslavia in 1991 stated in its Opinion No. 1 that “the existence 
or disappearance of the state is a question of fact” and that “the effects of 
recognition by other states are purely declaratory.” One of the leading schol-
ars on this subject, Ti-Chiang Chen (1951: 259), holds that “existence once 
acknowledged is acknowledged; there is nothing to withdraw,” adding that a 
state “continues to exist, independently of recognition or the ‘withdrawal’ of 
recognition.” In other words, the “revocation of recognition does not affect 
the legal existence of the recognized entity” (Chen 1951: 8). Vincent Lowe 
(2007: 165) adds: “The road to Statehood is a one-way street. Once an entity 
has become a State it will remain one, no matter how useless and ineffectual 
its government might become.” This view springs from the fact, as David 
Raič (2002: 84) maintains, that “recognition does not create the State or 
its international legal personality, but rather reflects a confirmation of the 
existence of statehood prior to the act of recognition.” The commencement 
of full independent statehood often corresponds with the proclamation of 
independence. Similarly, Jure Vidmar (2013: 41) argues, “Once states have 
acquired statehood, the latter is difficult to lose, even when the Montevi-
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deo criteria are no longer met.” Other leading international law scholars, 
such Antonio Cassese (2005: 73), argue that “the act of recognition has no 
legal effect on the international personality of the entity: it does not confer 
rights, nor does it impose obligations on it.” However, he adds that recogni-
tion becomes relevant once granted because “it bars the recognizing State 
from altering its position and claiming that the new entity lacks statehood” 
(Cassese 2005: 74). Contemporary scholars such as James Ker-Lindsay (2012: 
17) maintain that “recognition does not make a state. It simply represents a 
particular and formal procedure that allows states to enter into diplomatic 
relations with one another.” To sum up with the influential scholar Hersch 
Lauterpacht (1945: 180): “Recognition is not a contract or grant. It is a dec-
laration of capacity as determined by objective facts.” Stefan Talmon (2005: 
125) adds: “The creation of a State cannot be undone by non-recognition 
alone, and so non-recognition cannot have status-destroying effect either.” 
This is also congruent with majority of political theories of the state, which 
center statehood attributes on the ability to perform and enforce centralized 
autonomous power over a specific population and territory (Mann 1984).

Most important, scholars subscribing to the declaratory theory of state-
hood argue that the derecognition of claimant states does not end their inde-
pendent statehood. Derecognition, they argue, is a political act that does not 
presuppose the nonexistence of a state. For example, Lauterpacht (1945: 179) 
maintains that “the very idea that the legal personality of a State or the repre-
sentative capacity of its government should be dependent on the continued 
good will of other States is deemed to be derogatory to the independence 
and the dignity of the State and inimical to the stability of international 
relations.” Derecognition means that the legal existence of the claimant state 
vanishes only in relation to a particular derecognizing state. In turn, the 
claimant state will continue to exist legally concerning other states. This 
endurance notwithstanding, derecognition may become a contributing fac-
tor where the legal existence of the state concerned is questioned in relation 
to the derecognizing state or other states that endorse the act of derecogni-
tion. Unless it is a collective derecognition, which can impact a country’s 
existence severely, a claimant state can endure and continue to benefit from 
the rights and meet the obligations assumed under international law.

Although there is no legal duty to recognize new states, Ian Brownlie 
(1982: 209) maintains that “if an entity bears the marks of statehood, other 
States put themselves legally at risk if they ignore the basic obligations of 
State relations.” Similarly, Philip M. Brown (1942: 107) argues that “whether 
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one likes the situation or not from the political or moral angle, a state is com-
pelled diplomatically or judicially to take notice de facto or de jure of the 
existence of another state.” This implies that states are expected to recognize 
one another as a prerequisite and foundational feature of international rela-
tions. Derecognition, in this instance, would imply setting up impediments 
to promoting and cultivating relations between states and societies. James 
Crawford (2007: 21–27) is of a similar view and maintains that “the test for 
statehood must be extrinsic to the act of recognition . . . [because] the denial 
of recognition to an entity otherwise qualifying as a State entitles the non-
recognizing State to act as if it was not a State—to ignore its nationality, to 
intervene in its affairs, generally to deny the existence of State rights under 
international law . . . [which] is unacceptable.” Brad Roth adds: “There is 
no duty to recognise states, but there is a duty to treat such entities as states 
with regard to their rights, obligations, powers and immunities. States can-
not unilaterally change the terms of their legal obligations by refusing to 
recognize an entity that is generally understood to be a state” (Israel Law 
Review 2019: 377). The act of derecognition would also contradict the ini-
tial decision in favor of recognition. Lauterpacht (1944: 385) argues that “to 
recognize a community as a State is to declare that it fulfills the conditions 
of statehood as required by international law.” In this regard, once full and 
formal recognition has been granted and diplomatic relations have been 
established, derecognition cannot retrospectively undermine statehood (see 
also Lauterpacht 1947; Grant and Barker 2009).

In particular, the derecognition of states is seen as a counterinitiative in 
circumstances where a country grants de jure recognition, proceeds to estab-
lish diplomatic relations, opens an embassy, and engages in joint political, 
economic, and sociocultural initiatives (Sharp 2009). According to scholarly 
views, whereas establishing diplomatic relations signifies recognition, this is 
different with derecognition. Ending diplomatic relations does not neces-
sarily cast doubts on the state’s existence or imply derecognition. As L. F. 
L. Oppenheim (1996: 177) argues: “Severance of diplomatic relations does 
not result in withdrawal of recognition.” Chen’s (1951: 8) perspective on this 
matter is also instructive:

Recognition is both a declaration of fact and an expression of the 
intention to enter into political relations with the Power recognised. 
As a declaration of fact, it is both irrevocable and incapable of being 
subject to conditions; as an expression of the intention to enter into 
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political relations, it is both revocable and capable of being subject to 
conditions. But in the latter case, revocation of recognition does not 
affect the legal existence of the recognised entity.

Similarly, Alan James (2016: 257 claims that “a breach of diplomatic 
relations does not imply the withdrawal of recognition.” In an earlier 
instance, he noted that “unlike recognition, diplomatic relations may be 
broken, either party having the unilateral right to take such a step” (James 
1999: 467). From this perspective, one cannot talk about derecognition, but 
about a discontinuance of recognition, which is “at issue when a recognized 
government no longer fulfils the conditions of governmental status, i.e. 
when it no longer exercises effective control over the State’s territory” (Tal-
mon 1993: 262). Warbrick (1981: 569) shares a similar opinion that “unlike 
recognition, which may not be withdrawn or downgraded on account of 
the deterioration of the political climate between the two governments, 
diplomatic relations may be amended or withdrawn altogether in such 
circumstances.” Chen (1951: 262), too, argues that “a State may decide to 
discontinue relations with another, without the slightest doubt of the lat-
ter’s existence. Many cases described as ‘withdrawals of recognition’ in real-
ity belong to this category.” Yet it is widely maintained that “only actions 
unequivocally implying the intention to discontinue recognition, such as 
the formal or informal recognition of a new regime as the de jure govern-
ment of the State, may be regarded as constituting informal discontinuance 
of recognition” (Talmon 1993: 263). Furthermore, even in such circum-
stances when parties sever diplomatic ties, the existence of the claimant 
state isn’t affected, nor is the legal relationship between derecognizing and 
derecognized states as established by a treaty (see Wu and Liao 2021). This 
notwithstanding, the discontinuance of recognition loses its power when 
the derecognizing state already has diplomatic relations with the former 
base state. Suppose third countries do not offer dual recognition to the 
former base state and the new state. In that case, derecognition does retain 
some significance if it recognizes the authority and sovereignty of the base 
state over the claimant state. The derecognition of the claimant state would 
imply the re-recognition of the former base state that was derecognized in 
the first instance by the recognition of the claimant state.

This corpus of legal and normative thinking on the irreversibility of state 
recognition goes further to ascertain that the derecognition of states as an 
anti-diplomatic practice may breach the principle of estoppel in interna-
tional law. The principle of estoppel disapproves of states’ conduct in inter-
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national relations, which adopt different positions on the same issue without 
regard to the truth and accuracy of circumstances. Consistency is required 
when approaching factual and legal situations. Estoppel is a principle of 
consistency in respecting norms and rules governing state recognition in 
the international system. Estoppel in the context of state recognition entails 
restraining from actions that may challenge that which was previously 
acknowledged (see MacGibbon 1958: 473). Dold (2012: 91–92) maintains 
that “in international law, if the legal status of an entity has been recognized 
by an existing state, the latter cannot anymore validly claim otherwise. Rec-
ognition therefore creates an estoppel.” Corbett (1951: 61) adds that “recogni-
tion becomes a matter of evidence and, perhaps, estoppel. . . . If a number of 
important States had recognised a given community, either by explicit dec-
laration or by the implication of their relations with it, this recognition cre-
ated at least a rebuttable presumption of statehood and personality.” Cassese 
(2005: 74) confirms this point when he argues that “recognition is legally 
relevant in that, once granted, it bars the recognizing State from altering its 
position and claiming that the new entity lacks statehoods. In other words, 
the granting of recognition creates an estoppel precluding the recognizing 
State from contesting the legal personality of the new State.” Estoppel in 
this instance, as Cassese (2005: 74) explains, bars a party “from alleging or 
denying a fact or claiming a right, to detriment of another party entitled to 
reply upon such conduct in consequence of previous allegation, denial, or 
conduct, or admission by the former party.” Similarly, Georg Schwarzen-
berger (1955: 316) argues that “irrespective of any other criterion, recognition 
estops the State which has recognized the title from contesting its validity at 
any future time.” In other words, this doctrine, if and when applied to the 
practice of derecognition, would preclude derecognizing states from unprin-
cipled, political, and selective withdrawal of recognition of other states. 
Recognition is binding and becomes a legal principle guiding the relations 
between states.

Derecognition undermines the need for predictability and the conduct 
of state relations in good faith and precludes the normal functioning of rela-
tions between states. Derecognition may be inconsistent with the principle 
of the sovereign equality of states (Cassese 2005: 74). Talmon (2005: 102) 
argues that the “idea of one State deciding upon another State’s personality in 
international law is at odds with the sovereign equality of States.” In essence, 
“Recognition by other existing states implies an acknowledgment that the 
entity has the capacity to fulfil its international duties and obligations as a 
state and that other states will deal with it as a sovereign equal” (Glahn and 
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Taulbee 2017: 199). Abhimanyu George Jain (2014) argues that “once an 
entity meets the criteria of statehood, and is recognised as such, the ability of 
individual states, or the international community, to revoke recognition and 
statehood would infringe the fundamental right of sovereign equality.” Thus, 
it can be problematic for existing states to decide when a state no longer 
exhibits key hallmarks of statehood or to withdraw recognition of another 
equal member of the international community for political reasons. Accord-
ingly, the principle of estoppel tends to be a mechanism against unilateral 
acts of states in international relations, which may amount to interference 
in the domestic affairs of the new state. By failing to consult or acquire 
the entire truth, states taking unilateral actions and suspending the recogni-
tion of other states may be in breach of customary international law, which 
requires good faith in the conduct of bilateral relations and the implemen-
tation of agreements governing the relations between states. In accordance 
with the principle of estoppel, a new government cannot take decisions that 
would reverse the decision of the previous government to grant recognition. 
The exclusion of evidence when deciding for derecognition may be found in 
breach of the principles of responsibility and consent in interstate relations. 
In customary international law, fraudulent conduct and the breach of good 
faith by derecognizing states may give rise to the duty of restitution for the 
moral, political, diplomatic, and economic damage inflicted on the aspirant 
state (MacGibbon 1958: 472). Moreover, as Dagmar Richter (2013) rightly 
points out, “An unfriendly act can turn out to be the starting point of an 
escalating conflict between States that disturb the peaceful relations among 
nations, particularly if it touches upon the vital interests or the status of any 
other State within the community of nations.”

The derecognition of states is seen as problematic because it contradicts 
a number of well-established international norms and legal principles. For-
mal recognition is “binding on the recognizing State by virtue of the rule 
pacta sunt servanda” (Lauterpacht 1945: 179), which holds that every treaty 
is binding and must be performed in good faith. Joint communication for 
establishing diplomatic relations between states amounts to a bilateral treaty. 
Bilateral treaties are the primary source of international law. Withdrawal of 
recognition amounts to the breaking of diplomatic relations and thus the 
breaching a bilateral treaty. Such a breach violates the principle of good 
faith in fulfilling the obligations deriving from treaties. From this perspec-
tive, derecognition can be seen as a unilateral act that may not be accepted, 
especially when the core attributes of statehood continue to exist or when 
no fundamental change of circumstances has occurred (Eckart 2012: 257). 
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This has been clearly outlined in the Guiding Principles on Unilateral Acts 
of States, which prohibits arbitrary revocation of previous decisions. This 
is based on Article 62 of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, 
which highlights that even if circumstances change, states are bound by their 
treaty obligations. In the context of state recognition, the establishment of 
diplomatic relations amounts to a bilateral treaty, which should be respected 
by both signatory parties in good faith. As Eileen Denza (2016: 7–8) argues, 
“Establishment of formal diplomatic relations, if it does not actually consti-
tute recognition of a new State, follows hard upon such recognition.” Article 
2 of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties defines a treaty as “an 
international agreement concluded between States in written form and gov-
erned by international law, whether embodied in a single instrument or in 
two or more related instruments and whatever its particular designation.” 
Ending diplomatic relations as termination from a bilateral treaty is expected 
to take place by the consent of both parties, not withdrawn unilaterally.

Often states grant recognition to other states on the condition that they 
commit or promise to fulfill an obligation. This may include the enhance-
ment of bilateral economic, political, and sociocultural relations or the 
promises of assistance on various domestic issues. Lauterpacht (1945: 190) 
argues that nonfulfillment of such obligations should not result in with-
drawal of recognition. According to this view, derecognition may not be per-
mitted even when the affected states fail to implement an obligation deriv-
ing from a promise or bilateral agreement. Article 6 of the International Law 
Institute’s resolution on state recognition holds:

In the case of an obligation assumed by a State at the time of its rec-
ognition, failure to fulfil this obligation does not have the effect of 
annulling recognition or of authorizing its revocation, but involves 
the consequences of the violation of an international obligation. 
(Institut de Droit International 1936: 186)

Moreover, a significant question concerning state derecognition and its 
validity concerns the satisfaction of the mutuality and reciprocity. Concern-
ing recognition, Kelsen (1941: 609) stipulated:

In order that international law may become fully applicable to the 
relations between the recognizing and the recognized state the recog-
nition has to be reciprocal. The recognized state, too, has to recognize 
the recognizing state. Both acts can take place at the same time only 
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if the community to be recognized as a state is, according to general 
international law, able to proclaim itself a state.

If the claimant state doesn’t accept the derecognition decision, claims that 
it is a unilateral act, and does not reciprocate by suspending or ending dip-
lomatic ties, then there are grounds to contest the validity and legality of 
derecognition.

Although this book doesn’t deal with the derecognition of governments 
or belligerents, the above arguments apply to governments. Charles G. Fen-
wick (1948: 38) argues that a historical survey of principles and practical 
conditions of the recognition of new governments shows that “recognition 
once granted is irrevocable, so that in the event of the failure of a recognized 
government to carry out its obligations, it would be the right of third states 
to break relations with that government if they believed it desirable to do 
so; but such breaking of relations would not involve withdrawal of recogni-
tion.” However, M. J. Peterson’s (1997) seminal survey of legal doctrine and 
state practice of recognition of governments between 1815 and 1995 shows 
that traces of the derecognition of governments were present in both schol-
arly thinking and state practice. Peterson’s analysis provides useful insights 
into the overlapping and ambiguous nature of withdrawing recognition of a 
particular government regime. At the same time, the state continues to exist 
as a legal personality in international affairs. Peterson (1997: 17) shows that 
derecognition was deemed problematic as it was perceived as a political tool 
to “exert additional pressure on governments by allowing anyone to threaten 
another with taking back recognition at any time.” Regardless of govern-
mental regime change, state continuation was seen as vital for the stability 
of the international state system. In nineteenth-century state practice, the 
only cases of revocation of government recognition “involved reversing a 
diplomat’s error or exceeding of instructions” (Peterson 1997: 17). As Peter-
son (1997: 17) shows, “ This problem seems to have been confined to the 
US government, which had to revoke recognitions of new governments in 
Sicily (1837), Nicaragua (1854), Mexico (1858), Venezuela (1862) and Mexico 
again (1913).” In the interwar period, derecognition of governments was dis-
couraged even in the worst cases, such as the takeover of Germany by the 
Nazi regime. During the Cold War, however, there were more polemics on 
the necessity for the derecognition of governments for political reasons, or 
claims that “temporary or de facto recognitions were removable” (Peterson 
1997: 18). Despite these occurrences, Peterson (1997: 18–19) shows that in the 
state practice there is a general agreement among governments to maintain 
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“the view that recognition of another government is irrevocable except in 
cases of diplomatic error, making no distinction between de jure and de 
facto or ‘permanent’ and ‘temporary’ recognition.”

The scholarly views examined in this section, predominantly from legal 
scholars, highlight that there is broad consensus on the irreversible char-
acter of state derecognition, which provides an important starting point 
for unpacking and making sense of this controversial diplomatic practice 
in world politics. However, this legal and normative corpus of knowledge 
assumes that statehood is linear and subject to a progressive trajectory. It 
relies on a positive view of state recognition as a welcome development that 
contributes to expanding the jurisdiction of international law in gray areas 
and promotes regional stability and conflict resolution. Despite its rational 
take on the subject, this perspective underestimates the fluidity and uneven 
politics of derecognition. It does not explain why countries continue to use 
the derecognition of other states as part of their diplomatic discourse and 
practice. Thus, it provides a valuable account but is partial, nonetheless. 
Moreover, the irreversibility of diplomatic recognition is challenged by alter-
native scholarly accounts that are closer to state practice and the messy real-
ity of international diplomacy.

Discretionary Character and Qualified Permissibility 
of State Derecognition

The second group of scholars takes a more flexible view on the derecognition 
of states, highlighting the discretionary character and specific circumstances 
under which withdrawal of recognition is plausible and even permissible. 
Hans Kelsen (1941: 610) argues that since there is no rule governing the 
recognition of states in international law, “the states would be free not only 
to determine whether in a given case a community is a state in an interna-
tional law sense, but also free to determine what a state is and what condi-
tions a community has to fulfill in order to become a state according to 
international law.” Malcolm Shaw (2019: 407) adds, “Recognition may be 
withdrawn. This is essentially a political act. It is not usual but it does hap-
pen.” Similarly, Stephen Tierney (2013: 376–77) argues that “the generally 
held view is that recognition is a uniquely political act, operating largely if 
not entirely at the discretion of states.” Beat Dold (2012: 91) too argues that 
“no state can be compelled to grant recognition. In this sense, the act is of 
a discretionary, political nature. It is often used to demonstrate approval or 
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disapproval.” This implies that diplomatic recognition could be withdrawn 
even from an effective de jure government. Jean d’Aspremont (2012) main-
tains that “any subject of international law decides for itself how it interprets 
and construes the facts or the situation that is the object of recognition,” 
adding that, “once granted, recognition can also be subsequently withdrawn 
if the author changes its interpretation (and policies) or wishes to make it 
known differently.” The derecognition of states in practice is also supported 
by the Lotus principle, which permits states the discretionary space to con-
duct their foreign policy freely insofar as it does not infringe on the binding 
obligations. If derecognition resembled breaching of diplomatic relations, 
then as Eileen Denza (2016: 396) notes, “There are no legal limitations on 
the right of a State to break diplomatic relations with another.”

The starting point for this group of scholars is that both recognition and 
derecognition of states remain primarily unregulated in international law and 
there is no institutional framework to oversee such practices. In the absence 
of such a regulatory regime, the derecognition of states remains at the dis-
cretion of individual states. John Dugard (2013: 6) maintains that as long as 
international law does not prohibit the withdrawal of recognition, it will be 
difficult to discipline state practice. Raič (2002: 83–84) adds that “because of 
the decentralized nature of international law and the absence of a central-
ized organ authorized to decisively and determinately decide upon the exis-
tence or non-existence of a State, existing States have to fulfil that function 
by granting or withholding recognition.” This is particularly relevant for small 
states and microstates, which are often the most common protagonists in the 
state derecognition saga. Small states, J. C. Sharman (2017: 560) argues, “have 
taken a pick-and-choose approach to their sovereign prerogatives: energeti-
cally wielding some, delegating others in selectively forming hierarchical rela-
tionships, and commercialising still others.” Sharman (2017: 559) blames the 
permissive international system (anarchical in nature), which “presents even 
the smallest and weakest states with a menu of choices to exercise, delegate or 
sell sovereign prerogatives.” However, Chen (1951: 259–60) warned that “there 
is . . . no greater threat to international legal order than the unrestricted notion 
of the revocability of recognition.” Similarly, Maziar Jamnejad and Michael 
Wood (2009: 373) argue that “a state’s failure to recognize an entity that fulfils 
the criteria for statehood will not normally constitute intervention. Interna-
tional law does not generally impose an obligation to recognize. However, in 
certain exceptional circumstances, where non-recognition is intended to force 
a change of policy, there could be a breach of the non-intervention principle.” 
Thus, short of an international regulatory mechanism, grounds for derecog-
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nition risk become hallowed in two specific circumstances. The first is when 
third states withdraw recognition for domestic and foreign policy interests. 
Second, when there is an internal contestation between different governmen-
tal organs and their procedures and competencies for granting or withdraw-
ing recognition of other states, unauthorized actions on recognition of states 
by a governmental official may result in disavowing the action and annulling 
recognition.

The discretionary character of state recognition highlights the role of 
power politics and self-interest in the derecognition of states and the histori-
cal patterns underpinning this diplomatic practice in the first place. As Jens 
Bartelson (2013: 111) maintains, “The struggle for recognition takes place 
between unequal parties, in which the stronger party is in a position to grant 
or withhold recognition to the weaker one, and in which the stronger party 
is likely to perceive demands for recognition as challenges to its standing.” 
Notably, state practices of recognition and nonrecognition are historically 
affiliated with the discriminatory and racist practices of European states 
to differentiate civilized nations from “uncivilized,” “savage,” and “barbar-
ian” nations (Ringmar 2014: 450). For most of the modern history of states, 
“Recognition was granted by states not in accordance with any international 
principle, but according to the powerful and unpredictable expediencies of 
competition for colonies” (Anghie 2004: 78).

If we take its discretionary character and self-interest as the main determi-
nants behind state derecognition, the meaning and significance of derecog-
nition become apparent only when the effects are examined on a case-by-
case basis. From this point of view, derecognition may have a constitutive 
effect since it undermines the claims to, and in some instances blocks the 
derecognized state’s access to, essential and substantive political, economic, 
diplomatic, and security goods. Lora Viola (2020: 69) holds that “the first, 
most basic, good provided to members is the recognition of their right to 
exist as independent political units with self-ownership and control.” When 
recognition is withheld or withdrawn, the process entails the denial of an 
essential good of the international system. Another set of goods provided 
by the international system comprises legal personhood, which “gives rec-
ognized states standing within the international system and makes them 
capable of being subjects of international law” (Viola 2020: 69). Similarly, 
Stephen Krasner (1999: 7) stipulates that “recognition facilitates treaty mak-
ing, establishes diplomatic immunity, and offers a shield against legal actions 
taken in other states.” The reversal of recognition could be interpreted as 
denial of legal personhood to claimant states, which makes it difficult for 
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them to exercise the rights and obligations deriving from membership in the 
club of sovereign states, such as signing treaties, participating in international 
arrangements, and claiming the rights developed within the framework of 
international law. Finally, derecognition prevents the claimant state from 
enjoying substantive rights, which Viola (2020: 70) defines as “everything 
from peacekeeping, to loans, to disaster relief and more . . . that collective 
action within the system provides to its members to bring them benefits.” 
Overall, Viola (2020: 70) argues that once a state is denied the spectrum of 
international goods, then derecognized states ensure negative effects, which 
come from “not having the life-protection that international law and insti-
tutions afford, putting survival at stake, and from not having access to the 
goods that can improve the quality of life.”

Beyond these political views, a normative argument could permit 
derecognition in specific circumstances. Normative perspectives hold that 
withdrawal of recognition is permissible only when the claimant state has 
lost its core statehood conditions upon which recognition was granted in 
the first place. To Chen (1951: 263) it is obvious that, in practice, “the only 
legitimate consideration for the withdrawal of recognition is the disappear-
ance of the requirements of statehood or governmental capacity.” And even 
in this case “withdrawal of recognition is conceived as nothing more than 
the registering of the fact that these [statehood] requirements have ceased to 
exist” (Chen 1951: 160). Lauterpacht (1945: 180) argues that derecognition 
in general should be “exercised with a circumspection and restraint even 
more pronounced than the positive act of granting recognition,” adding that 
“it cannot properly be used as an instrument of political pressure or disap-
proval.” Similarly, Thomas D. Grant (1999: 30) shows that withdrawal of 
recognition from the state-like entity among international lawyers is con-
sidered only when one of the essential criteria of statehood disappears. Peter 
Radan (2020: 57) is of same view, arguing that “many territorial entities 
that do not meet one or other of these criteria have had their statehood 
confirmed by recognition. Conversely, territorial entities that satisfy the cri-
teria for statehood are not recognized as states. Furthermore, it is arguable 
that recognized states that cease to meet the criteria for statehood should be 
derecognized.” However, Kelsen (1941: 613) goes further and argues that “any 
state is entitled, according to general international law, at any time to estab-
lish the fact that a community which has been a state in an international 
law sense, has ceased to be such, because it no longer fulfills the condition 
prescribed by general international law.” Kelsen (1941: 613) adds an impor-
tant nuance here, arguing that “the establishment of such a fact is not a 
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withdrawal of recognition. The establishment of a fact cannot be withdrawn, 
it can only be replaced by another establishment, namely, the establishment 
that the previously established fact no more exists.” In this sense, the act of 
derecognition is, in essence, recognition of the authority of the former base 
state over the claimant state.

Article 5 of the Resolution Concerning the Recognition of New States and 
New Governments issued by the International Law Institute in 1936 holds 
that recognition “ceases to have effect only in case of the definite disappear-
ance of one of the essential elements whose conjunction was established at 
the moment of recognition” (Institut de Droit International 1936: 186). Laut-
erpacht (1945: 179) maintains that “in principle there would seem to be no 
reason why recognition should not be liable to withdrawal so long as that act, 
like that of granting recognition, is conceived not as an arbitrary act of policy 
but as one of application of international law, namely, as a declaration that 
the objective requirements of recognition have ceased to exist.” Chen (1951: 
281) maintains that “the recognition is definitive and cannot be withdrawn 
as long as the requirements continue to be met.” However, he adds, “The 
only legitimate consideration for the withdrawal of recognition is the disap-
pearance of the requirements of statehood or governmental capacity” (Chen 
1951: 262–63). Even then, Chen (1951: 259) submits, “Taking notice of the 
non-existence of the formerly existing entity by a foreign State is a fresh act of 
acknowledgment of a new fact, and not the withdrawal of the previous recog-
nition.” Oppenheim (1996: 176) adds, “A state may lose its independence . . . 
in all these cases recognition of the former state of affairs ceases to be appro-
priate and will usually be withdrawn or discontinued.” Christian Tomuschat 
(2012: 36) is of the same opinion: “The recognition of a State must be con-
sidered as unlawful if the territorial entity concerned is unable, under any 
conceivable aspect, to meet the minimum requirements of statehood.” This 
is the case when states dissolve or unify with another state. Derecognition 
may be permissible when a state becomes extinct as a result of dismember-
ment or when it merges with another state (Cassese 2005: 77). Denza (2016: 
21) maintains that the “disappearance of a State implies the end of its diplo-
matic relations.” For example, the reunification of Germany in 1990 ended 
East Germany’s distinct diplomatic representations abroad, which the new 
federal government then took over. The dissolution of Yugoslavia resulted 
in the disappearance of its international legal personality, and the successor 
states became the newly recognized entities. In fact, even when a state “dies” 
or disappears, the termination of diplomatic relations is the ultimate action 
that indirectly implies derecognition (Chen 1951: 261). Warbrick (1981: 242) 
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adds that “it has been suggested that not only is withdrawal of recognition 
not usual, but it is not necessary, since recognition automatically lapses with 
the incumbent government’s loss of effective control.”

From this normative and qualified standpoint, derecognition may also be 
permissible when the state ceases to exist. If this is applied to the derecog-
nition process, one can assume that withdrawal of recognition represents 
a unilateral decision indicating that a particular state does not fulfill the 
conditions of statehood as required by international law and state prac-
tice. In other words, derecognition is permissible if it is governed by the 
same principles as recognition when the state (a) no longer has an indepen-
dent government, (b) lacks effective authority and habitual obedience by 
the majority of the population, (c) no longer has clearly defined territory 
and frontiers and lacks jurisdiction over that territory; and most important, 
(d) has, according to clear factual evidence, earned independent statehood 
through aggression and the use of force. So, as long as the claimant state 
satisfies the core requirements of statehood, derecognition may not be taken 
seriously or be permissible under these general principles governing the rec-
ognition of states.

In addition to the discretionary and normative views on derecognition, 
some views highlight the form of recognition and procedural aspects that 
could influence the prospects for derecognition. In other words, how a state 
is recognized in the first place might have implications for the possibility 
of derecognition. When a state is only de facto recognized, such recogni-
tion may be provisional—for instance, until the criteria of state effective-
ness and independence from other states are satisfied—and may thus be 
liable to withdrawal. This view is advocated by Lauterpacht (1945: 179), who 
maintains that “de facto recognition, it has been shown, is provisional in its 
nature and is, therefore, liable to be withdrawn as soon as it becomes clear 
that there is no prospect of the requisite conditions of recognition being ful-
filled.” However, Lauterpacht (1945: 185) stipulates that “recognition de jure 
can properly be withdrawn only if at the same time it is granted to another 
authority which combines more effectively the requisite conditions of state-
hood or governmental capacity.” From this point of view, the withdrawal of 
recognition from one state should ultimately result in the transfer of such 
recognition to the new authority. The withdrawal of recognition would not 
make sense in cases of dual recognition, namely when the derecognizing 
state already recognizes the former base state from which the aspirant state 
has separated. Derecognition may also be permissible in cases of premature 
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recognition, namely when the claimant state has not been able to establish 
effective statehood in a defined territory, over a particular population, and 
through a government capable of engaging with other states. However, if 
the claimant state has effective control over the territory, then withdrawal 
of recognition does not have solid political and normative grounds and, 
accordingly, may amount to premature derecognition (Peterson 1982).

Other scholars disagree with the permissibility of withdrawal of derecog-
nition due to de facto recognition in the first place. For example, Chen 
(1951: 282) argues that “recognition, whether de facto or de jure, as evidence 
of the existence of the body recognized, is incapable of being withdrawn, 
while as a manifestation of friendly relations it is revocable at will in both 
cases.” Even conditional recognition may not be subject to withdrawal, as 
Chen (1951: 266) argues, because “as evidence of the fact of the existence of 
a State or government, recognition is irrevocable” and “failure to discharge 
the obligations attached does not affect the recognition, which is an act 
accomplished beyond redemption.” Moreover, M. J. Peterson (1997: 18–19) 
argues that recognition is “irrevocable except in cases of diplomatic error, 
making no distinction between de jure and de facto or ‘permanent’ and 
‘temporary’ recognition,” though Lowe (2017: 163) adds, “There is always 
a time during which it is unclear whether the attempt to establish the new 
State will succeed” (Lowe 2007: 163). According to James Ker-Lindsay (2019: 
22), “Recognition is fundamentally and wholly about intent. A state cannot 
recognize a territory unless it clearly wishes to do so. There is no such thing 
as accidental recognition.” In this regard, recognition cannot be accidental as 
it requires intent, especially when it is confirmed through an explicit diplo-
matic note. Thus, states can withhold recognition in the first instance until 
they are satisfied that the claimant state will succeed and effectively perform 
its sovereign statehood. There is an understanding that when a state is de 
jure recognized—where the act of recognition is intentional and reasons for 
recognition are clearly outlined in an official diplomatic document—it is 
considered nonrevocable.

Finally, a group of scholars argue for the withdrawal of recognition of 
existing states that lack statehood capacity and are implicated in severe human 
rights abuses. These views concern the use of recognition and derecognition 
as instruments for promoting statebuilding and political reforms. Stephen 
Krasner (2013: 174) argues that “poorly governed and states without auton-
omy are recognized; states that are autonomous and effectively governed 
have not been recognized.” In this regard, Krasner (2013: 175) submits that 
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“recognition does not, however, guarantee success as the existence of so many 
failed states demonstrates.” In this context, derecognition is an instrument of 
the international community to punish and discipline states that are impli-
cated in severe human rights abuses. George Schwarzenberger (1943: 105), 
as transmitted by Chen (1951: 260), proposed that “the simplest method of 
outlawing a state which persistently violated the principles of international 
law would be by a withdrawal of its recognition as a subject of International 
Law.” He adds that “such a step could be taken collectively at an international 
conference, . . . or individually by the members of the international society” 
(Schwarzenberger 1943: 99–100). Recent work by Chris Naticchia (2017) also 
suggests that if existing sovereign states fail to fulfill the criteria of statehood 
set to recognize new states, they should also be derecognized:

As we ask whether this or that future political entity ought to be 
recognized as a state, so too can we ask whether this or that current 
political entity ought to have been recognized as a state—that is to 
say, we can ask whether its standing, as a recognized member of the 
international community, ought to be revoked. (Naticchia 2017: 14)

Danny Auron (2013: 480) argues that since “recognition is granted based 
on the existence of certain elements of statehood or capacity . . . the definite 
disappearance of these can justify derecognition.” Auron (2013: 443) fur-
ther suggests that “states and international organizations should consider the 
derecognition of dictatorial regimes that face mass non-violent opposition 
from their population and that choose to meet this opposition with violence 
rather than reform.” He adds that “international law presently withholds 
recognition from governments installed by force or illegal means, but not 
from governments that remain in power with the same techniques” (Auron 
2013: 498). Jeffrey Herbst (2004: 312) proposes decertifying failed states, 
which entails acknowledging “officially that some states are simply not exer-
cising formal control over parts of their country and should no longer be 
considered sovereign.” According to him,

Decertification would be a strong signal that something fundamental 
has gone wrong in a country, and that parts of the international com-
munity are no longer willing to continue the myth that every state is 
always exercising sovereign authority. . . . Decertification would also 
be a signal that a country should not be accorded the usual privileges 
of sovereignty. (Herbst 2004: 313)
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By doing this, “The long-term aim would be to provide international recog-
nition to the governmental units that are actually providing order to their 
citizens as opposed to relying on the fictions of the past” (Herbst 2004: 315). 
However, Cedric Ryngaert and Sven Sobrie (2011: 488) argue that “in the 
interest of international stability, it is desirable that a high threshold is set 
before a state loses its statehood—witness cases such as Sudan and Somalia, 
entities still recognized as states notwithstanding their continuing lack of 
effective governments.” Robert J. Delahunty and John Yoo (2005: 155) make 
an important observation when they argue that “the Montevideo Conven-
tion’s tests for statehood are framed in general terms, and could readily apply 
to both situations [recognition and derecognition]. Nevertheless, it is usually 
taken for granted that the tests for initial recognition of statehood do not carry 
over, or in any case should not carry over, into the context of state derecogni-
tion.” There is also fear that “the derecognition of a particular failed state—i.e., 
the withdrawal of the recognition of its international legal sovereignty—risks 
‘domino’ effects, leading to the derecognition of other states, and thus weaken-
ing the (fictitious, but arguably salutary) conception that the entire globe is and 
should be divided up into nation-states” (Delahunty and Yoo 2005: 149–50). 
Moreover, Ryngaert and Sobrie (2011: 488) submit that “imposing such criteria 
as human-rights protection or democratic institutions on existing states would 
probably be perceived as a flagrant violation of the well-established prohibi-
tion of intervention in internal affairs.”

The discussion in this section has highlighted that scholarly perspectives 
on the derecognition of states are far more complex than often assumed. 
There is little consensus among legal, political, and normative scholars on 
whether state derecognition is permissible and under what qualified cir-
cumstances it could be. In the absence of governing rules and institutions 
on state recognition, nonrecognition, and derecognition, there is room for 
third states to use and abuse at their discretion their capacity to recognize or 
derecognize other states for political rather than principled reasons. Yet there 
is a general understanding that the derecognition of claimant states that do 
fulfill the criteria for statehood and have a legitimate case for independent 
statehood is unacceptable. More broadly, the discussion so far in this chapter 
highlights that while a corpus of scholarly views on derecognition exists, 
such knowledge and scholarly debates mostly remain doctrinal and lack 
empirical features. Most importantly, such views tend to theorize old and 
historical diplomatic practices and do not capture the contemporary state 
practice, which can offer valuable grounds for comprehensively understand-
ing derecognition in theory and practice.
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From Theory to Reality: Tracing State Derecognition 
in Practice

As discussed in this chapter, the existing theoretical knowledge on derecog-
nition offers valuable normative and doctrinal observations with which we 
can examine the contemporary politics of derecognition. However, most 
existing accounts on derecognition are a product of outdated historical, nor-
mative, and legal thinking and do not correspond with contemporary state 
practice. They also operate on ideal-typical conceptions of statehood, rec-
ognition, and derecognition and often examine hypothetical situations. As 
outlined in the introduction, the derecognition of states is a political fact in 
world politics; what is lacking is a comprehensive and in-depth understand-
ing of its contemporary manifestation. Specifically, we know very little about 
the meaning, politics, and effects of diplomatic derecognition in contem-
porary state policy and practice. Legal, normative, and political-theoretical 
views lack substantial empirical examination of why derecognition happens 
in practice, by whom, and at what cost or effect. Stephen Krasner (2013: 
174) acknowledges as much: “Neither international legal theories nor inter-
national political sociology provide an accurate empirical description of the 
actual practices of states with regard to recognition.” On the other hand, 
empirical knowledge on state derecognition is mostly case-specific. It tends 
to be absorbed by broader discussions of foreign policy, security, and geo-
politics of specific regions where derecognition takes place.

Thus, to offer a complete account of derecognition in theory and enrich 
empirical investigation in practice, the remainder of this chapter and the 
proceeding chapters in this book will comprehensively look at the actors, 
processes, justifications, and effects of state derecognition (see Figure 2.1). 
In other words, a comprehensive analysis of derecognition requires the 
examination of agential, structural, institutional, and relational features 
that underline the formulation of specific policies as well as the decision-
making process and procedures behind them. It also allows analyses of 
their implementation, the conduct of diplomatic relations, and the broader 
domestic and international effects of foreign policy. To do so, it is crucial 
to approach both the recognition and the derecognition of states as open-
ended and polymorphic diplomatic practices comprising multiple actors, 
stages, tactics, discourses, and effects. Since derecognition is not regulated 
in international law, tracing various diplomatic practices is crucial to under-
standing how it is constituted, interpreted, and applied through diplomatic 
discourse and actions (Reymond 2019). In short, we should explore derecog-
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nition as an anti-diplomatic, but rule-making practice. Derecognition is an 
anti-diplomatic practice because it seeks to challenge, distort, and bypass 
conventional diplomatic practices concerning how diplomatic relations are 
established, maintained, downgraded, and discontinued. James Der Derian 
(1987) defines anti-diplomacy as a revolutionary type of diplomatic engage-
ment that challenges and transcends conventional methods and approaches 
of mediating the estrangement among nations, namely drawing a balance 
between respecting sovereign equality and noninterference with building 
interstate relations that bridge differences and enhance joint interests. In 
other words, anti-diplomacy captures a broad spectrum of tactics, strategies, 
and discourses that tear down rather than cultivate good interstate relations, 
expand isolation, nationalism, and estrangement among nations, and pro-
mote archaic, unilateral, and hypocritical foreign policy (Murray 2018). The 
fact that it remains an unregulated practice allows state derecognition to be 
anti-diplomatic. Emmanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot (2011: 4) define prac-
tices as “socially meaningful patterns of action which, in being performed 
more or less competently, simultaneously embody, act out and possibly reify 
background knowledge and discourse in and on the material world.” So by 
approaching derecognition as an anti-diplomatic practice, we can explore 
the patterns and entanglements that constitute it as meaningful in practice.

State derecognition is an entangled practice that cannot be explained by 
looking only at singular cases, events, or acts. Entanglements are character-
ized by “complex intertwined networks, with no beginning and no end,” 
and scholars have difficulty in trying to fix their “point of departure” (Duve 
2014: 8). Derecognition is a complex and interactive process that requires 
tracing individual cases to show how they are entangled together to perform 
certain functions in world politics. It requires looking at how diplomatic 
agency, processuality, performativity, and seemingly isolated global ecology 
of events, interests, and encounters come together and shape the politics of 
statehood and derecognition. Moreover, to make sense of how derecognition 
is presented, justified, and legitimized to concerned publics, it is essential to 
analyze the text of derecognition letters, including the discourses, norms, 
rules, and principles invoked to make such decisions politically, legally, and 
socially apprehensible. Thus, the diplomatic discourse underpinning vari-
ants of derecognition will be examined to explore the rationales for with-
drawing recognition of the claimant state. Finally, the true significance of 
derecognition can only be measured by looking at the effects it produces. 
Only by analyzing the implications of derecognition can we diagnose the 
entire complex tapestry of this practice in world politics, especially the con-
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stitutive effects in making and unmaking the current international order. 
Thus, the framework presented below takes a comprehensive outlook on 
derecognition by linking various actors, processes, rationales, and effects as 
core features of this shady practice in contemporary world affairs.

The Process of State Derecognition

The optimal epistemological site for investigating derecognition as diplo-
matic practice is country case studies where such struggle occurs. Under-
standing the derecognition of states requires, first and foremost, identifying 
which states are exposed to the withdrawal of recognition and which are 
prone to withdrawing the recognition and the role that former base states 
and regional powers play in this process (Visoka 2020b). In general, as out-
lined in Figure 2.2, when we discuss cases of state derecognition, we are con-
cerned with four actors: (1) the claimant state, which is subject to derecogni-
tion; (2) the former base state that lobbies for derecognition; (3) the third 
countries that withdraw the recognition; and (4) regional and global allies 
that support or oppose the derecognition of the claimant state. It is worth 
noting that the derecognition of independent statehood is particularly sig-
nificant for claimant states that are outside the UN system and thus lack 
overwhelming international bilateral or multilateral support. In other words, 
derecognition primarily applies to claimant states that have secured partial 
international recognition. Expectedly, aspirant states not recognized by any 
other recognized state are not subject to derecognition, given that there is 
nothing to derecognize. Thus, derecognition concerns a narrow category of 
states that are neither entirely outside nor inside the club of sovereign states. 
In instances when two UN member states that enjoy universal recognition 
are implicated in a practice such as derecognition, it is widely referred to as 
a breakup or suspension of diplomatic relations. The category of former base 

Figure 2.1. The Conceptual Framework
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states is determined by default due to their contestation and nonrecogni-
tion of the claimant state. The third countries implicated in the practice of 
derecognition are much more comprehensive and diverse in terms of their 
global status, economic status, and geographical location. However, what 
they may have in common is the use of derecognition and re-recognition 
as one of the few foreign policy assets available to them to reduce their 
vulnerability, benefit from foreign aid, renew alliances, and influence the 
international system more generally (Thorhallsson and Bailes 2016: 297). In 
addition to the base and claimant state, regional and global powers also need 
to be accounted for when discussing derecognition. Support or opposition 
from the great powers plays a pivotal role in deepening and entrenching the 
contestation of claimant states. Therefore, it is essential to include them in 
the pool of stakeholders in the process of derecognition.

When studying the actors or agents of state derecognition, it is worth 
noting that while they are primarily states, they shouldn’t be treated as mono-
lithic or rational and unitary agents. There should be a disaggregated exami-
nation of the stakeholders and institutions within each category of states to 
demonstrate the nexus between personal/individual and institutional and 
collective segments of foreign policy decision-making and implementation. 
In other words, by looking at various political subjectivities behind derecog-
nition, the analysis will move beyond considering derecognition practices 
as being entirely guided by rational choice, unitary decision-making bod-
ies (state representatives), or self-interest. By analyzing actor-centered dis-
courses of derecognition, it is possible to identify various contextual ratio-
nales, beliefs, bureaucracies, and other situational inclinations that explain 
why countries are implicated in withdrawing the recognition of other states. 
Most important, it will be able to highlight mutually constitutive dynam-
ics and the subjectivities among those involved on either the invoking or 
the receiving end of derecognition. Notably, the practice and process of 
derecognition is not regulated formally in the international system, but it 
is informed by a broad range of situational, transactional, and sociomaterial 
rules, which are informal yet procedural, in shaping the response and variety 
of outcomes of derecognition campaign. Like the lobbying process of state 
recognition in the first instance, the diplomatic practices and procedural 
rules underpinning derecognition consist of a constellation of persuasion, 
socialization, and strategic transactions (Griffiths 2021). Therefore, it is cru-
cial to identify and explore the diplomatic craft behind derecognition.

Parallel to recognizing a multiplicity of actors involved in the derecogni-
tion of states, it is crucial to shift our understanding of state derecognition 
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from a singular act and event into a multilayered and multistage process. 
Despite the well-known complexity of the dynamics of international diplo-
macy, early perspectives on state recognition have conceptualized recog-
nition as a single act expressed in a specific time and space with explicit 
declarative intent. The recognition-seeking states are categorized in binary 
terms, either as recognized or unrecognized states. For instance, Ian Brown-
lie (2003: 89–90) conceives recognition as “a public act of state” that is “an 
optional and political act.” David Raič (2002: 35) considers recognition to 
be “a legal act in the sense that it is intended to create legal consequences.” 
Similarly, Mikulas Fabry (2010: 7) considers recognition to be “a single act 
with both legal and political aspects” similar to “an act of employing military 
force or an act of imposing economic sanctions or an act of expelling a for-
eign diplomat.” Milena Sterio (2013: 48) also defines recognition as “a politi-
cal act exercised by sitting governments of existing states vis-à-vis a newly 
created entity.” Despite these prevailing views, mostly in legal theory, recent 
research exploring diplomacy as discursive and entangled performances 
shows that state recognition is more than a single act (Visoka 2018; Ker-
Lindsay 2012; Huddleston 2020). It is a complex and multistage process, 
often started by sending a formal request for recognition, which justifies the 
proclamation of independence and outlines the benefits of mutual recogni-
tion. The next phase involves establishing direct contact and arranging an 
informal meeting in a bilateral or multilateral setting. This phase informs the 
basis of consideration of recognition and can signal eventual recognition. 
What proceeds next is often various political, diplomatic, and institutional 
engagements short of formal recognition. This phase can often be inter-
preted as fluid and de facto recognition. The final phase involves formalizing 
diplomatic recognition through an express and documented process, which 
often also involves establishing diplomatic relations. While the formaliza-
tion of recognition frequently ends the recognition process, after which the 
two countries proceed with maintaining and cultivating bilateral relations, 

Figure 2.2. The Actors of State Derecognition
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in some cases this process can reopen, leading to backsliding in the reverse 
direction (see Visoka 2018).

This book proposes to approach the withdrawal of recognition as a com-
plex and multidirectional process comprising at least four major phases (see 
Figure 2.3). First, it is crucial to explore how the former base state contests 
the independence of the claimant state. In most cases, the origins of the 
state derecognition process are interwoven with the former base state’s cam-
paign to prevent or counter recognition of the claimant state. Derecognition 
should be seen as a continuation of such counter-secession campaigns and 
an attempt to undo what has been done in the past—it is an effort to correct 
failed diplomatic efforts of the past or to seize new geopolitical opportunities 
and entanglements in world politics. In short, it is essential to trace how the 
former base state seeks to deny the claimant state a political and diplomatic 
existence.

What comes next is to understand how third countries are targeted and 
incentivized to reconsider their recognition of the claimant state. It is essen-
tial to explore how diplomatic persuasions occur for third countries to either 
continue to recognize the claimant state or send signals for reconsidering it. 
While the process of reconsidering recognition is kept out of public atten-
tion, there can be instances where the derecognizing states indicate their 
potential change of position on the claimant state. The third phase, often 
definitive in the derecognition process, can involve suspension or freezing 
of recognition, which can take the shape of a de facto and temporal mea-
sure that can remain in an ambivalent state for an indeterminate period 
or lead to formal withdrawal of recognition. What follows then is the for-
mal and official withdrawal of recognition whereby a third country directly 
or indirectly, publicly or through diplomatic channels, communicates the 
decision either to the former base state or to the derecognized state. Often 
this act attracts public and diplomatic attention and can become subject to 
domestic and international polemic in the affected states. It can bring to an 
end diplomatic relations and bilateral cooperation programs, or it can serve 
the situational interests of concerned states without significant diplomatic 
consequences. While this stage marks the end of diplomatic relations and 
engagement between the derecognizing and the derecognized state, it can 
be reversed. Thus, an additional stage in the recognition-derecognition saga 
that needs to be accounted for is the potential for re-recognition and re-
establishment of diplomatic relations between the derecognizing and derec-
ognized state.
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When exploring the critical phases of state derecognition, it is also 
essential to identify the tactics and incentives that drive the derecognition 
process. Countries that possess power and status, economic and military 
strength, and access to multilateral bodies, diplomatic networks, and allies 
have a large toolbox of diplomatic means to realize their foreign policy goals 
(Barston 2014). Their diplomatic craft is rich and offers great scope to influ-
ence international affairs. Conversely, weaker actors in the international sys-
tem, have much narrower foreign policy instruments and thus are forced to 
pursue a niche foreign policy that uses both the conventional and the non-
conventional methods at their disposal (Cooper and Shaw 2009; Fry 2019). 
Yet it is vital to narrow down and explore the interplay of factors that shape 
the politics of derecognition in practice. This requires identifying, grouping, 
and labeling the key diplomatic instruments and rationales that are used by 
different actors involved in the different stages of the derecognition process.

The Justification of State Derecognition

Understanding the diplomatic justifications underpinning the discourse of 
derecognition is crucial for assessing the legitimization strategies and the 

Figure 2.3. The Process of State Derecognition
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arguments foregrounded in this practice. In foreign policy, justification tends 
to have two significant addresses: the first is directed toward domestic and 
internal audiences, which consist of government, the general public, and 
other interest groups; the second concerns external audiences, which can 
be directly and indirectly affected parties, actors, and institutions. In both 
instances, the purpose of justification of foreign policy actions and decisions 
is about legitimizing them to maximize their benefits and minimize their 
risks. As Helene Sjursen and Karen E. Smith (2004: 127) argue, the logic of 
legitimization in foreign policy is embedded in three criteria: utility, values, 
and rights (see also March and Olsen 1998). First, foreign policy decisions 
and actions can be justified around the logic of consequences, namely how 
such action or decision is an efficient solution to a problem. Second, they 
can be justified around specific values, which can be judgments of appropri-
ateness embedded in normative, identity, or situational norms and values. 
Third, they can be justified around a set of legal and moral principles and 
frameworks of rights that are widely acceptable. When translated into the 
context of derecognition, these three logics of legitimation can be found 
within distinct or overlapping political, economic, normative, and geopoliti-
cal rationales that justify derecognition by third states.

Identifying the rationales of state derecognition requires examining 
official statements and public justifications of all concerned and affected 
parties. But it also requires triangulating the actors’ interests, events, and 
circumstances that inform such decisions. Only by accounting for declared 
justifications and other implicit or related reasons can we provide a real-
istic and complete account of the rationales behind derecognition. Thus, 
tracing the justification of derecognition by third countries requires look-
ing at official rationales and hidden motives that inform the decision for 
suspending, freezing, or entirely withdrawing recognition.. Since derecogni-
tion is highly contested, disentangling the motives behind it is essential to 
verify whether decisions for derecognition are grounded on principled and 
objective grounds or are motivated by self-interest and situational grounds. 
In other words, as analyzed earlier in this chapter, it is crucial to examine 
whether the decision for derecognition is about the satisfaction of the crite-
ria for statehood or the original reasons for granting recognition or is moti-
vated by reasons not directly related to the claimant (derecognized) state. 
So it is crucial when analyzing the derecognition statements or decisions to 
check for discursive compatibility between the recognition and derecogni-
tion rationales. Moreover, looking at the diplomatic intertextuality within 
and between case studies covered in this book is essential. In other words, 
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since derecognition is a diplomatic endeavor stimulated by the former base 
state, which justifies its counter-recognition and derecognition campaign in 
the first place, it is crucial to trace similarities of discourses and arguments 
across different derecognition cases.

The Effects of State Derecognition

Finally, an examination of derecognition in practice wouldn’t be complete 
without studying the political and legal effects on the protagonist states. The 
starting point for studying the effects of derecognition is the assumption 
that, like the granting of recognition, the withdrawal of recognition tends to 
produce numerous political and legal effects, both intended and unintended 
(Delahunty and Yoo 2005: 149). Multiple factors and entanglements influ-
ence matters concerning diplomatic recognition and derecognition and are 
thus prone to disturb not only the hostile relations between the contender 
states but also implicate the wider international community. Practices of 
recognition, and subsequently of derecognition, represent significant forms 
of diplomatic constitution and assemblage, which entangle various entities 
and tie together remote issues. The derecognition of states is a diplomatic 
entanglement (resembling quantum diplomacy) undertaken in conditions 
of uncertainty (Der Derian and Wendt 2022). Moreover, exploring various 
direct and indirect effects of state derecognition helps us understand how 
salient this diplomatic practice is and how it shapes the international stand-
ing and statehood of the affected states as well as of the others implicated 
in the campaign to prevent or accomplish derecognition. Exploring what 
effects derecognition produces not only sheds light on the existence of this 
diplomatic practice but also highlights its constitutive features, which are 
crucial for understanding how derecognition impacts the legal, political, 
and practical existence and effectiveness of the claimant state. Nicolas Onuf 
(2013: 134) argues that “every such act is a constitutive event with effects that 
are simultaneously constitutive and regulative and quite likely at odds in 
their political implications.” Since derecognition implicates domestic and 
international affairs, the empirical analysis will examine the internal and 
external effects on all involved parties, especially the derecognized and derec-
ognizing states. The effects of derecognition will be traced by examining the 
reactions and responses to the process and by looking at the broader implica-
tions of the withdrawal of recognition or any of the associate stages of the 
derecognition process.
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The Research Approach

Since state derecognition remains a marginal subject of study in diplomacy 
and international relations, creating a consolidated knowledge on the sub-
ject requires a blended research approach that combines several epistemo-
logical and methodological perspectives. The book draws mainly on the 
methods of historical analysis and cross-case comparison, which are crucial 
for capturing both the contextual and general patterns underpinning the 
process, rationales, and effects of derecognition. Providing a rich account of 
derecognition in practice requires looking at how the different diplomatic 
discourses are invoked to influence states’ decision to withdraw recognition, 
how different diplomatic performances are designed and implemented, and 
how entangled events, narratives, and assemblages of actors can play a role 
in the derecognition or re-recognition of states. It requires looking at the 
micropolitics of derecognition, encompassing contextual and differentiated 
discourses and performances invoked by former base states in their pursuit 
of diplomatic recognition and by the claimant state to prevent derecogni-
tion (Solomon and Steele 2017; Adler and Pouliot 2011; Visoka 2019). It also 
requires zooming out to explore the macropolitics of derecognition by tying 
together direct and indirect as well as intended and unintended effects across 
various states and regions (Mintz and Redd 2003).

Since derecognition is not a common diplomatic practice and only affects 
a small number of states outside the UN system, the case-specific and cross-
case research approach is best suited for capturing the nuances of derecog-
nition (Gerring 2017; George and Bennett 2005). While single case studies 
can trace historical events and provide rich descriptive analysis, they cannot 
offer a general outlook or capture varieties across different cases. Since this 
book aims to offer a general and comprehensive account of derecognition, 
the most suitable approach is to draw on representative case studies with 
different features, historical trajectories, and exposures to this phenomenon. 
Thus, studying more than one case ensures that a complex and unresearched 
diplomatic practice such as derecognition is not dominated by a specific 
case or particular set of circumstances, which offer rich but noncumulative 
knowledge. The book deals with typical and contemporary states that have 
exposed to both diplomatic recognition and derecognition. The book covers 
five contemporary representative cases of derecognition: Taiwan, Western 
Sahara, Kosovo, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia. As discussed briefly in the 
introduction, these states have received between five and one hundred rec-
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ognitions and respectively have lost substantial number of recognitions (see 
the appendix for these data). These five claimant states that aspire to full 
membership in the club of sovereign states still exist as independent yet con-
tested states. While there are other instances where entities have proclaimed 
independence and rule as de facto states, they are not the focus of this book’s 
study because they haven’t received any official recognition from UN mem-
ber states and are instead subject to collective nonrecognition (Pavković and 
Radan 2011; Caspersen 2012; Griffiths 2021). The book also doesn’t deal with 
cases of state death as a result of dissolution, annexation, or reincorporation 
within the former base state, such as East Germany or Manchuria or, most 
recently the Republic of Artsakh.

Each of the cases has distinct attributes, different levels of international 
recognition, and different levels of statehood capacity. However, what is 
common among them is exposure to derecognition by other states for differ-
ent reasons and processes. Taiwan is not a straightforward secessionist case, 
because the main contestation is over who is the legitimate and representa-
tive government of China in the aftermath of the Second World War and the 
taking over of the mainland by Mao’s communist forces, when nationalist 
factions were forced to move to the island of Taiwan. In the case of Taiwan, 
the issue of derecognition, prevalent since 1979, takes the shape of shifting or 
switching recognition to People’s Republic of China as the legitimate govern-
ment and representative of China at home and abroad (Somers 2023). The 
case of Western Sahara is also a complex one, as we are concerned with the 
derecognition of the Polisario Front and the self-proclaimed Sahrawi Arabic 
Democratic Republic (SADR), which operates as a government-in-exile and 
governs the population that is permanently displaced and in refugee camps 
in Algeria (Zunes and Mundy 2022). Western Sahara is a case of incomplete 
decolonization, and, pending the outcome of the UN-sanctioned referen-
dum for self-determination, Morocco is widely seen as the occupying power. 
Morocco uses the derecognition of SADR in pursue of international legiti-
mation of its control of Western Sahara. Two other cases examined in this 
book are Abkhazia and South Ossetia, two breakaway regions of Georgia, 
which declared independence in 2008 following a short war with Georgia 
and intervention of Russian troops (Ilyin 2011). With the support of the 
United States and EU, Georgia has lobbied against the international recog-
nition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and has succeeded in having recogni-
tion withdrawn in a number of instances (Ó Beacháin 2020). This book’s 
fifth and final case is Kosovo, which declared independence in 2008 after 
Serbia rejected the UN’s suggestion for a supervised independence (Weller 
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2009). After Kosovo received recognition from more than one hundred UN 
member states and was headed toward universal recognition, Serbia began 
the derecognition campaign (Visoka 2020a, 2020b). Thus, these five cases 
are representative because they enable us to capture both similar and diverse 
practices, discourses, and effects of derecognition. In turn, studying the pro-
cess, rationales, and effects of derecognition in these five cases offers a con-
siderable degree of generalizability of findings, which can form the basis for 
a general explanatory theory and lay out the grounds for further normative 
and empirical research on the subject.

Although the book focuses on these five cases, it also looks a broader 
range of protagonists: the former base states, derecognizing states, and other 
major global and international allies that have lobbied in favor or against the 
withdrawal of recognition. In the case of Taiwan, the analysis will include 
China’s diplomatic efforts to reduce Taiwan’s diplomatic allies (Van Fossen 
2007). The book will also look at the United States, Australia, and other 
regional actors indirectly implicated in the case of Taiwan. In the case of 
Western Sahara, the analysis will focus on the diplomatic efforts of Morocco, 
the state with claims over the Western Sahara territory, often referred to as 
the occupying power (Boukhars and Roussellier 2014). In addition, Algeria, 
South Africa, and France will be included in the analysis as regional powers 
supporting different sides of the Sahara conflict (Ojeda-Garcia, Fernandez-
Molina, and Veguilla 2014). In the case of Kosovo, Serbia’s diplomatic efforts 
will be examined in its capacity as the former base state and successor of 
the dissolved state of Yugoslavia (Ker-Lindsay 2012). Finally, in the case of 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Georgia will be examined as the former base 
state, whereas Russia will be included as their patron state and the United 
States as their major global opponent (Yemelianova and Broers 2020).

The analysis of these protagonist states will take place through cross-case 
comparison analysis, which facilitates the identification of “useful generic 
knowledge of important foreign policy problems” that can be used both for 
theory building and testing (George and Bennett 2005: 67). When exploring 
these selected cases, the analysis will focus on both within-case and cross-
case comparisons (Gerring 2016). Systematic comparison through a struc-
tured and controlled process (focusing on the actors, process, rationales, and 
effects of state derecognition) enhances the internal and external validity of 
observations made in the book. For this reason, the method of structured, 
focused comparison facilitates understanding of the process, discourses, and 
effects of derecognition across all cases under examination and helps orga-
nize the findings in a comparable manner to generate cumulative knowledge 
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of the derecognition of states in practice. The book asks the same ques-
tions for each case study, ensuring a focused comparison and cumulation 
of observation that can inform our knowledge on derecognition in world 
politics. It seeks to understand who the actors have been and the stages of 
the derecognition process. This enables the categorization of the diplomatic 
actors as well as the development of a typology of different variants and steps 
of derecognition. By identifying and breaking down crucial stages and steps 
that guide the derecognition process and untangling diplomatic strategies 
and tactics used in performing derecognition, the book aims to construct a 
cohesive outlook on derecognition practices.

Next, to understand the rationales and justifications invoked by involved 
countries in the derecognition process, the book uses the method of dis-
course analysis (Titscher et al. 2000). Discourse analysis helps identify, 
categorize, and intertextually analyze, with facts and evidence, how the 
arguments for derecognition are presented and justified, as well as trace 
the discursive influence that the former base states (as contractors) have on 
derecognizing states (as executors). The legitimacy of a campaign to pre-
vent or encourage or enact derecognition relies on the quality and justifi-
ability of diplomatic narratives invoked by concerned parties (Morin and 
Paquin 2018). The battle for state derecognition, a performative process, 
is also textual. Interstate relations are, first and foremost, intertextual rela-
tions (Visoka 2018). Diplomatic narratives can be weaponized and become 
powerful tools in pursuing derecognition. They are socially constituted and, 
in turn, constitute social realities. Therefore, understanding derecognition 
requires tracing all concerned parties’ diplomatic discourse and arguments 
(Oglesby 2016). Analyzing diplomatic discourses helps identify within- and 
cross-case dominant narratives and features that capture the essence of con-
temporary state practices and helps to critically interrogate the intertextual 
influence in world politics. So the book uses discourse-historical approach 
to scrutinize diplomatic texts and other textual content as well as explore 
the broader sociomaterial context and factors that have shaped derecogni-
tion arguments (Reisigl and Wodak 2009). This approach enables in-depth 
analysis of texts and discourses invoked in the context of derecognition. The 
book utilizes entry-level analysis to identify relevant texts and documents 
and categorize the content according to specific clusters of themes, which 
foreground the process, justification and effects of derecognition. The entry-
level analysis helps categorize diplomatic text and justifications for derecog-
nition into specific discourse topics. Then, an in-depth analysis proceeds 
by looking at the discursive strategies, the audiences of argumentation, and 
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the inter-textuality, coherence, and inconsistencies of discourses invoked 
by the protagonist states. Moreover, the in-depth analysis enables exploring 
the relationship between the discourse and level or phase of derecognition. 
Thus, jointly through entry-level and in-depth analyses of derecognition dis-
courses, we can problematize and critically interrogate the logics, claims of 
truth, normative coherence and rightness, and implications of arguments 
invoked for withdrawing the recognition of states. Finally, to understand 
the process, rationales, and effects of derecognition, the book draws on mul-
tiple data sources, including original interviews with diplomats and foreign 
policy experts from countries implicated in or affected by derecognition, 
diplomatic notes, reports, and statements, as well as media reports and pub-
lic interview transcripts from protagonist states.

Conclusion

The derecognition of states is a niche topic and segment of diplomacy and 
foreign policy that, although it has only been studied marginally so far, is 
not without significance in world politics. The prospect of a state being 
derecognized or not is of great importance to the stability, continuation, 
and rise of reversal politics of statehood in world politics. This chapter has 
surveyed the existing legal and normative views on state derecognition and 
has offered a conceptual framework for updating and expanding our empiri-
cal knowledge on the topic. There is no consensus among legal scholars on 
whether states can withdraw the recognition of other states. The dominant 
view is that recognition is irreversible, and what we refer to here as derecog-
nition is misleading since the focus should be on discontinuing bilateral 
diplomatic relations rather than decertifying statehood of a specific claimant 
entity. This view adheres to the doctrinal thinking that neither recognition 
nor derecognition is constitutive of statehood. Another view is that since 
matters concerning the recognition and derecognition of states are broadly 
unregulated and are left at the discretion of individual states, derecognition 
as a diplomatic practice is present and can produce political, economic, and 
legal effects. Other voices argue that derecognition is permissible if the origi-
nal conditions of recognition are no longer present. Thus, derecognition is 
permitted when there is no state to recognize.

These viewpoints provide a helpful starting point but leave many ques-
tions unanswered. Evidently, derecognition is present in world politics and 
has become an essential diplomatic instrument for state contestation, shift-
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ing allegiances, and geopolitical rivalries. Thus, developing a general account 
of this diplomatic practice and exploring its salience and impact on world 
politics is crucial. For this purpose, a pluralist outlook of derecognition as a 
foreign policy instrument is proposed in this chapter as a suitable pathway 
for tracing contemporary state practices. The proposed analytical framework 
aims at disentangling the complex diplomatic, economic, and geopolitical 
linkages and trans-scalar agency that shape the decisions, processes, and out-
comes of derecognition. The focus will be on exploring five case studies of 
states exposed to derecognition with unique sociohistorical trajectories, dif-
ferent geographical locations, statehood capacity, and great power support. 
The following chapters are organized thematically and examine the actors 
and process, the rationales, and the effects of state derecognition. Within 
each thematic chapter, the empirical and cross-case empirical findings will 
be clustered and organized along generalizable patterns and features.
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3	 ✦	 The Process of State Derecognition

The derecognition of states is rare diplomatic practice. While many 
states may not get along well and have hostile relationships, they rarely ques-
tion one another’s existence. Even the breakup of diplomatic relations isn’t 
portrayed as derecognition. So if there is a broad consensus that recognition 
is irreversible, why is derecognition present in contemporary state practice? 
This chapter examines how state derecognition unfolds in practice by look-
ing at the actors and the process that underpins the severance, downgrading, 
suspension, and ending of diplomatic relations between states. The chapter 
approaches derecognition as a multistage and entangled process prone to 
uneven trajectories and unexpected twists, blockages, and ruptures.

This chapter identifies four significant phases or stages underpinning the 
state derecognition process. Although the process is complex and it is hard to 
delineate key stages, conceptualizing it into main phases helps break down 
its key features, tactics, strategies, outcomes, and broader implications. In 
other words, some of the stages or phases in the derecognition might be 
outcomes or extensions of preceding phases, but nonetheless are essential to 
be accounted for, as they have a formative role in later stages. The first phase 
of derecognition is contesting the sovereignty of the claimant state. During 
this phase, the former base state aims to undermine the domestic and inter-
national standing of the claimant state to weaken its sovereignty and capac-
ity to act as a sovereign state at home and abroad. The second phase of the 
derecognition process consists of persuading third countries to reconsider 
their position on the claimant state, ranging from signaling the downgrade 
of its diplomatic relations to taking proactive measures to downgrade rela-
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tions or take a neutral stance on the dispute. The third phase of the process 
entails instances when the lobbying campaign does not result in full and 
formal derecognition of the claimant state. However, it can result in freezing 
recognition, namely retaining recognition but ending diplomatic engage-
ment. The fourth phase is the formal and explicit withdrawal of recognition 
of the claimant state by third countries. In certain instances, the formal 
withdrawal of recognition as a significant diplomatic act and the momen-
tum it generates can go unnoticed. However, it can also cause significant 
diplomatic disputes among contender states. In some instances, regardless 
of the formal withdrawal of recognition, concerned states continue to have 
informal diplomatic relations that can last indefinitely or be a transitory 
phase for restoring diplomatic ties with the claimant state. There is a pos-
sibility of re-recognition, too, namely annulment of the derecognition deci-
sion and restoration of the original decision for recognition.

This chapter’s discussion of each stage of state derecognition draws on 
a comparative examination of contemporary cases where new varieties and 
patterns of derecognition are analyzed by dissecting similarities and differ-
ences among the case studies. Yet tracing the derecognition of state is a com-
plex process. Some claimant countries under examination in this book, such 
as Taiwan and Western Sahara, have been recognized, derecognized, and 
then re-recognized several times. Thus, the analysis of the process of derecog-
nition focuses on the examples and cases that help inductively illustrate the 
politics and practices, as well as the pathways and variants, of derecognition 
in contemporary world politics. That said, each case has its unique trajectory 
and claims to self-determination and statehood, and has had different rec-
ognition and derecognition events. The key is to establish a balance between 
context-specific and contingent generalization when analyzing and explor-
ing each stage and variant of derecognition.

The chapter is organized as follows. It first examines the domestic and 
international contestation of claimant states that foregrounds all cases of 
derecognition. The second section looks at the dynamics of shifting from 
contestation to reconsideration of recognition by third countries, namely 
looking at the features of anti-diplomatic campaigns that are characteristic 
across all cases. The third section looks at the intermediary and ambivalent 
actions that third countries take in neither fully withdrawing recognition nor 
fully endorsing the sovereignty and statehood of the claimant state. Next, the 
chapter looks at the formal and full withdrawal of recognition and its after-
math, especially how all protagonist states react and cope with such a decision 
and what actions are taken to sustain or reverse the new diplomatic reality.
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Contesting the Independence of the Claimant State

The first stage in the derecognition process is contesting the independence 
and sovereignty of the claimant state. Former base states that contest a 
claimant state usually target two categories of third states. The first category 
is countries that have not yet recognized the claimant state. The focus of 
diplomatic efforts is to persuade these states not to change their position on 
the claimant state. The aim is to retain the position of nonrecognition. This 
phase is a response to the recognition quest of the claimant state, aiming to 
prevent and limit its success in consolidating international legal sovereignty 
through diplomatic recognition and membership in international organi-
zations. Second, contesting the sovereignty of the claimant state aims to 
change the position of countries that have already recognized the claimant 
state or have established extensive institutional cooperation short of formal 
diplomatic relations. Thus, the process of derecognition often goes hand in 
hand with the process of preventing further recognition of claimant states. 
At its core, it aims to delegitimize the claimant state and ensure that its state-
hood remains contested and gradually unravels (Huddleston 2020).

First and foremost, state contestation starts by contesting the historical, 
legal, and factual grounds for statehood and attacking the claimant state’s 
pro-independence leadership. Domestically, the former base state seeks 
to undermine the empirical sovereignty of the claimant state by creating 
political, legal, economic, and security blockages that hinder the normal 
functioning of the society (Ker-Lindsay 2012; Ojeda-Garcia et al. 2017). It 
can also involve maintaining administrative and military presence in cer-
tain parts of the contested territory, pressuring domestic changes by dis-
criminating against the secessionist community, and favoring the ethnic and 
political communities loyal to the base state. Internationally, the former base 
state uses its diplomatic network, status within multilateral organizations, 
and strategic alliances with influential states to prevent the claimant state 
from gaining diplomatic recognition, participating in or joining regional 
and international bodies, and from strengthening its relations with other 
states (Weill 2020). Although contesting statehood and preventing recogni-
tion is about creating the conditions for a particular outcome, sometimes it 
is simply a part of a general strategy of the former base state to buy time in 
the hope that new and better options will become available for imposing a 
settlement (such as partition on ethnic lines) or reincorporating the terri-
tory through the use of force. In some instances, this may be because there 
is no clear consensus on the type of settlement people want. At other times, 
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it may be that the solution on offer is generally unacceptable, and there is 
hope that the passage of time may create the conditions for a more favorable 
settlement (Ker-Lindsay 2012: 74). Ultimately, contesting the sovereignty 
of the claimant state by the former base state serves as a political weapon 
used to maintain enmity, politically and economically isolate and deviate 
the claimant state, diminish its prestige, lower its morale, and, most destruc-
tively, incite domestic and international instability (Berridge 1994: 6; Berg 
and Pegg 2020).

These domestic and international contestation features of the claimant 
states are prevalent in all case studies examined in this book. For example, 
mainland China claims Taiwan as part of its territory and wants the island 
to unite with the mainland, from which it split during the civil war in 1949. 
China uses the “One China Principle” as the core argument against the 
recognition of Taiwan, and respectively, as a normative basis for its derecog-
nition. The One China Principle states that there is one China, but two 
political systems, and the sole representative abroad is Beijing. From the 
perspective of mainland China, Taiwan (or the Republic of China) ceased to 
exist in 1949, and the sole successor state is the People’s Republic of China 
(MFA of PRC 2019). China uses UN General Assembly Resolution 2758 
(1971) to support the claim that Taiwan is part of its territory and that there 
is one China regardless of the de facto lack of control over the island of 
Taiwan. Resolution 2758 considers the People’s Republic of China to be “the 
only lawful representatives of China to the United Nations,” and notes that 
Taiwan’s representatives must be expelled from the positions they “unlaw-
fully occupy at the United Nations and in all organizations related to it.”

China perceives “the secessionist activities of the ‘Taiwan Independence’ 
forces [as] the biggest immediate threat to China’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity as well as peace and stability on both sides of the Taiwan Straits 
and the Asia-Pacific region as a whole” (Embassy of the People’s Republic of 
China in Australia 2005: 18). For example, China’s 2005 Anti-Secession Law 
states that if Taiwan formally declares independence, China will not rule out 
employing “non-peaceful means and other necessary measures to protect 
China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity” (Ji 2006: 240). While cross-
strait relations have remained relatively peaceful for a long time, in 2021 
the situation deteriorated to the point that mainland China has increased 
its military provocations and warned of potential takeover of the island of 
Taiwan. For instance, in October 2021, “Chinese air force sent around 150 
jets into Taiwan’s air-defence identification zone” (Financial Times 2021). 
Around the same time, Chinese president Xi Jinping warned that “the his-
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torical task of the complete reunification of the motherland must be ful-
filled, and will definitely be fulfilled.” While China has pledged that reunifi-
cation with Taiwan will take place in a peaceful manner and in line with the 
principle of one country and two systems, Taiwan has objected to such an 
arrangement, fearing that China would strip the island of its democratic and 
autonomous institutions and employ restrictive and authoritarian measures 
similar to those applied in Hong Kong (BBC 2021). On the domestic front, 
to retain Taiwan’s contestation and partial isolation, China could deploy 
hybrid warfare relying on naval blockades, covert attacks against Taiwan’s 
critical infrastructure, disinformation warfare, and political campaigns for 
undermining democratic institutions in Taipei (Easton 2022).

On the other hand, even as Taiwan considers itself a separate and inde-
pendent state, it has never declared independence. While Taiwan enjoys eco-
nomic and political stability domestically, it has relied on diplomatic allies 
and external bilateral recognition to maintain claims to separate and state-
like subjectivity internationally. For Taiwan, the function of diplomatic rec-
ognition is to maintain a sense of sovereign statehood, expand international 
sovereignty, and use allies to represent its interests at international bodies 
that it cannot access. As Stringer (2006: 551) argues: “Diplomatic recogni-
tion provides the Taiwanese government with some legitimacy in pressing its 
claims in the international community, and some proof that it is a sovereign 
entity.” The existing states that recognize Taiwan are small and weak states 
in the international plane, but, nonetheless, they formally enjoy sovereign 
equality and are subjects under international law (Chiang and Hwang 2008: 
72). Hence, Taiwan is well aware of the significance of diplomatic allies 
for retaining at least symbolic claims to independent statehood. Taiwan’s 
president, Tsai Ing-wen, admitted in 2021 that “Taiwan’s exclusion from the 
United Nations and most other international institutions could have led 
to isolation, but Taiwan instead tapped into the tremendous creativity and 
capacity of its people, allowing us to establish global connections by other 
means—through small businesses, nongovernmental organizations, and 
various semi-official groupings” (Ing-wen 2021).

However, since mainland communist China was allowed to claim a 
permanent seat at the UN Security Council, Taiwan has gradually lost its 
diplomatic allies. The change in UN representation constituted a dramatic 
tipping point in the diplomatic competition between Taiwan and China 
since it was followed by a collapse of the ROC’s formal diplomatic ties with 
other countries. In 1970, Taipei led Beijing in diplomatic recognition by a 
margin of 68 to 53. Just three years later, the PRC had a more than two-to-
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one advantage of 86 to 39; and by 1977 this had become an overwhelming 
margin of 111 to 23 (Clark 2008: 87). Over the years, Chinese diplomats have 
argued that countries that recognize Taiwan not only breach the sovereignty 
and territorial integrity of China but also undermine cross-strait relations 
and political dialogue. And to a large extent, China has succeeded in keep-
ing the territorial claim over Taiwan alive and central to its foreign policy 
of switching diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to China. As of January 
2024, only twelve countries had official ties with Taiwan—seven in Central 
America and the Caribbean, one in Africa, three small island states in the 
Pacific, and the Vatican. As this book went to press, Nauru withdrew the 
recognition of Taiwan in January 2024, which took place days after Taiwan 
elected the pro-independence president Lai Ching-te (Government of the 
Republic of Nauru 2024). Clark (2008: 87) shows, “The loss of the ROC’s 
seat in the United Nations was devastating in terms of its international status 
because Beijing used the reversal of UN membership to solidify its claim to 
sovereignty over all of China, including Taiwan.”

Consequently, over the years, China has contested the statehood claims 
of Taiwan by blocking its membership om international organizations 
and undermining its ability to participate in international forums. Most 
important and relevant for this study, China considers its campaign for the 
derecognition of Taiwan as crucial foreign policy instrument to keep alive 
its territorial claim over the island. China has forced several multinational 
corporations to erase any trace of digital or symbolic recognition of Taiwan’s 
separate economic and trade subjectivity. Most recently, China has shifted 
its discourse and threatened the United States, EU, and Australia for encour-
aging Taiwan’s independence and taking measures to undermine “China’s 
sovereignty, territorial integrity and other core interests.” Such actions, it 
warned, would force it to take measures “to defend . . . national sovereignty 
and territorial integrity” (MFA of PRC 2021). So the dynamics of mutual 
contestation are significant in the case of mainland China and Taiwan to the 
point that there is a risk of conflict escalation and breach of the status quo 
(Heath, Lilly, and Han 2023).

The dynamics of contestation as the first stage of state derecognition 
play out differently in Africa, as the dispute between Morocco and West-
ern Sahara shows. Although Western Sahara has not formally undergone 
the decolonization process, Morocco, as the occupying power, continues to 
make claims over the territory and challenge the legitimacy of the Sahrawi 
Arabic Democratic Republic (SADR). The Polisario Front represents the 
SADR, the governance structures and population primarily based in exile 
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or camps in Algeria (Wilson 2016). The main dispute over Western Sahara 
is the delayed referendum on self-determination. The UN has deployed a 
mission there but has been unsuccessful in completing the decolonization 
process. There is a dispute between Morocco and the Polisario Front on 
the electorate deemed eligible to vote in a self-determination referendum 
(Zunes and Mundy 2010). While Morocco seeks to expand the vote to all 
Saharan tribes linked to the colonial-period Spanish Sahara, the Polisario 
Front insists on limiting the count to those who were in the Spanish census 
of 1974 (Jensen 2005: 13). Over time, Morocco has expanded its settlements 
in the Western Sahara and has actively exploited natural and sea resources in 
a way deemed problematic under international law of occupation (Riegl and 
Doboš 2017a: 101). On the domestic front, Morocco has pursued a policy of 
isolation toward the Polisario Front and one of hardship for its supporters 
while simultaneously incentivizing defections among the Saharawi people to 
weaken the internal legitimacy and unity of the SADR authorities in refugee 
camps and exile.

As Morocco’s occupation has expanded since the 1970s, the Moroccan 
authorities have prevented the Sahrawi people, represented by the Polisario 
Front, from consolidating state capacities and forcing them to operate in 
exile. It has maintained control in significant parts of Western Sahara’s terri-
tory. Central to Morocco’s policy on Western Sahara is the nonrecognition 
or derecognition of the SADR and the expansion of international accep-
tance to Morocco’s control over the territory (Besenyő, Huddleston, and 
Zoubir 2023). Morocco has simultaneously taken a wide range of diplomatic 
steps as part of its efforts to undermine the SADR’s international standing. 
The most important is the 2007 autonomy plan, which secured UN atten-
tion and allowed readmission to the African Union in 2017. Through these 
multilateral and regional platforms, Morocco seeks to strengthen its bilateral 
diplomatic efforts centered around economic and military cooperation with 
countries that have not recognized or have derecognized the SADR (Fakir 
2017).

Moreover, Morocco has tried to solidify its claim over Western Sahara by 
encouraging other states to open consular offices in the occupied territories 
or by organizing international events, such as the Crans Montana Forum 
in the city of Dakhla (Morocco World News 2015). Such strategies, similar 
to Israeli’s attempt to make Jerusalem its diplomatic capital, aim to secure 
wider international recognition of Morocco’s territorial claims over Western 
Sahara. For example, African countries such as Senegal, the Ivory Coast, 
Gambia, Liberia, the Union of Comoros, Cape Verde, and Togo, among 
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others, have also opened their honorary consulates in Laâyoune and Dakhla 
and have openly portrayed such gestures as recognition of Morocco’s sover-
eignty over Western Sahara (Morocco World News 2020). Of significance 
importance has been the United States’ recognition of Morocco’s sovereignty 
over the entire Western Sahara territory in December 2020 and its pledge to 
open a consulate in the Western Sahara (White House 2020a). This proc-
lamation, which US president Donald Trump signed, not only recognized 
Morocco’s sovereignty over the territory but stated that “an independent 
Sahrawi State is not a realistic option for resolving the conflict and that 
genuine autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty is the only feasible solu-
tion” (White House 2020b). By doing so, the United States took a stance 
on this self-determination conflict whereby it rejected recognizing SADR 
as an independent state and expressed its preference for the outcome of the 
eventual referendum. Thus, these are examples of direct measures to contest 
the symbolic sovereignty of SADR over certain parts of Western Sahara, 
and they show how third countries are implicated in legitimizing Morocco’s 
control over the contested territory.

Internationally, the struggle to claim control and sovereignty over West-
ern Sahara occurs through the battle for recognition and derecognition. In 
the absence of control over the Western Sahara territory and de facto gov-
ernment on the ground, the Polisario Front, as founders of the SADR, has 
tried to retain the claims to independent statehood through bilateral rec-
ognition as well as participation and membership in regional bodies, such 
as the African Union. As of 2023, SADR was recognized by around 31 out 
of 193 UN member states. However, Morocco’s decade-long campaign for 
international contestation of SADR has resulted in withdrawing or freezing 
recognition by 53 states. These figures fluctuate as several third countries 
have recognized, derecognized, and re-recognized SADR several times, as 
will be discussed later in the chapter. Thus, Morocco’s main focus inter-
nationally has been to delegitimize the Polisario Front and persuade third 
countries to join its political strategy of denying the existence of any Sahrawi 
independent state in Western Sahara. Both sides have exploited the UN and 
international courts in this struggle to seek legal confirmation of their right 
to rule over the Western Sahara. As early as 1975, the International Court 
of Justice, through an advisory opinion, rejected Morocco’s claim over the 
territory and reconfirmed the right of Sahrawi people to self-determination 
(Wooldridge 1979). Equally, the European Court of Justice contested a trade 
agreement the European Commission signed with Morocco to access fish 
and other resources from occupied territories. So, internationally, SADR has 
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maintained a moral and legal upper hand, but when it comes to exercising 
sovereign statehood on the ground, it has been unable to do so.

Most important, Morocco’s campaign for derecognition has been chiefly 
based on economic deals, and geopolitical and security pacts have sig-
nificantly narrowed SADR’s international space. Within the UN system, 
Morocco has enjoyed broad support from Western states represented at the 
UN Security Council for its autonomy plan and for curtailing the ability 
of the UN Mission for Referendum in Western Sahara to accomplish its 
mandate on the ground. So Morocco has successfully contested SADR’s 
sovereignty at home and abroad, thus enhancing its chances for significant 
control over the Western Sahara (Besenyő, Huddleston, and Zoubir 2023).

In Europe, Serbia contests Kosovo’s independence because it was declared 
without its consent and in breach of its sovereignty and territorial integrity. 
However, Kosovo has shown steady progress in the completion of interna-
tional recognition since it declared independence in 2008 (Newman and 
Visoka 2018a). Over one hundred UN member states have recognized it. 
But, contesting Kosovo’s statehood remains one of Serbia’s most critical for-
eign policy goals. Serbia claims that it defends international law, the UN 
Charter, and the Security Council’s supreme authority to preserve interna-
tional peace by defending its sovereignty and territorial integrity. To solidify 
its territorial claims over Kosovo and justify its continued interference in 
Kosovo’s domestic affairs, Serbia decided to change its constitution and 
incorporate Kosovo into its preambular clauses while in the middle of UN-
led talks in 2006 on the territory’s future status (Weller 2009). Serbia created 
parallel structures during the UN’s transitional administration to protect the 
remaining Serb population in Kosovo, to prevent claims to independence, 
and, if necessary, to prepare grounds for the internal partition of Kosovo. 
These structures consist of a chain of entities within sectors such as secu-
rity, education, health, and public services, which the Serbian government 
maintains politically and financially (Visoka 2016). Although formally, these 
parallel structures were dismantled after 2011 as part of the EU-led talks for 
the normalization of relations, in practice, they continued to operate over a 
decade later as informal structures under the political tutelage and financial 
support of the Serbian government (Balkan Insight 2021).

In the immediate aftermath of Kosovo’s independence in 2008, Serbia 
tried to contest it by seeking an advisory opinion from the International 
Court of Justice (ICJ) on the accordance of Kosovo’s independence with 
international law. Serbia argued that Kosovo’s declaration of independence 
was unilateral, illegal, without the host state’s consent, and against inter-
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national law and the international system of states based on inalienability 
of sovereignty and territorial integrity. Despite the ICJ’s advisory opinion 
in favor of Kosovo—stating that the declaration of independence did not 
contradict international law—Serbia continued to argue that Kosovo’s inde-
pendence breached international norms and laws on sovereignty, territorial 
integrity, and statehood (Ker-Lindsay 2012; Visoka 2018). Disregarding this 
crucial judicious ruling, Serbia claimed that Kosovo remains under interna-
tional administration and that the ICJ “did not affirm the right of the prov-
ince of Kosovo to secession from the Republic of Serbia” (UN Secretary-
General 2010: 2).

Since 2008, Serbia has actively worked to prevent recognition of Kosovo, 
but with little success. Since the declaration of independence, 117 sovereign 
states have recognized Kosovo, and the country has established diplomatic 
relations with over 80 states, has opened around forty diplomatic missions, 
and has joined over fifty regional and international organizations (Visoka 
2018; 2019). Central to Serbia’s diplomatic warfare against Kosovo has been 
the prevention and reversal of Kosovo’s recognition. Serbia considers recog-
nition of Kosovo a threat to its national interests as well as a source of inter-
nal and regional instability (Ministry of Defence of Serbia 2017: 7). In 2017, 
Serbia launched a campaign to undermine Kosovo’s international standing 
by offering economic and military assistance to freeze or withdraw the rec-
ognition of Kosovo. Between 2008 and 2014, when Kosovo received over 
one hundred recognitions, Serbia’s diplomatic campaign was mainly focused 
on preventing the recognition of Kosovo and obstructing its membership in 
international organizations, such as the UN, Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe, and the Council of Europe (Newman and Visoka 
2018b). The campaign was possible mainly due to powerful support from 
Russia and other major regional powers in wider Europe.

Over time, Serbia realized that by getting recognition from over one 
hundred states, Kosovo had secured two-thirds of the votes needed to join 
UN specialized agencies and other regional organizations. As noted by Ser-
bian foreign minister Ivica Dačić: “In 2015 we had an attempt to get Kosovo 
into UNESCO and then we faced the difficult task of preventing this, given 
that at that moment, in 2014, 113 countries had recognized Kosovo.” Thus, 
by pursuing the derecognition of Kosovo, Serbia is seeking to block Kosovo’s 
international access, namely, reduce the number of states that interact with 
or vote for Kosovo in multilateral bodies. Most international and regional 
organizations require two-thirds of votes or qualified majorities, which 
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means Serbia would have a much broader support base to block Kosovo’s 
participation and membership in those international bodies. The calculation 
of this campaign is straightforward: the more states withdraw the recogni-
tion of Kosovo, the smaller the chance of Kosovo joining international orga-
nizations. Therefore, Serbia’s goal became to reduce the number of coun-
tries that have recognized Kosovo to under one hundred so that Kosovo 
would not have sufficient votes to join any major international or regional 
organization.

Moreover, by blocking Kosovo’s advancement in the international arena, 
Serbia has exploited the international contestation of Kosovo to enhance 
its bargaining power in the EU-led dialogue for normalization of relations 
with Kosovo. In this context, derecognition has served as an instrument 
of sabotage and diplomatic duress to force Kosovo to make concessions in 
favor of Serbia (Novosti 2019a). Finally, Serbia’s pursuit of the derecognition 
of Kosovo is seen both as a victory and as a restoration of its international 
influence after decades of humiliation and defeat and as a strategic move 
against Kosovo’s international partners, demonstrating Serbia’s ability to 
reverse Kosovo’s international standing (B92 2018d).

Finally, in the South Caucasus, since Abkhazia and South Ossetia pro-
claimed their independent statehood in the early 1990s and were finally rec-
ognized by the Russian Federation in 2008, the main foreign policy goal of 
Georgia as the former base state has been contestation and international 
isolation of these breakaway territories. Both territories proclaimed inde-
pendence after a short war involving Russia as their main ally. Since there is 
a de facto border between Georgia and these breakaway territories and the 
stakes are high for military confrontation due to Russia’s military presence 
and the EU’s monitoring mission, Georgia contests the independence of 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia mainly through legal, political, and adminis-
trative measures (de Waal and von Twickel 2020). Over the years, Georgia 
has condemned all traces of independent statehood for Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. In 2008 the government of Georgia even approved a special law 
on occupied territories to “define the status of the territories occupied as a 
result of the military aggression by the Russian Federation and to establish 
a special legal regime in the above territories.” In the international sphere, 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia have not managed to receive broad interna-
tional recognition—primarily due to Western condemnation of Russia’s 
intervention and the collective nonrecognition policy of the EU. As of 2024, 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia had been recognized by the Russian Federa-
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tion and nine other countries closely allied with Russia. The United States, 
the EU, and the majority of UN member states remain committed to the 
territorial integrity of Georgia, advocate for the peaceful resolution of dis-
putes, and support gradually reincorporating these breakaway regions into 
Georgia. Under these circumstances, Georgian diplomacy exerts pressure on 
third countries to thwart any public rallies by representatives of Abkhazia, 
whatever their focus may be—cultural, humanitarian, educational, musical, 
or other. The Georgian Foreign Ministry actively seeks out those planning 
to decide on the recognition of Abkhazia to apply diplomatic pressures (Ó 
Beacháin 2020).

Therefore, the domestic and international contestation of the claimant 
state foregrounds all anti-diplomatic actions of the former base states and 
represents the first significant hallmark in the derecognition process. The 
contestation of the independence and sovereignty of the claimant state—
through nonrecognition and persuasion of third countries not to extend 
recognition—is the baseline and foundational feature of all state derecogni-
tion campaigns. Across all cases, it is clear that domestic and international 
contestation of the claimant states by the former base state and its allies is a 
crucial method for not only symbolically undermining the sovereignty and 
state consolidation of the claimant state but also for subversively continuing 
war by other means in the international arena by preventing recognition 
and eventually reversing international recognition of the claimant state. In 
other words, without the active contestation by the former base state, the 
third countries are more likely to continue recognizing the effective author-
ity of the claimant state and accept it into the club of sovereign states. While 
contestation of statehood is ever present in policy discourse and state prac-
tice, it does not often lead to the derecognition of the claimant state. It is a 
necessary condition but insufficient in influencing third countries’ decisions 
to withdraw recognition of the claimant state. Claimant states often launch 
their counter-campaigns to try to retain their diplomatic allies and prevent 
the prospects for derecognition. Thus, the other side of state contestation 
is the capacity and creativity of the claimant state to survive and adapt to 
the international system. It can be noted that, across all the cases examined 
here, the stronger the efforts of former base states to contest the statehood 
of claimant states, the more resilient the latter appear in defending them-
selves and building alternative alliances. Such dynamics of contestation are 
a significant source of instability and block normalization of relations and 
peaceful coexistence between contender states.
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Reconsidering Recognition of the Claimant State

The second strategic step in the state derecognition process involves identify-
ing third countries that have already recognized the claimant state but, for 
various reasons, would be open to reconsidering their position. Frequently, 
such reconsideration is a direct product of diplomatic lobbying by the for-
mer base state and its international allies during the state contestation phase. 
However, it can also be driven by other factors, such as the extortionist 
foreign policy of third countries that reach out to contested states and offer 
to trade or rent recognition for individual or state profit. Such a step in the 
derecognition process can be triggered by other international entanglements, 
such as rivalry among global and regional powers that use contested states 
as proxies to advance their own interests. As this section shows, lobbying for 
reconsidering, suspending, and freezing the recognition of the claimant state 
can take place in two forms: directly by the former base state that utilizes 
economic, political, and diplomatic means, and indirectly by its diplomatic 
allies, who exert their geopolitical and economic influence.

While the struggle between the claimant and former base state over rec-
ognition tends to reach out to all other sovereign states (UN members), only 
a limited number of states tend to be open to reconsidering their recognition 
of the claimant state and engaging in the derecognition saga. It is unusual 
and uncommon for established and powerful states to engage in the derecog-
nition of other states. In fact, both democratic and undemocratic states with 
long-standing diplomatic traditions are wary of this anti-diplomatic prac-
tice. They either withhold the recognition first or proactively promote non-
recognition of a specific claimant state. For an overwhelming number of 
sovereign states, once recognition is granted, it is tough to withdraw. This is 
partially a result of the sustainability of foreign policy and the desire to proj-
ect political and normative consistency as much as circumstances permit. 
There is also peer pressure among like-minded countries to hold on to the 
previous synchronous, joint, or collective decision for recognition.

However, evidence shows that derecognizing other states has emerged 
as a common practice among a small group of states—primarily located in 
the global south—that gained independent statehood as part of the decolo-
nization process—who continue to struggle with chronic poverty and geo-
political vulnerabilities or are ruled by semi-authoritarian regimes. In par-
ticular, several African, Latin American, and Caribbean nations with weak 
economies and (semi)authoritarian regimes are keen to exploit their status as 
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sovereign states and UN members and engage in trading their right to rec-
ognition and diplomatic allegiances in exchange for economic, political, and 
military favors. Among the most prominent of those involved in withdraw-
ing, renting, or switching their recognition of other states are Burkina Faso, 
the Central African Republic, the Dominican Republic, Gambia, Lesotho, 
Liberia, Malawi, Nauru, Panama, the Solomon Islands, Suriname, Tuvalu, 
and Vanuatu (see the appendix). Notably, postcolonial states have a long-
standing tradition of taking advantage of great power politics and rivalry to 
obtain concessions and favors in exchange for their political allegiance and 
security cooperation (Taylor 2002). As Stringer (2006: 548) notes, for small 
states, “Diplomacy is often their only effective instrument of statecraft for 
making an impact within the international system on issues critical to their 
national interests.” So they are well positioned “to leverage the prerogatives 
of their sovereignty, specifically their ability to confer recognition on another 
state, in exchange for economic aid and private investment” (Stringer 2006: 
564). For these postcolonial extortionist states, state derecognition is one of 
the only available foreign policy assets they can use to reduce their vulner-
ability, benefit from foreign aid, renew alliances, and influence the interna-
tional system more generally.

In general, persuading other states to reconsider recognizing the claim-
ant state requires extensive diplomatic investment by the former base state 
and its international allies. As the consideration for derecognition is often 
grounded on incentives of some sort, third states engage in bargaining games 
with both parties to maximize their gains. While such diplomatic bargaining 
is not very different from other bilateral diplomatic transactions, its impact 
on the claimant state is much more significant than normal diplomatic trans-
actions. The campaign for state derecognition involves personal diplomacy, 
which requires knowing with whom to interact and lobby, which amounts 
to knowing where the power lies. In some places, presidents are more pow-
erful than prime ministers, whereas in other cases, lobbying through the 
foreign minister or other designated ministers or advisers to the government 
can deliver better results.

Most important, knowing how to relate the campaign for derecogni-
tion to the historical, cultural, and economic features of the interlocutor is 
essential to acquiring the desired outcome. The diplomatic efforts to pre-
vent or push for derecognition at this stage often entail providing economic 
and development assistance, deepening bilateral military and security coop-
eration, and defending mutual interests within multilateral organizations. 
Economic diplomacy, so-called checkbook and dollar diplomacy, has been 
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at the heart of Taiwan’s and China’s struggle for international recognition. 
Notably, the checkbook diplomacy of Taiwan and China is partially deter-
mined by their status as strong economies that can afford to use economic 
levers to advance their interests and partially by the self-perpetuating culture 
of checkbook diplomacy, whereby derecognizing states themselves condi-
tion the retention or withdrawal of recognition in exchange of financial and 
economic goods. Checkbook diplomacy is not very common in other cases, 
such as Serbia and Kosovo, Morocco and Western Sahara, and Abkhazia–
South Ossetia and Georgia. They tend to use other diplomatic and military 
means to encourage third countries to consider the derecognition of the 
claimant state.

As part of diplomatic efforts for or against derecognition, visit diplomacy 
and other diplomatic incentives are often at play. Since the third countries 
implicated in the derecognition saga are often ignored and marginalized, 
they benefit from visit and hospitality diplomacy by the contender states 
because such events boost national pride and increase international atten-
tion (Yang 2011). Visit diplomacy involves large delegations from third 
countries who receive luxury treatment, financial payments, and treatment 
as world leaders (Brady and Henderson 2010: 212). The payoffs of visit diplo-
macy can range from establishing and maintaining personal relationships to 
negotiating deals for retaining, reconsidering, or shifting diplomatic recog-
nition. In this context, visit diplomacy by the claimant state often indicates 
that bilateral relations are threatened and that additional financial incentives 
must be injected to prevent derecognition. For example, in 2006 Taiwan’s 
president and foreign minister visited Chad to prevent derecognition, but 
they could not stop it. In another case, the Taiwanese government invited 
the leadership of the Solomon Islands to visit Taiwan as part of its efforts 
to prevent derecognition. Before losing Burkina Faso, Gambia, Malawi, 
and São Tomé and Príncipe as diplomatic allies, Taiwan tried to strengthen 
personal relationships with their leaders by organizing joint events such as 
the Africa-Taiwan Summit and injecting further socioeconomic assistance. 
However, there are instances when visit diplomacy results in defusing or 
delaying derecognition. For example, in 2019, the Taiwanese president vis-
ited Palau, Nauru, and the Marshall Islands to cultivate diplomatic ties with 
them. Similarly, increased diplomatic interaction between specific third 
countries and former base states could indicate their attempt to lobby for 
derecognition. However, such a process is often channeled through secret 
diplomacy and out of public eyes to avoid potential backlash and interna-
tional condemnation.
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The derecognition saga forces both the former base state and the claim-
ant state to expand their diplomatic networks and open embassies in coun-
tries and regions that otherwise would not be considered strategic from the 
perspective of economic and social ties. In exchange for the derecognition 
of Taiwan, China tends to open embassies and deepen economic ties. China 
now has the most significant diplomatic network in the world, surpassing 
that of the United States and other global powers. Taiwan also has opened 
embassies in countries that recognized its sovereign statehood even if no Tai-
wanese citizen or businessperson resided in those countries (such as Nauru 
before 2024). As part of its efforts to derecognize Kosovo, Serbia added 
seven new embassies and consulates to its existing network of sixty-nine 
embassies and twenty-four consulates. The new embassies were in locations 
where Serbia had promised to open them as part of a deal to withdraw the 
recognition of Kosovo. Serbia’s foreign minister admitted that “in selecting 
the location of new diplomatic missions, we took into account one of the 
most important foreign policy goals of Serbia—preserving the sovereignty 
and territorial integrity of the state and strengthening our position on the 
unilaterally proclaimed independence of Kosovo” (Novosti 2019b). In an 
attempt to mitigate unwanted effects, in 2018, Kosovo’s Ministry of For-
eign Affairs proactively worked to expand diplomatic relations and accred-
ited its diplomats as nonresident ambassadors in different parts of Africa, 
Latin America, and Asia. In February 2018, Kosovo established diplomatic 
relations with Bangladesh and Oman (MFA of Kosovo 2018b, 2018c). The 
embassy in Panama, serving as Kosovo’s hub in Latin America, has gained 
diplomatic accreditation and representation in four other countries in this 
region: Barbados, Belize, Costa Rica, and Saint Kitts and Nevis. Similarly, 
to prevent the recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Georgia rushed 
to establish diplomatic relations with all UN member states and expand its 
diplomatic network in all parts of the world.

A change of government in many countries can signal a change in foreign 
policy orientation, especially as the contenders have different ideological 
and personal motivations. Electoral processes and changes of government 
open up the opportunity for the former base states to approach third coun-
tries to reconsider their recognition of claimant states. Contender countries 
try to work with different political parties, hoping that once in power, the 
party will formulate a foreign policy in their interest. The approach of both 
China and Taiwan is to influence targeted states even without diplomatic 
ties through trade relations and other informal assistance to opposition par-
ties, media, and interest groups. For example, China worked with several 
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Latin American nations for many years before they derecognized Taiwan 
and established diplomatic relations with China. Thus, elections are essential 
to measure how the long-term investment pays off. For example, Taiwan’s 
deputy minister rushed to visit Tuvalu, one of its few remaining allies in 
the Pacific region, following the 2019 elections in the small island nation, 
fearing that a change of government could impact their diplomatic relations 
(Taiwan News 2019a). In preventing derecognition, Taiwan even granted 
airplanes and helicopters to Latin American presidents and statemen for per-
sonal use (Atkinson 2014: 426). In another context, Morocco utilized the rise 
of post-left governments in Latin America to persuade them to revise their 
decision on recognizing SADR (Masiky 2017). Within weeks of government 
change in El Salvador, the country decided to withdraw the recognition of 
SADR (Morocco World News 2019a, 2019b). In another case, when the pro-
SADR president of Bolivia was forced to step down in 2019, the new interim 
government in power suspended the recognition of SADR. It adopted “con-
structive neutrality” until “a just, lasting and mutually acceptable political 
solution is reached . . . in accordance with the principles and objectives set 
out in the Charter of the United Nations” (Government of Bolivia 2020). 
Thus, electoral cycles offer opportunities to third countries and the con-
tender states to exploit domestic openings to retain or reconsider the recog-
nition of the claimant state. However, they also prove how unstable is the 
institution of diplomatic recognition, which requires constant incentives to 
maintain relations with third countries and exposes how indecent and dam-
aging such extortionist diplomatic relations are.

In addition to checkbook diplomacy, former base states use personal-
ity politics, history, and symbolic relations to leverage third countries into 
reconsidering their recognition of the claimant state. For example, Serbia 
has used the diplomatic legacy and heritage of Tito’s Yugoslavia as a leader of 
the nonalignment movement during the Cold War to persuade countries in 
the global south to reconsider their position on Kosovo. Yugoslavia played 
an essential role in decolonization and supported new postcolonial states in 
their early quest for national development. While Serbian nationalism has 
been one of the key reasons for the dissolution of Yugoslavia and for dimin-
ishing its heritage and legacy, this has not stopped the Serbian government 
or third countries in the global south from considering Serbia the successor 
of Yugoslavia and inherent its international heritage. During the campaign 
for the derecognition of Kosovo, Serbian foreign minister Dačić argued that 
“Africa is very important for us. There are fifty-four members of the United 
Nations from Africa. Also, these are our traditionally friendly countries from 
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the time of Tito and Yugoslavia where no one has been for ten, twenty, and 
in some thirty years” (RTS 2019b). Dačić added: “Most of them have never 
been to our region, and the only thing they know about our region is prob-
ably Tito and Yugoslavia.” As will be shown later in this chapter, several Afri-
can countries, such as Ghana and Comoros, have acknowledged Yugoslavia’s 
legacy as part of their consideration of the derecognition of Kosovo’s inde-
pendence. It takes more than such symbolic leverage to persuade other states 
to withdraw the recognition of claimant states. Nonetheless, it provides an 
important entry point for negotiating the terms of derecognition.

Concerning European states, Serbia has deployed a different strategy for 
the derecognition of Kosovo. It has exploited chiefly the diaspora commu-
nity and local interest groups to lobby from the bottom up. So far, Kosovo 
has been recognized by twenty-two out of twenty-seven EU member states. 
Five countries, namely Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Spain, con-
tinue to withhold the recognition of Kosovo pending a settlement with Ser-
bia. In addition to ensuring these five EU member states do not recognize 
Kosovo, Serbia reached out to other European countries, such as the Czech 
Republic, Slovenia, France, Italy, and neighboring Montenegro, to try to 
initiate a domestic debate to rethink their positions on Kosovo and eventu-
ally either suspend or withdraw recognition. In the Czech Republic, Serbia 
initially worked with opposition parties and interest groups sympathetic to 
Serbia. Since 2001, groups such as Civil Society Friends of Serbs in Kosovo 
and Metohija have regularly pressed the Czech government to consider with-
drawal of Kosovo’s recognition by labeling the declaration of independence 
in 2008 and NATO’s intervention in 1999 as a violation of international 
law (Civil Society Friends of Serbs in Kosovo and Metohija 2018). The cam-
paign for the derecognition of Kosovo became serious in September 2019 
when Milos Zeman, the Czech Republic’s president, publicly stated that 
“if more countries withdraw that recognition, the Czech Republic could be 
among them.” He added, “We support the Western Balkans region’s gradual 
approaching to the EU, but I always say—without Kosovo” (N1 2019e). 
In France, Serbia lobbied for the derecognition of Kosovo through a peti-
tion initiated by Serb-French groups. The petition intended to pressure the 
French National Assembly to withdraw recognition of Kosovo and push 
for autonomy status as a region of Serbia (B92 2019). A similar petition 
was organized in Italy on the anniversary of Kosovo’s independence, where 
Italian and Serbian lobby groups requested the government review its deci-
sion to recognize Kosovo (Telegraf 2019). In supporting these petitions, pro-
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Serbian groups have invoked the derecognition of Kosovo by more than ten 
countries as a precedent that European states should follow. While these 
petitions did not have an immediate impact, their aim was to shape pub-
lic opinion and prepare the grounds for contesting European support for 
Kosovo both from the bottom up and through bilateral diplomatic pressure.

While the process of state derecognition is predominantly a matter of 
diplomatic agency—namely the deployment of material resources, security 
arrangements, and diplomatic networks—evidence shows that the support 
of other states, especially that of regional and global powers, can play a sig-
nificant role in shifting the balance of forces among the contenders. As part 
of the diplomatic efforts to pursue or prevent derecognition, the former base 
state and the claimant state tend to mobilize their diplomatic allies, especially 
the great powers, whenever possible. For example, Serbia pursued its derecog-
nition campaign by itself, though it benefited from Russia and other non-
Western states. Although Serbia denied Russia’s support for its derecognition 
of Kosovo campaign, Russia’s connection became obvious (N1 2019b, 2009d). 
Russia signed bilateral agreements with Suriname, Burundi, the Common-
wealth of Dominica, Grenada, and Madagascar only days after they decided 
to withdraw their recognition of Kosovo (Radio Slobodna Evropa 2019). Rus-
sia abolished visa requirements with some of these countries, while it signed 
military cooperation agreements with others. Russia played a direct role in 
persuading Suriname to derecognize Kosovo in 2018. Suriname announced 
the decision to revoke Kosovo’s independence while Suriname’s foreign min-
ister was visiting Russia, demonstrating Russia’s support for Serbia’s campaign 
for the derecognition of Kosovo (MFA of Russia 2017).

Meanwhile, the United States tries to indirectly support Taiwan inter-
nationally by discouraging existing allies from switching allegiance to Bei-
jing and warning them of the potential consequences of such action. For 
instance, a group of US congressmen proposed the Taiwan Allies Interna-
tional Protection and Enhancement Initiative (TAIPEI) Act to “strengthen 
Taiwan’s standing around the world.” The proposal, said the group, was “in 
response to several nations breaking official diplomatic ties with Taiwan due 
to Chinese pressure and bullying tactics” (Sunshine State News 2018). US 
senator Ed Markey declared in 2018 that “without a coherent U.S. strategy 
to push back, Taiwan’s official partners might drop from 17 to zero. We 
must stand up for our friends in Taiwan” (Sunshine State News 2018). Most 
importantly, the locus of this initiative was, as the act says, “to downgrade 
U.S. relations with any government that takes adverse actions about Taiwan, 
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and to suspend or alter U.S. foreign assistance, including foreign military 
financing, to governments that take adverse actions with regard to Taiwan” 
(Sunshine State News 2018).

Backed by Russia, Abkhazia was close to securing recognition from the 
Dominican Republic, but the development never materialized once the 
United States summoned President Fernández for an urgent meeting in New 
York (Ó Beacháin 2020: 435). Prior to the visit of Serbian MFA to Grenada 
to lobby for the derecognition of Kosovo, the US Department of State sent 
a demarche to the government of Grenada to prevent such a move. In this 
demarche, which was leaked to Serbian diplomatic channels, the United 
States encouraged Grenada to strongly confirm the recognition of Kosovo 
as a full member of the international community. The demarche also high-
lighted that derecognition would run contra the decision taken by over one 
hundred UN members, undermining democracy and stability in the region. 
Most importantly, the United States portrayed the derecognition of Kosovo 
as helping “backward elements in the region, working to undermine nor-
malization efforts between Kosovo and Serbia and oppose the integration of 
the entire region into Euro-Atlantic institutions” (Novosti 2018b). It is also 
underlined that it would “act against the key efforts of the United States and 
the EU to tackle the fragility of the region” (Novosti 2018b).

The outcome of these diplomatic efforts to persuade third countries 
to reconsider the recognition of the claimant states is hard to predict as it 
depends on several factors, which are discussed later in this chapter. How-
ever, we can ascertain with confidence that efforts lead to three potential out-
comes: (a) rejecting the request for derecognition, (b) suspending or freezing 
the recognition, or (c) proceeding with formal withdrawal of recognition 
and ending of diplomatic ties. When it comes to the first possible outcome, 
this could be determined by several context-specific but also cross-case fac-
tors, such as the excessive price and high transactional and reputational cost, 
demands on time due to other pressing national and regional issues, and 
the tendency to raise the bid for derecognition. A case in point is Lesotho’s 
reconsidering its position in Western Sahara. In 2019, Lesotho caused diplo-
matic drama when the foreign minister announced a reconsideration, only 
to have the government reject it just days later. On 4 October 2019, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Lesotho announced the suspension of diplo-
matic ties with SADR “pending the outcome of the United Nations process” 
(MFA of Lesotho 2019). Five days later, the government of Lesotho issued a 
statement clarifying “the unfortunate, irregular publication of a confidential, 
State-to-State diplomatic communication between Lesotho and the King-
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dom of Morocco,” and denied the suspension of recognition of SADR (Gov-
ernment of Lesotho 2019). According to this statement, the position of Leso-
tho advocated “Morocco’s total withdrawal from the Saharawi territories it 
is currently occupying, and respect for the self-determination and territorial 
integrity of the SADR and its people” (Government of Lesotho 2019).

Another twist to this debacle emerged in December 2019, when Lesego 
Makgothi, minister of foreign affairs and international relations of the 
Kingdom of Lesotho, insisted on maintaining a neutral position on Western 
Sahara. Foreign Minister Makgothi added that Lesotho had “conducted a 
thorough evaluation of the effectiveness of the kingdom of Lesotho’s posi-
tion concerning this regional dispute,” concluding that “promoting a just 
and peaceful solution of this regional conflict will best be served by a ‘Neu-
tral’ yet strong support of the Kingdom of Lesotho to the ongoing UN-led 
process under the guidance of the United Nations Secretary General and 
supervision of the United Nations (UN) Security Council” (Lesotho Times 
2018). The foreign minister insisted that the note verbale dated 4 October 
2019 was Lesotho’s “sovereign decision to suspend all its decisions and state-
ments related to Western Sahara and ‘SADR,’ pending the outcome of the 
United Nations process” (Lesotho Times 2018). However, the Lesotho gov-
ernment spokesperson, Thesele Maseribane, soon denied for a second time 
the derecognition of Western Sahara, stating: “Lesotho has maintained its 
firm position of principles to support the struggle of the people of Western 
Sahara.” The controversy was finally settled in June 2020, when Lesotho’s 
new foreign minister, Matsepo Molise-Ramakoae, issued a statement on the 
country’s position on Western Sahara. The statement reaffirmed its support 
for the self-determination of the people of Western Sahara and clarified that 
“any pronouncements made purporting to change Lesotho’s position on this 
issue are of no force and effect”(Government of Lesotho 2020: 4).

In the case of Taiwan, despite China’s diplomatic lobbying and economic 
incentives, Eswatini (formerly Swaziland) declared its relationship with Tai-
wan to be based on mutual interests, not money. “We’re very happy with 
our relationship and intend to maintain it for a very long time because our 
friendship is based on our national interests and not on the size of Tai-
wan’s wallet,” a government spokesperson stated (Bloomberg 2017). Despite 
mixed messages sent by Czech politicians on reconsidering Kosovo’s inde-
pendence, ultimately the foreign minister of the Czech Republic, Tomas 
Petricek, stated: “The Czech Government, which is responsible for country’s 
foreign policy, hasn’t changed its stance towards Kosovo or any of the West-
ern Balkans countries. We continue to support fully the dialogue between 



90  ✦  The Derecognition of States

2RPP

Serbia and Kosovo and their path to the EU” (Zëri 2019e). The Czech Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs issued a statement recalling that the 2008 decision 
to recognize and establish diplomatic relations with Kosovo was “de jure 
recognition, ie full and final recognition of the state in terms of international 
law,” adding that “the Czech Republic has also never revoked the recogni-
tion of any state in its practice” (MFA of Czech Republic 2019). In the case 
of neighboring Slovenia, Serbia worked with a small pro-Russian socialist 
party to rethink the recognition of Kosovo. However, soon after, Slovenian 
minister of foreign affairs Miro Cerar dismissed the possibility of Slovenia 
revoking recognition of Kosovo, stating, “I think there was sufficient basis 
for recognition of Kosovo as a country” (N1 2019a).

The reconsideration of recognition is a significant stage in the derecog-
nition process, and the diplomatic battle that takes place during this stage 
between pro-recognition and counter-recognition forces influences the pros-
pects for retaining recognition or pursuing derecognition. It is not a prede-
termined process but open to diplomatic bargaining, external and internal 
pressure, and calculation of costs and benefits of all possible outcomes. The 
multiplicity of these factors often results in settling for in-between arrange-
ments that permit all competing forces to declare their ambivalent victories.

Diplomatic Ambivalence: From Recognition without 
Engagement to Frozen Recognition

The third stage in the derecognition process comprises instances when third 
countries unilaterally reconsider their position on the claimant state and take 
affirmative actions by either suspending or freezing recognition of the claim-
ant state. This entails taking intermediary measures that in effect resemble 
severance of diplomatic relations, namely moving from some sort of dip-
lomatic relationship to nonrelationship. According to normal diplomatic 
practice, severance of diplomatic relations can be done by mutual consent 
or unilaterally, and it is a culmination of several reciprocal and retaliatory 
actions undertaken by both sides (Denza 2016). Historically, “The sever-
ance of diplomatic relations was an act of extreme gravity, often a prelude 
to a declaration of war” (Giegerich 2018: 1110). In the case of derecognition, 
consideration of suspension of recognition is unilateral and doesn’t involve 
hostile actions by the claimant state. Usually it starts by issuing antagonizing 
statements and flirting diplomatically with the other contender states. Meet-
ings between diplomatic allies and the adversaries of the claimant state signal 
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the possibility of switching or withdrawing recognition. This was the case with 
Panama and China prior to Panama’s derecognition of Taiwan in 2007. The 
president of the Dominican Republic made two trips to China before it derec-
ognized Taiwan, signaling the instability of their bilateral relations (MFA of 
Taiwan 2018a). Third countries also engage in secretive talks (anti-diplomatic 
actions) on switching diplomatic ties among the contenders. In 2017, Burkina 
Faso’s foreign minister publicly admitted that people and companies with close 
links to China had offered millions of dollars in exchange for the derecogni-
tion of Taiwan. While this was a warning sign, Burkina Faso stated it had no 
reason to reconsider the relationship with Taiwan (Taiwan News 2017). Yet 
this warning resulted in boosting Taiwan’s investment in Burkina Faso’s educa-
tion, agriculture, and defense sectors. However, in 2018, Burkina Faso snubbed 
Taiwan and established diplomatic ties with China. In justifying the sudden 
change of position, the same foreign minister who praised diplomatic ties with 
Taiwan stated that “the evolution of the world and the socio-economic chal-
lenges of our country and region push us to reconsider our position” (New 
York Times 2018). The reason behind this sudden change was apparently an 
additional request of $23 million from Burkina Faso that was rejected by Tai-
wan (Burcu and Bertrand 2019).

As part of the process of reconsidering ties with the claimant state, third 
countries can go halfway by suspending the recognition of the claimant 
state. This is especially observed when third countries frame derecognition 
decisions in vague language, leaving open the option of swinging back and 
forth according to changing circumstances. Suspending recognition is often 
framed as a strategic decision to encourage parties in conflict to resolve 
the disputes through peaceful dialogue. It amounts to some sort of formal 
recognition without diplomatic engagement. This form of derecognition 
resembles in reverse order features of “nonrecognition lite,” or engagement 
without recognition—namely when third countries do not formally recog-
nize the claimant state but in practice have active diplomatic interactions 
and support the claimant state’s membership in international bodies (Cop-
pieters 2020). In 2018, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Liberia informed 
its Serbian counterpart of the “reconsideration of its decision to recognize 
independence of Kosovo” in order to allow “for a sustainable solution for 
citizens of Serbia and Province of Kosovo, as is being done through current 
negotiations,” adding that “this decision remains in effect until the discus-
sion and negotiations are completed under the European Union” (MFA of 
Liberia 2018). Similarly, Grenada stated that “in the interim, the Govern-
ment of Grenada suspends any previous decision or declaration on the ques-
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tion as to the status of Kosovo . . . once the two parties reach an agreement, 
the Government of Grenada will steadfastly support the position reached by 
the parties” (MFA of Grenada 2018). In 2012, Dominica recognized Kosovo 
as an independent and sovereign state. In the original recognition letter, 
Dominica commended “the commitment of the people of Kosovo to build 
an independent state based on the principles of freedom and democracy” 
(Dominica News Online 2012). Six years later, in 2018, Serbia persuaded 
Dominica to temporarily suspend Kosovo’s recognition, indicating that 
when both sides came to an agreed settlement, Dominica would support 
the position they agreed on (Government of Serbia 2018a). On 5 July 2018, 
the Serbian foreign minister announced that Papua New Guinea had sus-
pended the recognition of Kosovo. In a letter dated 27 June 2018, the minis-
ter of foreign affairs, Rimbink Pato, retracted the 2012 decision to recognize 
Kosovo’s independence, considering it “most appropriate to adopt a neutral 
stance  .  .  . allowing both parties to find a peaceful and lasting solution” 
(MFAT of Papua New Guinea 2018). The derecognition letter concluded 
that “as a result of this position, any letters/communications issued by PNG 
in October 2012 recognizing Kosovo’s independence are to be terminated 
forthwith until both parties complete the negotiations process and agree on 
the final status of Kosovo under the auspices of the EU and the UN pursu-
ant to the UNSC Resolution 1244 referred to above” (MFAT of Papua New 
Guinea 2018).

Similarly, in the case of Western Sahara, the majority of countries that 
have agreed to reconsider their recognition of SADR have in fact only 
suspended or terminated their recognition pending a settlement between 
Morocco and the Polisario Front. In 2000, Honduras suspended the recog-
nition of SADR pending the outcome of a referendum. However, on that 
occasion, the Moroccan Foreign Affairs and Cooperation Ministry twisted 
the reasoning behind suspended recognition and attributed this success 
to “the growing awareness that the Polisario entity is artificial, ephemeral 
and doomed to disappear” (Arabic News 2000). In 2007 Kenya decided 
to freeze the recognition of SADR “until the conflict is resolved, within 
the framework of the United Nations where progress is currently being 
made” (Maghess 2007). Soon after, Morocco restored diplomatic relations 
with Kenya. Yet in 2022 Kenya called “for the self-determination of Western 
Sahara through a free and fair referendum administered by the U.N. and the 
A.U.” (MFA of Kenya 2022).

There are instances when third countries claim they are taking a neu-
tral position on the status of the claimant state. Serbia managed to con-
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vince several states to take a neutral stance on Kosovo’s independence, thus 
neither officially rescinding recognition nor continuing normal diplomatic 
relations. This is labeled “frozen recognition.” Freezing recognition involves 
less severe forms of diplomatic friction, which can entail suspending insti-
tutional contacts, not appointing an ambassador or opening an embassy, 
or avoiding supporting or voting in favor for membership in international 
organizations. Egypt is a case in point. Egypt originally recognized Kosovo 
in 2013 during a period of democratic transition, which was interrupted 
by the military takeover of the country by General el-Sisi. The recognition 
of Kosovo by Egypt was never communicated to the Kosovo government 
directly. Instead, Egypt’s letter on Kosovo recognition was sent to Germany 
and communicated to the public through a brief press statement. Subse-
quently, Serbia targeted Egypt, arguing that Kosovo was recognized during 
the Muslim Brotherhood’s brief period of governance and thus, given the 
organization’s late outlaw status and expulsion from the political scene, the 
decision could be contested (B92 2018a). However, this argument doesn’t 
stand because Kosovo was recognized by the MFA of Egypt, which was 
under the control of the military during Morsi’s short-lived rule. This par-
tially explains why Egypt did not formally withdraw the recognition of 
Kosovo. Moreover, the Egyptian ambassador in Serbia, Ezzedine Fahmy, 
stated: “International law does not allow the withdrawal of state recognition 
of another state, this is an irreversible obligation. Thus, withdrawing Egypt’s 
recognition of Kosovo became impossible according to the law” (Al-Ahram 
2016). Under these circumstances, Serbia claimed that Egypt had frozen the 
recognition of Kosovo, which, according to the Egyptian foreign minister, 
meant “there is no implementation of this decision until the negotiations 
confirm that this status is in accordance with international law” (RTS 2018). 
In the words of the Egyptian ambassador in Serbia, Egypt “will not develop 
our relations with Kosovo. There will be no exchange of embassies between 
the two countries. Our position will remain constant. There will be no kind 
of diplomatic representation until things become clear in Serbia and there is 
a referendum on this issue” (Al-Ahram 2016). With President el-Sisi, Egypt 
has not advanced any further in economic or diplomatic ties with Kosovo 
and has often abstained when Kosovo has aspired to membership in interna-
tional organizations (B92 2018b).

However, frozen recognition is often an intermediary and prolonged 
phase, frequently ending with the withdrawal of recognition. For exam-
ple, Barbados froze the recognition of SADR in 2013 until it decided to 
withdraw the recognition in 2019. Having recognized Western Sahara on 6 
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March 2014, Malawi derecognized it in 2017, stating the wish to maintain a 
neutral position vis-à-vis “the regional conflict over the Sahara” (New Times 
2017). For Morocco, a neutral stance by third countries on Western Sahara 
amounted to support for Morocco’s sovereignty and territorial integrity as 
taking the position in effect legitimized the status quo of Morocco’s con-
trol over the occupied parts of Sahara. Despite claiming to take a neutral 
stance, in the derecognition letter to SADR, Bolivia affirmed commitment 
to “the principles of mutual respect, sovereignty and territorial integrity, 
non-aggression, non-interference in the internal affairs of Morocco” (Gov-
ernment of Bolivia 2020).

In the case of Kosovo, in May 2018 Ghana signaled it would reconsider 
its position. During a visit to Belgrade, Aaron Mike Oquaye, speaker of 
Ghana’s parliament, stated that he would “suggest to the president and for-
eign minister of Ghana to re-examine the decision on the status of Kosovo” 
in exchange for Serbia’s economic and military assistance (N1 2018b). 
However, in June 2018, President Hashim Thaçi of Kosovo accepted the 
credential letters from Ghana’s nonresident ambassador to Kosovo, Salma 
Frances Mancell (President of Kosovo 2018). On that occasion the Ghanian 
diplomat expressed her desire to deepen the bilateral ties between the two 
countries. But in a sudden turn of events, Serbian foreign minister Ivica 
Dačić and Ghanaian foreign minister Shirley Ayorkor Botchwey met later 
in 2018 in Belgrade to “reconsider the decision to recognize an independent 
Kosovo made by the previous administration, adding that it was the chief 
obstacle to the development of relations with Serbia” (Beta 2018). The Gha-
naian foreign minister stated: “It’s true the decision was made (to recognize 
Kosovo’s independence), but what matters is our presence here, today. The 
decision has been the main obstacle to the development of relations. Yet, we 
are here now. No one from the Ghanaian government has visited Kosovo” 
(Beta 2018). In May 2019, Dačić visited Ghana, where he requested that 
Ghana revoke its decision to recognize Kosovo and revert to “a status-neutral 
position pending the conclusion of the dialogue and to honor the outcome 
of the dialogue which would be presented in the United Nations” (MFA 
of Serbia 2019b). Finally, in November 2019, Ghana took the decision to 
derecognize Kosovo, stating that its previous decision was premature and 
contravened international norms and laws. Dačić hailed the decision as “the 
result of a state policy pursued by Serbia for many years, adding that such a 
decision by that African state required a year and a half of talks and meet-
ings and a lot of work” (Novinar 2019). Dačić affirmed that “the talks with 
Ghana had been going on for a long time, that all levels had been discussed, 
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that Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic, Parliament Speaker Maja Gojkovic 
and he as Foreign Minister had also talked with the representatives of that 
country” (Blic 2019). Serbia’s foreign minister stated that Ghana’s decision 
to withdraw recognition could influence other countries, especially African 
countries, to derecognize Kosovo.

The suspension and freezing of recognition are misleading practices that 
don’t correspond to the provisions of diplomatic law on the suspension of 
diplomatic relations. As shown in this section, third states that reconsider 
the recognition of the claimant state tend to settle temporarily for a vari-
ant that can be labeled “recognition without engagement,” which entails 
suspending bilateral contacts without formally announcing the withdrawal 
of recognition. Another intermediary and ambivalent variant is labeled “fro-
zen recognition,” a pragmatic move to reduce criticism and backlash from 
domestic and international forces and avoid the question of the legality of 
derecognition. Regardless of the terminology, both of these intermediary 
variants appear to be tactics to maximize the potential profits from either 
reversing the original position or going full scale and formally withdraw-
ing recognition of the claimant state. Moreover, these intermediary variants 
seem to be more prevalent when the claimant state doesn’t have either formal 
diplomatic relations or close bilateral ties with the derecognizing state.

The Full Withdrawal of Recognition

The final stage in the derecognition process is the full withdrawal of recogni-
tion of the claimant state. In most cases, derecognition is formalized through 
a note verbale sent to the former base state conforming to the derecognition 
of the claimant state and subsequently reaffirming the sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity of the former base state over the derecognized state. Like 
the recognition note, the express intent is crucial to ascertain whether the 
decision entails withdrawal of recognition and whether the issuing authority 
has legal powers. In other words, the derecognition note needs to explicitly 
state that country X withdraws or revokes the recognition of country Y. 
An example of a clear expression of withdrawal of recognition is Vanuatu’s 
derecognition of Abkhazia in 2011. The letter stated, “The prime minister 
of Vanuatu, the Honorouble Nipake Edward Natapei, has today cancelled 
and withdrew [sic] Vanuatu’s recognition of the, so called, [sic] independent 
state of the Republic of Abkhazia” (Government of Vanuatu 2011). In addi-
tion, the letter acknowledged that Abkhazia is “a break-away autonomous 
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province of the Republic of Georgia.” In this iteration, withdrawal of rec-
ognition takes the shape of re-recognition of the other contender entity or 
state. Similarly, when Peru withdrew recognition of SADR in 2022, it issued 
a statement stating that “taking into account that there is no effective bilat-
eral relationship to date, the Government of the Republic of Peru decides to 
withdraw its recognition of SADR and break all relations with this entity” 
(MFA of Peru 2022). In the same letter, Peru expressed its “respect for the 
territorial integrity of the Kingdom of Morocco, its national sovereignty, 
and the autonomy plan relating to this regional dispute.”

Another relevant example is the case of China and Taiwan. What fol-
lows the announcement of derecognition is ending diplomatic ties with the 
claimant state and subsequently either re-establishing or deepening diplo-
matic relations with the other contender state. Withdrawal of recognition 
amounts to the unilateral termination of diplomatic relations. So, in this 
instance, state derecognition is particularly relevant in a situation where 
two states compete for recognition and where shifting recognition from one 
entity to the other requires first derecognizing the previously recognized 
entity. Mainland China refuses double recognition; that is, countries that 
recognize China cannot have diplomatic relations with Taiwan (Chiang and 
Hwang 2008: 65). For example, in 2017 the joint communication between 
China and Gambia was labeled a “resumption of diplomatic relations.” 
What this entails is that Gambia “recognizes that there is only one China 
in the world, and that the Government of the People’s Republic of China is 
the sole legal government representing the whole of China and that Taiwan 
is an inalienable part of China’s territory,” and that agreed “not to establish 
any official relations or engage in any official contacts with Taiwan” (MFA 
of China 2016).

Following another derecognition, the MFA of China declared that it 
“highly commends the decision of the Solomon Islands’ government to rec-
ognize the one-China principle and sever the so-called ‘diplomatic ties’ with 
the Taiwan authorities” (MFA of China 2019). Soon after, China and Solo-
mon Islands established diplomatic relations and agreed “to develop friendly 
relations on the basis of the principles of mutual respect for sovereignty 
and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each 
other’s internal affairs, equality, mutual benefit and peaceful coexistence” 
(Xinhua Net 2019). Similarly, when Tuvalu in 2014 retracted its recogni-
tion of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, it established diplomatic relations with 
Georgia, committing to territorial integrity in its internationally recog-
nized borders, including Abkhazia and South Ossetia (Radio Free Europe 
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2014). Georgia established diplomatic relations with Vanuatu following the 
derecognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

While derecognition of a claimant state could mean re-recognition of 
the base state, this is not always true. In the case of Kosovo, Lesotho in 
2018 issued a two-page decision outlining the reasons for derecognition and 
explicitly stated that “the Government of the Kingdom of Lesotho revokes 
all previous statements made with regards to the status of Kosovo, especially 
those that could be interpreted in a way as the recognition of Kosovo” (MFA 
of Lesotho 2018). However, this letter ambiguously revokes the recognition 
of Kosovo and doesn’t make explicit reference to Serbia’s sovereignty over 
Kosovo, but that is implied by other provisions of the letter, such as the 
addressing of the letter to the MFA of Serbia. Similarly, when Papua New 
Guinea derecognized Kosovo, it framed the decision as termination of its 
original recognition decision issued in 2012, pending the completion of 
negotiation and agreement on the final status of Kosovo (MFAT of Papua 
New Guinea 2018). While the notion of termination alludes to ending a 
diplomatic relationship, in this instance it is not clear whether the decision is 
definitive or interim, especially since other conditional clauses are attached 
to the termination of recognition. This is explained by the fact that Serbia 
tolerates double or dual recognition. In other words, when third countries 
recognized Kosovo, Serbia did not break diplomatic relations with those 
third countries. When Kosovo was recognized in the first instance, Serbia 
either sent a protest note, temporarily pulled its ambassador, or symboli-
cally suspended bilateral cooperation, but it did not cut diplomatic ties. It is 
strategically convenient for Serbia to maintain relations with those states as 
it offers access to domestic actors to gain momentum to push for derecogni-
tion. Permanently cutting diplomatic ties would make the derecognition 
campaign much more difficult. So when the derecognition campaign comes 
to fruition and the claimant state is derecognized, the contender state usu-
ally re-establishes or deepens diplomatic relations with the derecognizing 
states by immediately signing political, economic, and military agreements. 
In other words, for the former base state, the derecognition of the claimant 
state represents an opportunity to restore and deepen bilateral ties with the 
derecognizing states, especially in implementing derecognition conditions. 
Thus, it remains questionable whether the derecognition letter should refer 
to the transfer of recognition and statehood entitlement to the former base 
state, which entails references to respecting the sovereignty and territorial 
integrity of the latter.

Most countries that derecognize the claimant state tend to cut off diplo-
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matic correspondence with it and communicate the derecognition decision 
only to the government of the contender state. For example, in 2019 the 
Government of El Salvador “informed the Government of the Kingdom 
of Morocco of its decision to withdraw its recognition of SADR and to 
break all contact with this entity” (Morocco World News 2019b). How-
ever, it is also communicated to the derecognized state in certain instances. 
For example, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Suriname (2017) informed 
Kosovo authorities that “after careful consideration, the Government of the 
Republic of Suriname has decided to revoke the recognition of Kosovo as an 
independent and sovereign state.” Similarly, the Solomon Islands’ derecog-
nition note was communicated to the Embassy of Kosovo in Canberra via 
the Solomon Islands High Commission in Australia. The note conveys “the 
decision the Government of Solomon Islands has taken on the recogni-
tion of the Republic of Kosovo, until negotiations under the auspices of 
the European Union is concluded” (Solomon Islands High Commission in 
Australia 2018). While there might be a period of international reaction and 
condemnation following such a decision, things tend to settle down quickly 
and disappear from the international agenda. In this instance, although the 
derecognition of the claimant state might appear to be a fresh recognition 
of the former base state, in essence it is nothing but a reaffirmation of the 
sovereignty of the former base state over the contested territory, given that 
both countries already have diplomatic relations and recognize one another.

Regarding the procedural formalities concerning the decision-making 
and the announcement of derecognition, practices vary across the board. As 
with many other foreign policy decisions, there is little public information 
on the political process and institutional deliberation when it comes to state 
derecognition. In legal doctrine and practice, establishing diplomatic rela-
tions is a bilateral, mutual, and reciprocal act (James 2016: 263). However, in 
the case of derecognition, both the withdrawal of recognition and the breach 
of diplomatic relations tend to be unilateral acts initiated and imposed by 
third countries under the tutelage and instructions of the former base state. 
Sometimes the derecognition decision is made public, but in other instances 
only a press release is issued, with few details. Notably, as discussed in the 
next chapter, the derecognition letter usually contains a brief normative and 
political justification. It tends to replicate the diplomatic narrative of the for-
mer base state, which bears the marks of the transactional nature of derecog-
nition. In most cases, the decision to derecognize is exclusively taken by the 
executive branches of government with little public or political deliberation. 
The derecognition process and the ultimate decision are surrounded with 
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secrecy and ambiguity, which is a testimony to how contested and anti-
diplomatic this practice is but also a reflection of the diplomatic culture of 
derecognizing states characterized by solid power and authoritarian attitudes 
of state leaders, who make foreign policy decisions based on personal inter-
ests and ideological and relational ties with little regard for international 
norms and principles (Spies 2019).

While the derecognition process is often kept away from the public eye, 
the Solomon Islands’ derecognition of Taiwan in 2019 is a unique case of a 
deliberative derecognition process, or at least one that resembles a policy-
informed process. In June 2019, the Solomon Islands warned Taiwan that 
it was reconsidering transference of allegiance to China. Its foreign min-
ister, Jeremiah Manele stated: “It is a sovereign decision, a matter for the 
Solomon Islands government to look at. On that note, the government is 
making a comprehensive assessment of the issue so that the government, 
the caucus, and the cabinet is well informed on the matter” (The Guardian 
2019). He denied, however, that Taiwan’s ties with the Solomon Islands were 
at risk. Taiwan initially disregarded this move and hoped it could count on 
soft pressure from Australia, which opposes China’s expansionist policy in 
the Pacific region, and renewed support from the Solomon Islands cabi-
net and parliament (Taiwan News 2019b). One year earlier, as stated in the 
Framework Co-operation Agreement, the Solomon Islands reiterated “the 
inalienable right of the Government and people of the Republic of China 
(Taiwan) to be a member of international and regional organizations, and 
to participate fully and fairly in the affairs of the international community” 
(Government of Taiwan 2017). To review its diplomatic ties with Taiwan, 
the Solomon Islands government established a task force, which sent officials 
to China to weigh the benefits of an eventual switch.

Parallel to this, the Foreign Relations Committee of the National Parlia-
ment of Solomon Islands launched an inquiry into severing existing ties 
with Taiwan (National Parliament of Solomon Islands 2019). The govern-
ment’s bipartisan task force was established “to assess the gains of the current 
bilateral relations with ROC and to provide a strategy for the government 
to counter any positive and negative impacts of a potential switch” (Govern-
ment of Solomon Islands 2019: 5). In carrying out this review of diplomatic 
relations with Taiwan, the task force committee, which lawmakers in favor 
of a diplomatic shift dominated, visited China and neighboring Fiji, Papua 
New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu (Government of Solomon Islands 
2019: 9). Taking into account the economic and geopolitical benefits, on 
13 September 2019 this task force recommended the establishment of new 
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diplomatic relations with China and the severance of the thirty-six-year-old 
diplomatic ties with Taiwan (Government of Solomon Islands 2019: 5). Dur-
ing the period of reassessing diplomatic ties with Taiwan, Solomon Islands 
prime minister Manasseh Sogavare sent mixed messages. In August 2019, he 
praised Taiwan’s assistance to the country and called them the two countries 
friends. In contrast, a month later, prior to announcing derecognition, he 
called Taiwan “completely useless to us,” suggesting that “China could be a 
better diplomatic partner for the Pacific nation because it could stand up to 
Australia” (The Australian 2019).

Opposition parties in the Solomon Islands were against switching the 
country’s diplomatic allegiance to China. The Foreign Relations Commit-
tee in parliament formulated its report in November 2019, recommending 
that, instead of severing its existing ties, “the Solomon Islands Govern-
ment should deepen its relationship with the Republic of China (Taiwan)” 
(National Parliament of Solomon Islands 2019: 11). The report criticized 
the government’s decision as “carried out in a hasty manner and strongly 
condemn[ed] the manner in which the decision was reached” (National 
Parliament of Solomon Islands 2019: 24). The committee noted that the 
Solomon Islands government failed to respect the constitutional rules gov-
erning the establishment and severance of diplomatic ties with other states. 
The committee stated that “it is deeply troubling that . . . the sovereignty 
of parliament and the sovereignty of Solomon Islands [and] that legislative 
processes are usurped by external considerations [and] pressured by foreign 
actors with little regard for Solomon Islands’ internal processes” (National 
Parliament of Solomon Islands 2019: 34). In the meantime, Taiwan tried 
to prevent derecognition by promoting a discourse that called out China’s 
empty promises of aid that trapped small nations in debt they were unable 
to pay, thus forcing them to share national assets and sovereignty with China 
(Malay Mail 2019). The Taiwanese MFA described the report of the task 
force as biased and distorted and called “all sectors of Solomon Islands to 
reject the predetermined conclusions of the report and the debt trap they 
may lead to” (MFA of Taiwan 2019a).

Claimant states also utilize their allies to lobby to prevent derecogni-
tion. For example, in 2019, a member of the US National Security Council 
visited the Solomon Islands to discuss issues with government leaders, and 
a Taiwan deputy foreign minister also attended the meeting (Taiwan News 
2019b). Similarly, Australian prime minister Scott Morrison also visited the 
country to maintain the status quo and counterbalance China’s increased 
influence in the Pacific region. While such a position is de facto derecogni-
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tion, in practice it can take the shape of a neutral stance or the temporary 
suspension of recognition and the freezing of diplomatic ties. Suspending 
and freezing recognition in practice has taken the shape of severing diplo-
matic contacts with the claimant state and deepening political and economic 
relations with the former host state despite pledging to take a neutral posi-
tion (Middle East Monitor 2018). It is expected that once recognition is 
suspended, official relations and exchanges will no longer take place between 
the two countries. Thus, unclear boundaries among these indicative forms of 
derecognition create conceptual and practical confusion in interpreting their 
meaning and significance.

The Aftermath of State Derecognition

In the aftermath of derecognition, the claimant state faces serious dilem-
mas in responding. In all iterations, derecognition is a significant diplomatic 
move, signifying an end to diplomatic relations. Derecognition not only has 
a symbolic effect; it also directly impacts the ability of a derecognized state to 
protect its citizens abroad, cooperate with foreign governments on legal and 
judicial matters, and have diplomatic access to specialized international bod-
ies. The retaliatory opportunities of claimant states following their derecog-
nition are limited. Apart from expressing regret and cutting diplomatic ties, 
they are often vulnerable and limited in what they can do in return. None-
theless, derecognized states have two significant ways to respond. The first 
option is to condemn derecognition and end the bilateral relations with the 
derecognizing state, including the closing of embassies, ending economic, 
political, and technical cooperation, and withdrawal of citizens, as appro-
priate. The second option is to contest the legal and political grounds of 
derecognition process and act. While in the first instance the claimant state 
accepts the derecognition decision and reciprocates by discontinuing bilat-
eral relations, in the second instance the claimant state questions the unilat-
eral character of recognition and thus rejects it since the principle of mutual 
consensual and reciprocal derecognition isn’t fulfilled.

Taiwan’s diplomatic approach resembles the first mode of response to 
derecognition. Although Taiwan considers derecognition a “unilateral termi-
nation of diplomatic relations” by the derecognizing state (MFA of Taiwan 
2018c), it tends to respond to the humiliating withdrawal of recognition by 
certain states with mutual derecognition, which has entailed ending diplo-
matic relations as well as cutting all bilateral political and economic coopera-
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tion. Mutual derecognition seems to hurt the emerging state; for example, 
Taiwan may have only domestic or strategic costs in the derecognizing states. 
However, the fact that derecognizing states are UN members protects them 
from the effects of mutual derecognition.

In most cases, when Taiwan was derecognized, it expressed regret and 
discontent with the derecognizing state’s decision. It also strongly protested 
against and condemned China and its efforts to diminish Taiwan’s interna-
tional space. For instance, following derecognition by Panama, the Taiwanese 
government expressed “indignation and deep regret over Panama’s unilateral 
decision to sever diplomatic relations” (MFA of Taiwan 2017). Likewise, Tai-
wan expressed “profound disappointment, regret, and outrage that the gov-
ernment of Burkina Faso has succumbed to the enticements of dollar diplo-
macy” (MFA of Taiwan 2018b). In response to El Salvador’s derecognition, 
Taiwan immediately terminated diplomatic relations, to uphold its national 
dignity. This involved ending all cooperation and assistance projects, closing 
its embassy, and recalling its diplomatic and civilian staff.

Similarly, when the Dominican Republic switched to China after 
seventy-seven years of diplomatic relations with Taiwan, the Taiwanese 
government announced “the termination of relations with the Dominican 
Republic, effective immediately . . . to protect both the nation’s dignity and 
sovereignty” (MFA of Taiwan 2018a). Taiwan also tends to express official 
feelings and pass judgment on the character of countries that withdraw their 
recognition. For instance, when Malawi derecognized Taiwan, its criticism 
was explicit. Taiwan regretted, it said, that “the leaders and government of 
Malawi have forsaken their national dignity, turned their back on commit-
ments made to Taiwan and sold their soul to China” (MFA of Taiwan 2008). 
In the aftermath of derecognition, Taiwan has a tradition of immediately 
ending diplomatic relations with the derecognizing state and terminating 
bilateral assistance projects and technical missions. “Without concern for 
long-established ties, the wishes of the Dominican people, or the years of 
developmental assistance provided the nation by Taiwan, the administra-
tion has accepted over-blown promises of investment and aid by China” 
(MFA of Taiwan 2018a). When the Solomon Islands and Kiribati switched 
allegiance to China in 2019, the Taiwanese government demanded that both 
countries “immediately recall its government personnel from Taiwan” (MFA 
of Taiwan 2019b). In the case of Taiwan, other remaining diplomatic allies 
often send reassuring messages that they will continue their diplomatic alle-
giance with Taipei. For example, when Nauru abruptly derecognized Taiwan 
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in January 2024, the Marshall Islands and Tuvalu reaffirmed their diplomatic 
recognition and solidarity with Taiwan (Radio New Zealand 2024).

In contrast, there are instances when the claimant state continues infor-
mal and unofficial relations with the derecognizing state. Therefore, the end 
of diplomatic relations does not necessarily mean the end of diplomatic 
interactions between the derecognized and derecognizing states. As Bar-
ston (2013: 27–28) argues, “In these cases involving non-recognition, de-
recognition or exiled entities, several different mechanisms have evolved 
for transacting official and other business. These include the honorary 
representative, liaison office, representative office and trade mission.” In a 
number of cases, after derecognition Taiwan has tried to retain a presence 
in countries it once had diplomatic ties with in the hope of a future re-
recognition. Although Papua New Guinea derecognized Taiwan in 1999, it 
continued to maintain informal contacts and, on certain occasions, voted 
in favor of Taiwan at international forums (Yang 2011: 62). After severing 
diplomatic relations with Taiwan, the Solomon Islands government claimed 
that the “people-to-people relationship, cultural exchanges, trade relations 
and investment .  .  . will continue as long as Taiwan and Solomon Islands 
continue to exist on planet earth” (Solomon Times 2019b). Taiwan, how-
ever, characterized derecognition a diplomatic tactic aimed to “diminish Tai-
wan’s international presence, hurt the Taiwanese people, and gradually sup-
press and eliminate Taiwan’s sovereignty” (MFA of Taiwan 2019b). Taiwan 
expressed regret at “the São Tomé and Príncipe government’s abrupt and 
unfriendly decision and condemns this action” (MFA of Taiwan 2016). Fol-
lowing derecognition by the Solomon Islands and Kiribati in 2019, Taiwan’s 
foreign minister warned the Pacific nations that “from the long-term stra-
tegic perspective, like-minded friends and partners should really be worried 
whether the Pacific will remain free and open, and whether the key actors 
follow the rules-based international order” (Reuters 2019c).

The second option involves ignoring and disregarding the decision to 
derecognize in the hope that the decision turns out to be premature, tempo-
ral, and reversible. This mode of response is also conditioned on how visible 
and explicit the derecognition process and decision are. The more ambigu-
ous the derecognition decision, the higher the likelihood that the derecog-
nized state will challenge it. This form of response to derecognition intends 
to minimize and mitigate the broad negative impact and spillover effect 
on other countries that follow a similar derecognition trajectory. Kosovo’s 
experience resembles the second form of response. Kosovo has denied that 
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most countries that have derecognized it have actually done so given that 
the MFA of Kosovo has not received any formal notification of the decisions 
for freezing, suspending, or withdrawing recognition. As the texts in most 
of the derecognition notes are almost identical and use the same rationales, 
Kosovo has alleged that Serbian diplomats drafted these derecognition notes 
and then had them signed or sealed by particular parties within the derecog-
nizing states (Assembly of Kosovo 2018). Kosovo’s foreign minister Behgjet 
Pacolli stated, “I assure you that Kosovo as an entity, as the main address of 
these verbal notes, has not received any verbal note from these states where 
it is said that our state has withdrawn its recognition, respectively has ceased 
relations with your state” (Assembly of Kosovo 2018). The Kosovo MFA 
refuted the derecognition by Lesotho, describing it as fake news. “As in pre-
vious cases this ‘document’ has been produced in Belgrade to produce a fake 
news, at the time Kosovo is working intensively to become a factor in pow-
erful international organisation, whereas Serbia’s diplomacy has no tools to 
prevent this process” (MFA of Kosovo 2018c). After the Union of Comoros 
derecognized Kosovo, the MFA of Kosovo issued a statement asserting that 
“all of the countries Serbia is referring to have confirmed that it is about fake 
news and their recognitions, pursuant to the international relations practice, 
are irreversible acts” (MFA of Kosovo 2018a). Kosovo denied the derecogni-
tion decision of Ghana on the same basis, maintaining that “Ghana has an 
accredited ambassador in Kosovo. Ghana also has an honorary consul in 
Kosovo that represents them. Minister Pacolli has recently met with Ghana’s 
Foreign Minister at the United Nations in New York” (Koha 2019b).

To downplay the significance of derecognition, Kosovo’s foreign ministry 
intentionally refused to update the list of countries that have recognized 
the country, which nurtured domestic and international confusion on the 
exact number of states that have recognized Kosovo. In a number of other 
instances Kosovo has argued against the possibility of states’ withdrawing 
recognition. On the occasion of Suriname’s derecognition of Kosovo in 
October 2017, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Kosovo reacted by pointing 
out that “first, in the international law there is no concept of withdrawing 
a recognition, there is the freezing of diplomatic relations or the withdrawal 
of diplomatic staff; second, there is no state called ‘Kosovo and Metohija’ 
as in the letter presented in Belgrade, but in international relations exists a 
sovereign and independent country called the Republic of Kosovo” (Balkan 
Insight 2017). In an interview with the press in 2018, the prime minister of 
Kosovo, Ramush Haradinaj, admitted, “We are not protected from revoca-
tions of recognitions, this possibility exists. I don’t know how the revocation 
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from Burundi came about, but we are interested that nobody damages Koso-
vo’s interests and its strategic plan” (Prishtina Insight 2018). Only in 2020 
did Kosovo come to terms with the ramifications of Serbia’s derecognition 
campaign. For example, when the new government led by Albin Kurti came 
to power in February 2020, it pledged to formulate a new foreign policy 
strategy targeted at “countries who have not yet declared about the indepen-
dence of Kosovo; for countries who have not recognized Kosovo, and for 
those who have declared for the withdrawal of recognition” (Government 
of Kosovo 2021). Kosovo’s foreign minister at that time, Glauk Konjufca, 
stated, “Our government started operations on 4 February. Foreign policy 
has been in a serious crisis in recent years. There is an aggressive Serbian 
campaign to get countries to withdraw recognition of Kosovo. Twelve to 
fifteen countries are affected, most of them in the Pacific region and Africa” 
(Stuttgarter Zeitung 2020).

In response to all the derecognition decisions announced by Serbia, 
Kosovo admitted that the Solomon Islands was the only country that noti-
fied it about the decision to withdraw recognition. In a note verbale sent on 
November 2018, soon after the announcement of derecognition, Kosovo’s 
MFA reminded the Solomon Islands authorities that “Kosovo is and remains 
an independent and sovereign state recognized by 116 countries, including 
by the Solomon Islands” and that “under international law de-jure recog-
nition, like that of the government of the Solomon Islands, is definitive” 
(MFA of Kosovo 2018b). The letter went on to remind the Solomon Islands 
that the two countries “established diplomatic relations based on the prin-
ciples of the UN Charter and the provisions of the Vienna Convention on 
Diplomatic Relations of 1961” and that both had “enjoyed cordial relations 
and had no bilateral or multilateral dispute, but contrary, shared similar 
values and principles” (MFA of Kosovo 2018b). Thus, for Kosovo, “Once 
full and formal recognition has been granted, and diplomatic relations have 
been established, withdrawal of recognition is not permitted nor cannot ret-
rospectively undermine sovereign statehood.” It backed up the statement 
with Article 6 of the Montevideo Convention, which stipulates that “rec-
ognition is unconditional and irrevocable.” Moreover, the MFA of Kosovo 
(2018b) noted that

any attempt to withdraw the recognition for political, economic, or 
personal interests would contradict the initial decision in favour of 
recognition and constitute a breach of fundamental norms of the 
international law, such as requirement for promoting peaceful and 
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friendly relations between nations, it would undermine the principle 
of sovereign equality, and may work against the commitment of states 
for non-interference in internal affairs.

The Kosovo MFA note insisted that “in the view of the government of 
Kosovo, Kosovo and the Solomon Islands have diplomatic relations estab-
lished fully under international law as two independent and sovereign states, 
and as such, these diplomatic relations are valid” (MFA of Kosovo 2018b). 
Finally, the MFA of Kosovo (2018b) expressed the wish “to continue the 
cordial relations established with the Solomon Islands” and stated the com-
mitment “to dispatch a Special Envoy to the Solomon Islands to discuss with 
your esteemed government all raised issues and clarify the misunderstanding 
created in the bilateral relations between Kosovo and the Solomon Islands.”

Abkhazia and South Ossetia tend to take an approach similar to Kosovo’s. 
For instance, they have exploited the confusion over institutional and con-
stitutional responsibility for recognizing Abkhazia, which has been caused 
by Pacific island states such as Vanuatu and Tuvalu, to deny their derecog-
nition. Originally, when Vanuatu recognized Abkhazia in 2011, conflicting 
reports came from three governmental instances: while allegedly Vanuatu’s 
prime minister signed the agreement to establish diplomatic relations, 
a senior adviser to Vanuatu’s government sent confusing messages, along 
with the country’s ambassador to the UN, who “strongly denied Abkhazia’s 
claims that Vanuatu had recognized it” (Civil Georgia 2011c). The Vanu-
atuan ambassador further stated, “We don’t know who is responsible for 
declaring that this is true. As far as we are concerned, we are dealing with 
Georgia, not Abkhazia” (Civil Georgia 2011b). Vanuatu signaled the recogni-
tion of Abkhazia in May 2011 by signing a memorandum enhancing bilateral 
relations and mutual interests. However, the Supreme Court of Vanuatu 
declared that the government of Prime Minister Sato Kilman was unconsti-
tutional and invalid. Soon after the new interim government came to power, 
the new prime minister, Nipake Edward Natapei, “cancelled and withdrew 
Vanuatu’s recognition of the, so called, independent state of the Republic of 
Abkhazia, which is a break-away autonomous province of the Republic of 
Georgia” (Government of Vanuatu 2011). Soon after, the overthrown govern-
ment returned to power and sent mixed messages regarding the recognition 
of Abkhazia. The foreign minister of Vanuatu, Alfred Carlot, sent a letter to 
the MFA of Abkhazia conveying the message that “the Council of Minister 
of Vanuatu has voted in favour of supporting the Republic of Abkhazia in 
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establishing diplomatic and financial ties between our respective nations” 
(MFA of Vanuatu 2011). In this letter Vanuatu stated that it “would like to 
re-assure that the memorandum dated 23 May 2011 is valid and remains in 
force despite earlier announcement” (MFA of Vanuatu 2011). Finally, in 2013 
Georgia and Vanuatu signed an agreement on establishing diplomatic and 
consular relations, putting an end to the confusion and uncertainty over 
recognition of Abkhazia by this Pacific Island state. The Georgian foreign 
minister stated that the decision of Vanuatu put an “end to the previously 
existing confusion in this regard and represents an unambiguous support to 
Georgia’s sovereignty and territorial integrity as well as unequivocal respect 
for fundamental principles of international law” (Civil Georgia 2013).

Similarly, in 2011 Tuvalu recognized Abkhazia and both governments 
signed a joint statement on establishing diplomatic relations. However, in 
2014, Tuvalu established diplomatic ties with Georgia, indicating severing 
diplomatic relations and withdrawal of recognition of Abkhazia. The reac-
tion of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Abkhazia was a statement asserting 
that the Abkhazia had not received official notification from the authori-
ties of Tuvalu about the severance of diplomatic relations; therefore, these 
relations continued. On that occasion, it appears that the Government of 
Abkhazia decided to do nothing and ignore this anti-diplomatic move and 
avoid becoming implicated in the game of demanding money for recog-
nition/derecognition every time a government changed. Similarly, when 
Tuvalu derecognized South Ossetia, the foreign minister of South Ossetia 
stated it had “not received notifications from Tuvalu about changes in posi-
tions. It is not possible to comment on the statements of the Georgian For-
eign Ministry and the information circulated in the media until we receive 
any legally relevant documents” (State News Agency RES 2014). Former 
foreign minister of Abkhazia Viacheslav Chirikba (2013: 11) stated: “There is 
no doubt that the most important source of the legitimacy of a State is the 
recognition of its legitimacy first of all by its people, and not some external 
factors, including the diplomatic recognition by other states or the declara-
tions made by some governments or international organizations.”

For the SADR, however, both recognition and withdrawal or suspension 
of recognition are political decisions states make in their bilateral relations 
with other states. In this sense, as a matter of policy, it admits that states can, 
at will, recognize, withdraw, or suspend their recognition of other states. 
However, the SADR takes the position that recognition is unconditional 
and irrevocable as stipulated by the rules of international law of recognition 
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of states contained in the 1933 Montevideo Convention. Once other states 
have recognized the SADR as a sovereign state, they cannot revoke their rec-
ognition, unless the SADR or the recognizing states no longer exist.

In most cases, the international community is silent on state derecogni-
tion. In particular, organized reactions or sanctions are not expected against 
derecognizing states and their patron state. However, the interests of global 
and regional powers are affected by the derecognition of the claimant state. 
In that case, they tend to react and undertake retaliatory measures against 
the derecognizing states in certain instances. Although the United States 
does not formally recognize Taiwan, it remains one of its main international 
allies. In reaction to the derecognition of Taiwan by Dominican Republic 
and El Salvador, the United States temporarily recalled its top diplomats in 
protest. In a swift response to the US criticism, Chinese diplomats stated that 
“as a sovereign country, the Dominican Republic had the absolute right to 
decide its own foreign policy and that no other nation had the right to inter-
fere” (Reuters 2018a). Following the derecognition of Taiwan by El Salvador, 
there were rumors that Guatemala was considering switching to China as 
well. US senator Marco Rubio warned Guatemala that if it derecognized 
Taiwan, the United States might withdraw foreign aid (Taiwan News 2018). 
In response to the Solomon Islands’ and Kiribati’s derecognition in Septem-
ber 2019, the United States and Taiwan organized a joint event with Taiwan’s 
remaining four partners in the Pacific region to increase cooperation and “to 
meet the development needs of Taiwan’s diplomatic partners in the Pacific.” 
Highlighting China’s aggressive and military intentions in the Pacific, Tai-
wanese foreign minister Joseph Wu called on “all responsible stakeholders in 
the region to realize the value of Taiwan’s presence in the Pacific, and push 
back strongly against China’s efforts to erode that presence” (South China 
Morning Post 2019a). In an attempt to prevent further loss of diplomatic 
allies, the US deputy assistant secretary of state responsible for the region, 
Sandra Oudkirk, stated that “Taiwan is a force for good in the Pacific, and in 
the world. That is why we firmly support Taiwan’s relationships with Pacific 
Island nations” (South China Morning Post 2019a).

The derecognition saga, however, does not end with the formal with-
drawal of recognition because there are many examples when third coun-
tries have resumed full diplomatic relations and thus re-recognized the 
claimant state afresh. This also partially resembles the diplomatic practice 
of states after cutting bilateral ties (Constantinou, Kerr, and Sharp 2016). 
The prospects for re-recognition are predominantly influenced by the level 
of political, economic, and cultural ties the claimant state has with the re-
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recognizing state. Especially if there are linkages between derecognized states 
and a political faction that comes to power, chances for retrieving recogni-
tion are high. Though such domestic polarization has turned diplomatic 
derecognition into a fluid foreign policy instrument, what evolves depends 
on which political faction comes to power. Re-recognition is often branded 
as restoration and resumption of diplomatic relations, which signifies that 
derecognition in the first instance did not bring into question the factual 
existence of the derecognized state. An example is Taiwan’s resumption of 
diplomatic relations with Saint Lucia in 2007 after a decade of derecogni-
tion. This was formalized by signing a Joint Communiqué on the Reestab-
lishment of Diplomatic Relations. What led to re-recognition is a better deal 
offered by Taiwan and disappointment among the local population with 
China’s limited investment in the country. Taiwan promised to “help St. 
Lucia diversify agriculture, help tourism, develop livestock and create infor-
mation technology learning centers” (New York Times 2007). Similarly, 
Nauru re-recognized Taiwan in 2005 after claiming that Chinese assistance 
pledges were not fulfilled as promised, restoring diplomatic relations after 
unilaterally severing ties in 2002 (Rich and Dahmer 2018). Nauru expressed 
regret about past mistakes. Restoring full diplomatic ties resumed Taiwan’s 
education, agriculture, fisheries, tourism, healthcare, and aquaculture assis-
tance. In turn, Nauru offered its position as a UN member to lobby for 
and represent Taiwan’s interests within multilateral organizations. Similarly, 
Vanuatu for a while served as a strong supporter of Taiwan in international 
organizations. In the face of this rotating recognition, Taiwan over the years 
has become “disinclined to fight to maintain diplomatic recognition with 
states who swap sides to recognize the PRC for increased economic aid” 
(Brady and Henderson 2010: 195).

In another part of the world, Zambia, Malawi, and Mauritius have 
derecognized and re-recognized SADR several times over the years, as did 
Burkina Faso. Saint Lucia first recognized Taiwan in 1984, then derecog-
nized it in 1997 only to restore ties with Taiwan in 2007 and, finally, switch 
back to China in 2011. The diplomatic logic was to grant recognition to the 
highest bidder (BBC 2017). In 2015, Mauritius agreed to recognize “anew 
the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) as a sovereign State, in 
line with the aim of the Government to forge new relationships across the 
world as enunciated in the Government Programme 2015–2019” (All Africa 
2015). Similarly, Zambian authorities derecognized and re-recognized West-
ern Sahara in months (Zambian Watchdog 2017). In 2018, Guinea-Bissau re-
recognized Kosovo, reversing the decision in late 2017 to derecognize, stating 
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that it “continue[s] to recognize Kosovo as an independent and sovereign 
state.” This back-and-forth foreign policy of small states has led to the emer-
gence of rental of diplomatic recognition. Burundi froze the recognition 
of Western Sahara in 2006. In 2008, it decided to restore the recognition 
because “this decision stems from the will of the Government of the Repub-
lic of Burundi to better integrate the country into the East African Commu-
nity, the Member States of which together have opted for a harmonization of 
the external policy for the sake of synergy in order to create a truly integrated 
space” (MFA of Burundi 2008). However, in 2010, Burundi again decided to 
withdraw its recognition of the SADR “to encourage, like many other coun-
tries, the UN process and the momentum brought about by the Moroccan 
autonomy initiative” (Agence Maghreb Arabe Presse 2010). In 2020, Bolivia 
announced suspension of its ties with the SADR in exchange for Morocco’s 
recognition of the interim president, Jeanine Añez Chávez, who came to 
power after a chaotic election. However, as soon as she left office and left-
ist parties came to power, the decision was reversed. In September 2021, 
Bolivia issued a press statement announcing the strengthening of diplomatic 
relations with the SADR. It noted that “diplomatic relations were inter-
rupted by a misguided press release issued on January 2, 2020, during the 
de facto government of Jeanine Áñez, which does not reflect the universal 
commitment to fight against colonialism and preservation of peace, tradi-
tionally upheld by the Bolivian government” (MFA of Bolivia 2021). While 
the Bolivian MFA reduced the previous decision to derecognize SADR to 
an interruption of diplomatic relations, Sahrawi diplomats considered the 
move a restoration of diplomatic relations with the Sahrawi Republic.

In Kosovo’s case, a dozen countries announced by Serbia as withdrawing 
recognition of Kosovo re-established diplomatic contacts with it and implic-
itly continued their bilateral ties, which can be seen as restoring the origi-
nal recognition. An instance is Guinea-Bissau, which originally recognized 
Kosovo in 2011 but announced in 2017 that it had withdrawn recognition. 
However, with the lobbying support of the United States, the president of 
Guinea-Bissau reversed the decision to rescind the recognition of Kosovo. 
As part of the restoration of recognition, a delegation from Guinea-Bissau 
attended the celebration of Kosovo’s tenth anniversary of independence in 
Prishtina. Soon after, in June 2018, Kosovo’s ambassador in Senegal was 
accredited as the nonresident ambassador to Guinea-Bissau for the first 
time. On 28 July 2021, Kosovo’s foreign minister, Donika Gërvalla, held a 
virtual meeting with her homologue from Guinea-Bissau, Suzi Carla Bar-
bosa. A statement issued by the MFA of Kosovo stated that the two foreign 
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ministers “discussed opportunities for bilateral cooperation with the aim of 
creating bilateral relations in the spheres of common interest.” They high-
lighted cultural and economic cooperation. Although Suriname withdrew 
the recognition of Kosovo in 2017 and voted against its consideration for 
membership in Interpol in 2018, Kosovo’s foreign minister met with Suri-
name’s homologue on the margins of the Summit of the Americas in Los 
Angeles in June 2022, showing that both sides agreed to enhance coopera-
tion. In the case of Dominica, Kosovo tried to formalize the establishment 
of diplomatic relations in an effort to overcome uncertainty over the alleged 
derecognition, whereas in the case of Palau and Grenada, high-level bilateral 
meetings and visits were used as evidence of stable bilateral relations (Office 
of the Prime Minister of Grenada 2023).

Diplomatic relations after derecognition continue in a somewhat ambig-
uous format, driven mainly by interpersonal relations between diplomats of 
derecognizing and derecognized countries. For example, Kosovo diplomats 
stationed in Japan continued holding public and bilateral meetings with 
Palau diplomats in Japan even after derecognition. An example is the April 
2021 visit of the ambassador of the Republic of Palau to Japan, Francis Mar-
iur Matsutaro, to the Embassy of Kosovo in Tokyo, where it was reported in 
social media that “the meeting was a good opportunity to discuss the excel-
lent bilateral relations between our two countries, Palau and Kosovo.” The 
Embassy of Kosovo in Japan (2021) publicly shared the news on Facebook. 
It highlighted that the diplomats discussed “the need to have a non-resident 
ambassador of the Republic of Kosovo in Palau in the near future” and 
the “need to continue the close and friendly cooperation between the two 
embassies.” Kosovo has also arranged meetings with Papua New Guinea, 
Dominica, and Grenada for the 2022 UN General Assembly annual ses-
sion. Examples such as these highlight that formal derecognition and its 
aftermath aren’t the end of the story but only another stage in an ongoing 
struggle between contender states, which remains largely an open-ended 
process until a final settlement centered on mutual recognition is achieved.

Conclusion

This chapter examined the process of state derecognition, looking at key 
stages, tactics, and outcomes. As the illustrative examples and evidence 
show, derecognition is present in world politics and has become a major 
diplomatic battlefield for contender states. While the act of derecognition is 
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only a declaratory and textual endeavor, the fact that it implicates multiple 
states and touches various interests is actualized as a significant diplomatic 
encounter with potential and probable legal and political effects. Thus, what 
gives derecognition reality-making character is that it operates as an anti-
diplomatic assemblage of multiple actors, tactics, and practices that occur 
in several stages and tend to produce not only microscaled effects but also 
much broader systemic effects. The diplomatic campaign of the former base 
state, blended with a strong diplomatic narrative and assisted by foreign 
allies, plays a significant role in identifying countries willing to trade their 
capacity to recognize or derecognize other states in exchange for economic 
and political goods. As shown in this chapter, contender states combine vari-
ous diplomatic tools and link their foreign policy of state derecognition with 
the specific context and needs of third countries to render them more recep-
tive to the derecognition goal. The blended campaign for derecognition, in 
most cases, consists of using economic diplomacy (checkbook diplomacy), 
exploiting electoral cycles and government change in third countries, open-
ing embassies in exchange for derecognition, using historical, societal, and 
ideological ties, and lobbying through powerful global/regional allies.

The diplomatic dynamics underpinning the derecognition of states are 
like the process of state recognition in the first instance, but in the reverse 
order. The process of recognition undergoes several stages, from estrange-
ment and disengagement to acceptance, institutional engagement, and then 
formal recognition. In turn, derecognition as a process can take multiple 
shapes, such as retaining formal recognition but suspending institutional 
engagement or freezing recognition and taking a neutral stance pending a 
settlement between contender states. Jointly, these variants reveal a multi-
plicity of diplomatic relations that countries can maintain, ranging from full 
and solid diplomatic relations to disengaged relations and formal withdrawal 
of recognition. They show that countries can and do have diplomatic con-
tacts and interact with one another regardless of the formal diplomatic status 
of their relations, whether they do or do not recognize one another on paper. 
In this sense, static and dogmatic views of recognition, nonrecognition, and 
derecognition do not correspond with real-world developments. Even with 
such a multiplicity of diplomatic relations, as much as it enables all protago-
nist states to count their international allies, this diplomatic ambivalence 
does not contribute to stable and predictable bilateral relations.

Ultimately, what gives global relevance to the struggle for recognition and 
derecognition is the buy-in of third countries who add weight and signifi-
cance to this controversial practice. By tracing the process of state derecog-
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nition, the chapter exposed the category of states that were more willing to 
engage in trading recognition or derecognition in exchange for political, 
security, and material goods. Most countries implicated in the derecognition 
of other states are newly established as part of the decolonization process. 
They lack political stability, diplomatic tradition, and economic prosperity. 
These states, located in Africa, Latin America, and the Pacific region, have 
histories of shifting diplomatic allegiances to different dominant global pow-
ers. Because they are members of the UN, are universally recognized, and 
thus are expected to adhere to international norms and laws, they tend to 
exploit normative gray zones surrounding foreign policy conduct and state 
recognition to secure foreign aid, military support, and recognition of their 
government and their rulings. For these states, reconsidering the recognition 
of the claimant state or engaging in various in-between and hybrid forms 
of weakening, discontinuing, and breaking diplomatic relations appears to 
be normal and acceptable foreign policy. Since there are no organized and 
widely present instances of Western states engaging in derecognition games, 
derecognition is more of a characteristic of non-Western diplomatic culture. 
This indicates that the irreversibility of state recognition is more of a feature 
of Western diplomatic systems and cultures of interstate relations than a 
universal feature endorsed and practiced worldwide.

Thus, recognition and derecognition are not governed by rules, norms, 
and principles but are a by-product of regional diplomatic cultures and prac-
tices and the interests they nest and entangle. As the discussion in this chap-
ter has shown, incremental downgrading, suspension, and withdrawal of 
recognition is an optimal solution for derecognizing states to balance com-
peting pressures, enhance bargaining powers, and mitigate adverse effects. By 
reconsidering and withdrawing recognition incrementally, third states can 
retain some autonomy in running their foreign affairs and reduce domestic 
and international criticism of diplomatic overtures. It leaves the door open 
for restoring diplomatic ties with the claimant state and starting another 
round of bargaining with the competing states for recognition. Moreover, 
cases of derecognition guided by geopolitical and economic incentives are 
more likely to lead to full withdrawal of derecognition. In contrast, those 
driven by normative considerations are more likely to lead to freezing recog-
nition and suspending official diplomatic ties. So the stronger the interests 
and higher the reward for derecognizing states, the clearer and more com-
plete the derecognition variant. Therefore, it is essential to explore further 
the link between the variant or scale of severance of diplomatic relations and 
the rationale and justifications stimulating state derecognition.
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4	 ✦	� The Rationales for State Derecognition

The derecognition of states remains a puzzling feature in world 
politics. Since there are no legal guidelines and policy blueprints on the 
derecognition of states, it remains at the discretion of states to selectively 
invoke legal, political, and normative arguments and criteria to justify their 
decisions. Since state derecognition is an unnatural process in diplomatic 
affairs and is initiated by contender states, it is interesting to evaluate the 
invocation and application of different discourses and justifications for 
reconsidering, suspending, freezing, and ultimately withdrawing the recog-
nition of claimant states. This chapter surveys and examines the most com-
mon rationales and justifications for withdrawing the recognition of states. 
It argues that to sense the prevalence of this diplomatic practice in contem-
porary world politics, it is essential to examine jointly the inward-looking 
rationales and outward-looking justifications underpinning the derecogni-
tion of states. Foreign policy justifications are always entangled in multiple 
logistics of argumentation, which are shaped by domestic and international 
considerations. Understanding state derecognition as a two-level discursive 
game, the chapter finds that inward-looking rationales—such as economic, 
domestic, and geopolitical interests—are more persuasive in explaining the 
motives behind state derecognition than those camouflaged as outward-
looking rationales—such as conflict resolution and compliance with inter-
national norms. This chapter looks across all the contemporary cases and 
interrogates their argumentative coherence and flaws, namely the compat-
ibility between the factual and invoked justifications for derecognition and, 
most important, the compatibility between the original grounds for recogni-
tion and those for withdrawing it.
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Since the act of derecognition signifies the withdrawal of the previous 
decision to recognize the claimant state as a sovereign state, it is crucial to 
examine the extent to which the justification of derecognition reflects on the 
original condition for recognition or other reconsiderations that have been 
overlooked in the first place. In other words, is state derecognition motivated 
by the absence or reversal of original conditions for recognition? In most cases, 
when new states are recognized, it is done because the claimant state satisfies 
the objective criteria of statehood: a stable population, territory, functioning 
government, and capacity to enter international relations. As Mikulas Fabry 
(2020: 39) shows, “Recognizing states have certainly sought to justify their 
decisions as reflecting, or at least not contravening, the prevailing criteria of 
statehood.” However, third countries often invoke more nuanced criteria, such 
as the remedial right to self-determination, the decolonization process, the dis-
solution of the former base state, systematic human rights abuses by the former 
base state, and other historical, sociocultural, and economic considerations.

Contrary to the original justification for recognition, contemporary 
state practice shows that the derecognition of states is not entirely about 
asserting that a state does not fulfill the core criteria of statehood, nor is it 
merely an instrument for upholding international institutions and norms on 
sovereignty and territorial integrity. Third states’ political system, religion, 
collective identity, and geography influence the derecognition of states. 
Inward-looking rationales, such as economic incentives, domestic politi-
cal rivalries, and geopolitical self-interest, offer a better explanation of the 
determinant behind such diplomatic ventures. Such rationales reveal how 
state derecognition is a polymorphous instrument that entangles issues pri-
marily relevant to derecognizing states and is less a response to the actual 
reality of the claimant state, namely the presence or absence of statehood 
criteria and other political considerations. In the predominant number of 
cases, the original conditions for recognition are either ignored or distorted 
with half-truths, one-sided diplomatic narratives, and contractions. The two 
main outward-looking narratives for state derecognition include promoting 
conflict resolution and compliance with international norms. Even though 
many derecognition cases are framed as being about conflict resolution and 
respecting international norms, they end up promoting hurting stalemates. 
Framing derecognition decisions as being about peaceful conflict resolution, 
in essence, serves as a means of putting pressure on the claimant state to 
engage in diplomatic talks and make concessions with the threat that the 
failure to do so will result in increased political pain for the claimant state 
and society. Derecognition inflicts political pressure and undermines the 
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claimant state’s ability to fully realize its national priorities and, most nota-
bly, exercise its sovereignty and act as a normal state. Moreover, ignoring 
that circumstances on the ground have not changed makes the justification 
of derecognition a diplomatic illusion detached from reality. This in turn, 
undermines the credibility of recognition and derecognition as an institu-
tion of diplomacy.

The shifting interlocutor and target audience can explain the incompat-
ibility between the criteria for withdrawing recognition and the original cri-
teria justifying the decision for recognition in the first place. In instances 
of recognition, the justification corresponds with the diplomatic narrative 
and affirms the needs and interests of the claimant state. In this instance, 
there is an intertextual connection between the arguments of the claimant 
state and the recognizing state. However, in instances of state derecogni-
tion, the interlocutor is not the claimant state but the former base state. 
Hence, the decision for derecognition corresponds with the prescribed dis-
course and interests of the former base state. So, in this instance, the logic 
shifts the other way around. The discourse of derecognition is intertextually 
connected with the discourse of the former base state and not with that 
of the claimant state. These discursive shifts show that the rationales for 
state derecognition are contingent on the target audience and can only be 
explained by looking at them as an intertextual relation between the derec-
ognizing state and the client of such decisions, the former base state. The 
rationales for state derecognition are purely informed by self-interest despite 
occasionally being presented as congruent with international norms and 
principles. Normative references are not intended to uphold international 
norms and principles. However, they reflect the desire of the derecognizing 
state to avoid international condemnation and the political agenda of the 
former base state for conflict ripeness and statehood resettlement. In short, 
the mismatch between the genuine reasons for derecognition and those 
communicated in official documents exposes the hypocritical character of 
this diplomatic practice. Nonetheless, this indicates that derecognition as an 
emerging anti-diplomatic practice is normatively and politically unstable. Its 
argumentative foundations are not driven by solid norms and principles but 
by agential, relational, intertextual, and material factors.

This chapter is organized as follows. The first section examines the 
inward-looking rationales that tend to be the genuine reasons behind the 
derecognition of states, such as economic incentives, domestic political and 
ideological rivalries, and geopolitical and security interests. The second sec-
tion examines the outward-looking justifications, such as conflict resolution 
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and compliance with international norms, which also guide the derecogni-
tion of states in specific circumstances.

Inward-Looking Rationales

Economic Incentives

The most significant determinant behind derecognition practices is eco-
nomic benefits. The diplomatic battle for recognition between China and 
Taiwan has been predominantly fought through “checkbook” or “dollar” 
diplomacy, whereby each side has lured impoverished and small states to rec-
ognize it and derecognize the opponent in exchange for economic benefits, 
trade deals, and other gifts. Compared to other cases, the wealthy econo-
mies of China and Taiwan have enabled them to use economic incentives 
to buy diplomatic recognition and cut ties with the other side. He Li (2005: 
77) maintains that Latin America and the Caribbean, in particular, “have 
become a very important battleground of the ‘foreign policy war’ between 
Beijing and Taipei over international legitimacy and recognition.” The two 
contenders are the largest aid donors to some countries in this part of the 
world. For Taiwan, buying recognition became a vital element of its foreign 
policy strategy of surviving its ambivalent existence in the international sys-
tem. As CzeslawTubilewicz (2004: 803) argues, “Taiwan has little to offer 
in exchange for diplomatic relations, except money. Thus, the candidates 
for Taiwan’s diplomatic partners are by necessity small, impoverished and 
distressed.” In turn, impoverished countries have utilized the instrument of 
state derecognition to overcome economic crises, strengthen regime security, 
and secure external aid (Van Fossen 2007: 138). Similarly, Timothy Rich and 
Andi Dahmer (2022: 360) conclude, “Taiwan’s formal diplomatic relations 
remain precarious not only due to China’s desire to isolate Taiwan diplomat-
ically, but also due to the incentives of some recognizing states to consider 
using diplomatic recognition as a bargaining tool for more aid.” Small states 
have eagerly traded and rented their sovereign right to recognize or derec-
ognize other states in exchange for financial incentives (Stringer 2006: 552).

There is extensive evidence that Taiwan has used development aid and 
technical assistance for decades to maintain relations with a handful of dip-
lomatic partners mainly located in impoverished parts of Latin America, 
Africa, and the Pacific region. The exact figures for the economic assistance 
and its use remain largely unknown, as such funds are kept secret from the 
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public. But evidence does exist that shines some light on these economic 
incentives. For instance, Taiwanese deputy foreign minister Wu Chih-chung 
confirmed that in 2017 “Taiwan spent about NT$9 billion (US$293 million) 
a year in its economic cooperation programmes with its Latin American 
allies” (South China Morning Post 2018c). Earlier evidence shows that “Gre-
nada in 1989 benefited $10 million, Liberia in 1989 benefited $20 million, 
Nicaragua in 1990 benefited $100 million, and Central African Republic 
in 1991 benefited $300 million” (Cheng 1994: 176–77). While the recipient 
countries could spend the money as they wished, they were expected to 
maintain formal diplomatic relations with Taiwan as well as support and 
represent its interests in international organizations (Alexander 2014: 30). 
Most notably, Taiwan’s diplomatic allies tend to use high-profile events, such 
as the UN General Assembly annual session, to advocate for Taiwan’s full 
admission into the international community. For many years, Taiwan sup-
ported the Rural Constituency Development Funds in the Solomon Islands, 
which involved paying millions of dollars to individual elected members 
of parliament to use discretionally for constituency development projects 
in exchange for continuing diplomatic recognition. Trade relations with 
China, including the significant presence of Chinese economic migrants in 
the Solomon Islands who run most of the commercial outlets across the 
country, played an essential role in the Islands switching sides from Taiwan 
to China in 2019 (Aqorau 2021: 337–38). To maintain diplomatic relations, 
Taiwan paid Nauru’s members of parliament regularly without any apparent 
accountability process (Van Fossen 2007). It is alleged that, at some point, 
Nuaruan ministers earned stipends of $5,000 a month as part of switching 
recognition from Taiwan to China and vice versa. Reportedly, the Nauru 
politicians used this money to respond to the needs of the impoverished 
population, which was a key source of their local political legitimacy and 
electoral support (The Australian 2010). Nauru sees renting and trading 
state recognition and derecognition as an essential policy to generate exter-
nal assistance in a country with almost 90 percent unemployment and poor 
social services. This small Pacific Island state followed the same logic when 
it derecognized Taiwan in 2024 for economic reasons (Global Times 2024; 
Focus Taiwan 2024a). Reports emerged in early 2022 that, to retain dip-
lomatic ties with Guatemala, Taiwan agreed to pay $75,000 per month to 
a lobbying firm in the United States to provide strategic consultancy and 
advocacy services for the Guatemalan government. The action was taken 
when the Guatemalan government was scrutinized for corruption and 
undemocratic practices (Associated Press 2022).
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While economic incentives have sustained Taiwan’s diplomatic ties with 
a handful of countries, once the funds were drained, the decisions have back-
fired and led to the withdrawal of recognition. Between 2000 and 2008, the 
Taiwanese authorities tried to change their foreign policy by replacing eco-
nomic incentives with a commitment to promoting human rights, democ-
racy, and state capacity-building (Tudoroiu 2017: 206). As admitted by a 
Taiwanese official from the pro-independence party (DPP): “We advocated 
stopping the use of this money diplomacy and we advocated diversifying 
Taiwan’s diplomatic practice using Taiwan’s economic leverage and to bring 
more humanitarian emphasis to Taiwan’s diplomacy” (cited in Alexander 
2014: 30). However, the practice of buying diplomatic recognition had cre-
ated a dependency among recipient states, which meant that when the money 
stopped, so did the support, undermining Taiwan’s international position. 
Notably, in the case of Taiwan, a new wave of derecognition was partially 
triggered by the end of its checkbook diplomacy, which has stimulated rela-
tions with other small countries that have backed Taiwan internationally in 
exchange of economic aid. Li (2005: 88) argues that “when Taiwan cannot 
satisfy some countries’ needs, diplomatic relations are likely to be broken.” 
For example, in 2004, the Commonwealth of Dominica “asked Taipei for 
a $58 million aid, which is unrelated to public welfare . . . diplomatic rela-
tionship was soon broken after Taipei turned down the request” (Li 2005: 
88). Gambia derecognized Taiwan in 2013 reportedly in response to Taipei’s 
“rejection of President Yahya Jammeh’s demand for an extra US$10 million 
in financial assistance for unspecified security projects” (Tubilewicz 2015: 
15). In the case of El Salvador, derecognition came after Taiwan declined a 
request by the government of El Salvador “to develop a port in the eastern 
part of the country as well as a request by the Salvadorian ruling party for 
more Taiwanese help in raising campaign funds” (MFA of Taiwan 2018). 
This was not the only reason. China’s global rise and its aggressive foreign 
policy certainly played an important role in undermining Taiwan’s interna-
tional standing (Van Fossen 2007). China has supplemented aid with addi-
tional “diplomatic support in international forums, arms sales, free trade 
agreements or large investment projects” (Tubilewicz and Guilloux 2011: 
334). For instance, the Solomon Islands admitted that “the reason for choos-
ing ROC or PRC, was never based solely on the attributes of democracy but 
rather the choice of diplomatic partners was premised on economic gain” 
(National Parliament of Solomon Islands 2019: 35).

Until 2018, Burkina Faso was Taiwan’s “largest and probably most impor-
tant partner in Africa” (Cabestan 2017). It is estimated that, between 1994 
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and 2018, Taiwan has released a total of US$707 million in grants and loans 
to Burkina Faso (Sydney Morning Herald 2018; see also Cabestan 2016: 
500). However, in 2018, Burkina Faso broke diplomatic relations with Tai-
wan for the second time. China has lured this African country with promises 
of development assistance. On this occasion, Burkina Faso’s foreign minister 
admitted that “the evolution of the world and the defined socio-economic 
challenges of our region required us to reconsider our position” (New York 
Times 2018). As China has become Africa’s leading trading partner in the 
first two decades of twenty-first century with massive investments in all sec-
tors, it has managed to pressure all countries in the region to derecognize 
Taiwan. The exception, so far, is Swaziland, may not be able to resist Chi-
nese pressure for too long. The Marshall Islands also switched from one side 
to the other, offering Taiwan recognition in 1970, then derecognizing and 
recognizing again in the 1990s (Chien, Yang, and Wu 2010: 1195). Simi-
larly, in April 2018, the Dominican Republic decided to derecognize Tai-
wan and establish diplomatic relations with China instead in exchange for 
loans and investments worth $3.1 billion. On this occasion, the Dominican 
Republic recognized that “there is only one China in the world and Taiwan 
is an inalienable part of Chinese territory” (CDN 2018). The Dominican 
Republic said it believed the switch would be “extraordinarily positive for 
the future of our country” (BBC 2018). A Dominican official explained that 
“history and the socioeconomic reality force us now to change direction” 
(BBC 2018). In exchange for derecognizing Taiwan, China helped Grenada 
rebuild and expand its national stadium, “constructed 2,000 housing units 
and new hospital facilities,” and provided agricultural support, compensa-
tory grants, and scholarships (Yang 2011: 54). Following the derecognition of 
Taiwan, China stated that it was “willing to provide assistance for the eco-
nomic and social development of El Salvador as its capacity allows” (Reuters 
2018b). It also offered support to El Salvador in education, medical care, 
water supply, disaster prevention, scholarships, and tourism. Soon after the 
switch, the Salvadoran president visited Beijing, where he received signals 
that China was willing to give El Salvador $150 million to spur the develop-
ment of social and technological projects as a sign of deepening ties between 
the countries (Reuters 2018b).

While both Taiwan and China have written the saga of state derecog-
nition in exchange of economic incentives, economic rationales have also 
been present in the case of the recognition and derecognition of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia. In 2009, Russia allegedly paid Nauru $50 million in 
aid to diplomatically recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia (New Republic 
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2014). Nauru has long been known as a money-laundering center for the Rus-
sian mafia, hosting over four hundred offshore banks with suspicious activi-
ties (New York Times 2001). Similarly, Vanuatu recognized Abkhazia in 2011, 
allegedly after Russia offered $50 million for the country’s signature (Radio 
New Zealand 2013). In 2013, Vanuatu switched back to recognizing Georgia 
as the sole sovereign authority over the breakaway regions. According to an 
Abkhaz diplomat, “Vanuatu was constantly asking for money and the prob-
lem is that Vanuatu’s instability is systemic. Abkhazia simply cannot afford 
to support such governments. If we support them, it will only last until the 
next government comes in” (New Republic 2014). Similarly, Nauru’s reasons 
for derecognition of Abkhazia were as economic as the original reasons for 
recognition. Nauru had to withdraw the recognition of Abkhazia after signals 
from Western states that they would cut assistance by international financial 
institutions and UN development agencies to this impoverished Pacific island 
(Wyeth 2017). The United States legislated in 2017 that none of its foreign 
aid should be made available to countries that recognized or established dip-
lomatic relations with Abkhazia and South Ossetia or those that supported 
Russian occupation of these breakaway regions (US Congress 2017: 572). Sim-
ilarly, Tuvalu’s minister of foreign affairs, Taukelina Finikaso, admitted that 
since it recognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia, it experienced “a drop in our 
assistance from the EU for this coming cycle and we sincerely hope that once 
we get back to where we were before that we would hopefully get some more 
assistance from the EU” (Radio New Zealand 2014).

Similarly, there are allegations that Moroccan diplomacy has also used 
material and economic incentives to persuade third countries to derec-
ognize the SADR. Western Sahara, with its rich natural resources, has 
attracted several states and companies that benefit from Moroccan exploi-
tation of Western Sahara’s fishery and minerals despite it being prohibited 
under international humanitarian law and the law of non-self-governing 
people. Morocco has exploited natural resources through fishery and 
mines in the occupied territories in Western Sahara not only for its eco-
nomic development, but also for making them available to third coun-
tries in exchange for the derecognition of the SADR. Exploiting natural 
resources in Western Sahara also serves Morocco’s strategy for demo-
graphic change, whereby it uses these revenues to allow the settlement 
of Moroccan nationals in the occupied territories, who, in an eventual 
self-determination referendum, would vote favorably for unification with 
Morocco. As Jeffrey Smith (2015: 269) maintains, “An increasing Moroc-
can population coupled with a denial of self-determination, founded in 
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part on the exploitation of natural resources, is clearly a valuable result 
for Morocco.” For example, Smith (2015: 272) calculates that the value of 
natural resources extracted from Western Sahara between 1976 and 2016 
amounts to $5.65 billion. As a case in point, India derecognized the SADR 
the same year it formalized industrial trade with Morocco (White 2015: 
52). Similarly, Barbados froze the recognition of the SADR in 2013 after 
a visit of Moroccan diplomats and businesspeople to the impoverished 
Caribbean country, alluding to a strong link between economic incentives 
and the derecognition decision (African Bulletin 2013). Yet the formal jus-
tification by Barbados for recognition of the SADR has been “pending the 
outcome of the negotiation process” on Morocco’s proposal for autonomy 
(African Bulletin 2013). Afghanistan derecognized the SADR in exchange 
for humanitarian assistance provided by Morocco (Arabic News 2002). 
El Salvador derecognized the SADR in 2019 in exchange for deepening 
economic and trade ties with Morocco (Article 19 2019). In 2015, Morocco 
prevented the recognition of the SADR by Sweden by using its economic 
and trade leverage. It threatened to boycott and block Swedish businesses 
like IKEA from operating in its territory (Lamb 2015).

Contrary to China and Morocco, there isn’t enough concrete evidence 
to support the claim that Serbia used economic pressure or corruption 
to get other countries to derecognize Kosovo. Serbia’s foreign minister 
claimed that “we did not achieve this with money—there’s no money; we 
didn’t do it with pressure—we have nothing to pressure with, but we must 
persevere” (B92 2017). Yet, in lobbying for the derecognition of Kosovo, 
Serbia has promised African and Latin American nations special deals in 
the areas of trade, education, science, and sports. In particular, Serbia has 
successfully lured a number of individual non-European states to withdraw 
recognition of Kosovo in exchange for waving visas to Serbia, which might 
be an attractive route for many countries in the global south to emigrate 
illegally to the EU (B92 2018c). In most of the countries that derecognized 
Kosovo, Serbia signed agreements on friendship, cooperation in economy, 
culture, and education, removal of visa requirements, and military assis-
tance. In exchange for derecognizing Kosovo, Serbia pledged to deepen the 
strategic partnership with Suriname and committed to signing agreements 
“on the abolition of visas, memorandum of cooperation between MPs 
and political consultations, agreement on the friendship between the two 
countries” (Caribbean News Now 2018). Serbia and Suriname agreed to 
help one another in multilateral affairs. Similarly, Serbia signed a memo-
randum of understanding with Comoros aimed at “enhancing cooperation 
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in the fields of education, agriculture, defense and other areas” (Govern-
ment of Serbia 2018c; 2018d).

However, in August 2019, allegations emerged that the Central African 
Republic’s derecognition of Kosovo might have involved bribery (CNC 
2019). Koha Ditore (2019c), the top newspaper in Kosovo, ran an article 
in 2019 alleging that senior Serbian government officials were involved in 
fabricating derecognition notes and paying foreign diplomats to sign and 
stamp them in exchange for a specific sum of money. Another Serbian news-
paper wrote, “All the diplomatic notes shown in Belgrade which have been 
rejected were written by an adviser to Serbian Foreign Minister Ivica Dačić” 
(N1 2019d). In response to this, the MFA of Kosovo noted: “We are deeply 
concerned that the Serbian government has installed corruption and bribes 
as diplomatic means to obtain counterfeit documents that serve only to esca-
late relations between Kosovo and Serbia” (Gazeta Express 2019). Kosovo’s 
foreign minister, Pacolli, added: “The Serbian campaign to use bribes, cor-
ruption, arms sales and other dirty means with the aim of making indi-
viduals issue fake diplomatic notes with so-called derecognition of Kosovo 
is shameful for a European country that has the status of a candidate mem-
ber state for the European Union” (Gazeta Express 2019). In response, the 
minister of foreign affairs of the Central African Republic, Sylvie Baipo-
Temon, ignored the allegations in October 2019 and focused on the purpose 
of derecognition: encouraging Kosovo and Serbia to find a solution that 
would benefit both countries. Yet it is alleged that Serbia has exploited the 
Covid-19 pandemic in Africa to trade in the derecognition of Kosovo with 
food (sugar), vaccines, and other essential supplies (Albanian Post 2022).

As shown in this section, economic realism drives most decisions for state 
derecognition. Although the economic rationales behind the derecognition of 
states show that this anti-diplomatic practice has little or nothing to do with 
the presence or absence of statehood attribute, there is a consistency in this 
inconsistency. Most third countries implicated in trading, rending, or selling 
the recognition or derecognition of states are economically underdeveloped 
and have turned their capacity to recognize other states into a diplomatic tool 
for personal and state economic gains. So they tend to use the same tactics and 
rationales both when recognizing and derecognizing other states. Equally true 
is the fact that the economic incentives are also a diplomatic instrument that 
the claimant state and the former base state tend to use to pursue their diplo-
matic goals. So the other protagonist states are also to be blamed for installing 
this anti-diplomatic practice, which undermines the normative value of recog-
nition and puts into question the entire seriousness of derecognition.
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Domestic Political and Ideological Rivalries

The second rationale and determinant that explains the derecognition of 
states concern the domestic political entanglements and ideological rivalries 
in third countries with a history of trading, renting, or selling recognitions 
to the contender states. Most third countries implicated in state derecogni-
tion tend to develop their domestic and foreign policy positions around the 
political, economic, and diplomatic exploitation of other countries seeking 
recognition or derecognition. As such, there is evidence that the derecogni-
tion of states has become a field of domestic rivalry and political interests 
for incumbent governments and opposition parties in derecognizing states. 
In specific African, Latin American, and Pacific countries, the question of 
recognition or derecognition of claimant states often features in the electoral 
debates, indicating how derecognition has become a foreign policy instru-
ment and a matter that also shapes domestic politics (Casas-Zamora 2009). 
The decisions for derecognition of other states most often occur after elec-
tions or government changes. This is especially relevant when the new gov-
ernment has an ideological stance in favor of derecognition or has received 
funding and other support before the elections to adopt such a stance. This 
postelection practice of renewing diplomatic alliances and relations with 
recognition-seeking states resembles old policies of recognition of govern-
ments every time there is a change of state leadership, which was eventually 
scrapped as it was deemed unnecessary and troublesome.

The change of government in some countries results in changes in their 
foreign policy and diplomatic allegiances. For instance, Western Sahara and 
Taiwan are regular foreign policy subjects in a good number of protago-
nist states where the periodic changes in government are accompanied by 
the extension of recognition, derecognition, and re-recognition to these 
claimant states. Many countries that recognized the SADR during the Cold 
War years did so for ideological reasons. Western Sahara’s allies in Africa 
and Latin America had left-leaning and communist governments that sup-
ported the Polisario Front and its struggle for self-determination. Following 
shifts in their ideological stances which mean they are no longer associated 
with communism, many of have since derecognized the SADR. As Stephen 
Zunes and Jacob Mundy (2010: 123) confirm, “The reasons for these can-
cellations and suspensions of recognition range from external diplomatic 
pressure from France and Spain, economic incentives offered by Morocco, 
and regime change resulting in ideological antipathy towards Polisario.” 
The most prominent region where the SADR has lost its diplomatic allies 
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is Latin America, where several countries, such as El Salvador, Guyana, and 
Bolivia, ousted the leftist government. The loss of power for leftist govern-
ments has subsequently caused the derecognition of the SADR in exchange 
for economic and political incentives. For example, Peru derecognized the 
SADR in August 2022, just eleven months after it re-established diplomatic 
relations under President Pedro Castillo, who is now under investigation 
for abuse of power (Al Mayadeen 2022). While during the Cold War Peru 
sided with the Polisario Front, as most of the left-leaning governments in 
Latin America did, in 1996 it withdrew recognition of the SADR. The rela-
tions between Peru and the SADR were restored in 2021, reaffirming “their 
respect for international law and the principle of self-determination of peo-
ples, under the principle of legal equality of States as a basis for respect for 
national sovereignty, peace, security and cooperation in international rela-
tions” (Atalayar 2021). However, contrary to these norms and principles, 
Peru revoked recognition of the SADR in 2022, noting that “in the absence 
of an effective bilateral relationship to date, the Government of the Republic 
of Peru decides to withdraw the recognition of the Sahrawi Arab Demo-
cratic Republic and to break all relations with this entity” (Cancilleria Peru 
2022). In contradiction with the rationale promoted a year earlier, Peru’s 
derecognition letter underscored the decision to withdraw recognition in 
line with international law and respect for Morocco’s territorial integrity 
and sovereignty (MFA of Peru 2022). Yet what ties together these incompat-
ible normative grounds for derecognition are economic and domestic inter-
ests, where both Peru and Morocco agreed to sign “a multisectoral roadmap 
covering regular political consultations, effective cooperation in economic, 
commercial, educational, energy, agriculture and fertilizer matters” (Cancil-
leria Peru 2022).

Predictably, most of Taiwan’s derecognitions have occurred when there is 
a change of government among its diplomatic allies. Switching of recogni-
tion has often occurred after either China or Taiwan has agreed to increase 
“the rent of recognition,” namely increased financial assistance or response to 
specific financial and material requests from diplomatic allies. Countries such 
as Burkina Faso, the Central African Republic, Gambia, Liberia, Saint Lucia, 
and the Solomon Islands have recognized, derecognized, and re-recognized 
Taiwan at least two to three times since its exclusion from the UN in 1970s 
(Alexander 2014). For example, regime change in Saint Lucia was the main 
reason for withdrawing recognition of Taiwan in 1997 after initially extending 
diplomatic recognition in 1984 (MFA of Taiwan 2007). However, in 2007, 
Saint Lucia re-recognized Taiwan by re-establishing full diplomatic relations, 
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a decision stimulated by economic incentives. There are also exceptional cases 
that demonstrate the opposite behavior. Paraguay resisted the derecognition 
of Taiwan primarily because its political elite is highly insulated from domes-
tic and foreign pressure and is committed to relational status-seeking. As Tom 
Long and Francisco Urdinez (2021: 7) maintain, “Relations with Taiwan offer 
a rare chance to be the proverbial big fish in a small pond in international rela-
tions, benefiting from attention, travel delegations, and discretionary dona-
tions.” In other words, Taiwan’s long-term investment and support across all 
sectors of society and government and its attention to the Paraguayan social, 
cultural, and political bonds could not be challenged by domestic electoral 
processes and external pressure.

Nevertheless, there are also instances where the depth of domestica-
tion of interference among the contender states determined the dynamics 
of derecognition, for example, among Latin American countries, where the 
decision has been taken to switch recognition for fear of either China or Tai-
wan interfering too much in internal affairs, thus endangering the political 
authority of incumbent governments and undermining their local democ-
racy. As Colin Alexander (2014: 56) reveals, “Taiwan began to train the 
armed forces of Central America in political warfare, counterinsurgency, and 
information extraction techniques shortly after their diplomatic isolation 
was confirmed by their rejection from the UN.” In Saint Lucia, the govern-
ment was alerted whenever Taiwanese diplomats disbursed “funds directly 
to St Lucian village and town councils, rather than through the newly estab-
lished and independently audited central government Consolidated Fund” 
(Alexander 2014: 31). For example, when Saint Lucia resumed diplomatic 
ties with Taiwan, a nationalistic discourse emerged in the country, saying, 
“St. Lucia did not win its sovereignty from one power to be now dictated to 
by another as to who its friends should be” (New York Times 2007).

In another part of the world, domestic institutional rivalries shaped the 
dynamics of derecognition. Tuvalu recognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia 
under the government of Prime Minister Willy Telavi. However, when he 
lost the elections in 2013, the new prime minister, Enele Sopoaga, decided 
in 2014 to retract the recognition of Georgia’s two breakaway regions. His 
justification for the change was that the original decision was taken with-
out consulting parliament (Civil Georgia 2014). Tuvalu initially recognized 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia after Russia’s economic incentives and the estab-
lishment of diplomatic relations (Civil Georgia 2011a). Similarly, Vanuatu 
derecognized these two breakaway regions in 2013 when a new government 
came to power (Civil Georgia 2013). On both occasions, after derecognition, 
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Georgia established diplomatic relations and undertook commitments to 
deepen bilateral relations with the Pacific islands.

São Tomé and Príncipe recognized Kosovo in 2012 and retracted a year 
later for domestic political reasons. Allegedly São Tomé and Príncipe’s prime 
minister recognized Kosovo without consulting the president of the coun-
try and the national parliament. On 13 March 2012, the minister of justice 
and state reform of issued a resolution stating that “the Council of Minis-
ters, meeting under the chairmanship of His Excellency Prime Minister and 
Head of Government Dr Patrice Emery Trovoada, and with his members 
present, decided unanimously to recognize the Republic of Kosovo as a sov-
ereign State and full member of the international community, and submit 
subsequent rectification and promulgation by the competent authorities” 
(Government of São Tomé and Príncipe). However, once the government 
changed, São Tomé and Príncipe revoked the recognition of Kosovo and 
strengthened ties with Serbia. Kosovo has since denied this derecognition, 
claiming that the recognition remains valid and “the verbal note received 
by Sao Tome and Principe on Kosovo’s recognition proves the country has 
been recognized as an independent state” (Balkan Insight 2013). Recogni-
tion of Kosovo in the first place was allegedly connected to a major invest-
ment by a Kosovar private company in the oil industry of São Tomé and 
Príncipe (Prishtina Insight 2012: 2). However, President Manuel Pinto da 
Costa—who led the country to independence under an all-powerful com-
munist regime—said he was never consulted about the decision to recognize 
Kosovo and, since the parliament has not ratified it, the previous govern-
ment’s decision was not valid. The derecognition letter signed by president’s 
office stressed that “at no moment of the alleged recognition process” was the 
president of the republic “asked to pronounce, although referred to in the 
text of the resolution” (Jornal de Angola 2013). This confusion arises from 
requiring the president’s approval for the recognition decision to become 
law. The parliament did not debate the matter either, the consent of which is 
not necessary for the foreign policy decision. São Tomé and Príncipe’s policy 
change on Kosovo had nothing to do with the merits of statehood; it was 
solely about an internal political rivalry between political parties. A letter 
signed by President Manuel Pinto da Costa on 11 January 2013 stated that 
“with regard to the recognition of the Republic of Kosovo carried out by the 
government of Mr Patrice Trovoada, it must be said that the problem does 
not lie in the recognition itself, which many countries have already done, 
but in the biased and unilateral way in which the previous government pro-
ceeded” (Tela Non 2013b).
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In a letter dated 9 January 2013 sent to the international community, 
Prime Minister and Chief of Government Patrice Emery Trovoada accused 
President Manuel Pinto da Costa of a “parliamentary coup d’etat” in which 
he took the powers of the national assembly and the government to con-
solidate the president’s all-powerful position. Among other things, Prime 
Minister Trovoada claimed that “under my leadership we have been very 
conscious to play our role in defending internationally the principles and 
values of democracy and self-determination . . . therefore we recognized the 
Republic of Kosovo” (Tela Non 2013a).

In essence, São Tomé and Príncipe’s derecognition of Kosovo was not 
about Kosovo’s statehood, as it seems to have no objection to the indepen-
dence, but one of the excuses for delegitimizing the former government (Tela 
Non 2013b). While Kosovo’s government initially denied the withdrawal of 
recognition, it later wrote to President da Costa requesting that he correct 
the decision to recognize Kosovo in line with the country’s constitutional 
procedures. This, in turn, allowed President da Costa to legitimize his objec-
tion to the work of the former government, which had boycotted institu-
tions because of alleged irregularities in the transition of power. Although 
the situation is still confusing, as Kosovo continues to point to the original 
recognition by São Tomé and Príncipe, its foreign minister in 2017 stated 
that “Minister Botelho underscored that his country would continue to 
firmly uphold the position of non-recognition of the unilateral declaration 
of independence of Kosovo, non-acceptance of any form of relations, while 
advocating reaching of a peaceful solution, and respect of international law 
and the United Nations Charter” (MFA of Serbia 2017).

Some countries that have derecognized Kosovo have problems with 
breakaway regions or unresolved territorial disputes and legacies dating back 
to the end of colonialism (De Vries, Englebert, and Schomerus 2019). Serbia 
has intentionally targeted countries with which it shares similar problems to 
generate empathy for its campaign. Countries such as the Union of Comoros 
have justified their derecognition of Kosovo after realizing that their previ-
ous decision was contrary to their foreign policy principles of respecting the 
territorial integrity of other countries and noninterference in their domes-
tic affairs. The Comoros Islands gained independence in 1975 from France 
through an independence referendum. However, among the three islands 
making up the Comoros, the predominantly Christian population of the 
island of Mayotte voted against independence. Since then, Comoros has 
contested French sovereignty over Mayotte Island, which remains an over-
seas territory of France. The situation is legally ambiguous, given that the 
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UN General Assembly recognized the Comoros’ right to self-determination 
as part of the decolonization process. Utilizing this historical dispute, Ser-
bian foreign minister Dačić, during his visit to the Comoro Islands in 2018, 
said that “the two countries shared similar problems in terms of territo-
rial integrity, caused by unilateral separatism and the secession of a part of 
their territory, who are supported by some Western states, which used dual 
standards where your region is concerned” (Government of Serbia 2018b). 
Dačić stressed that “Serbia is a friend of the Comoros and that Serbia sup-
ports the territorial integrity of the Comoros. We also voted for all resolu-
tions in the UN General Assembly concerning the territorial integrity of the 
Comoros and we will continue to do so.” In turn, Comoros foreign minister 
Mohamed El-Amine Souef stated, “We are facing a similar problem. There 
is the Mayotte problem. If Mayotte declared independence tomorrow, we 
will follow Serbia’s steps and we will do everything we can to restore territo-
rial integrity in our country. So, taking that into consideration, of course we 
should observe international law, and we follow closely the situation, and we 
will continue to do so” (El-Amine Souef 2018).

Notably, the derecognition of the claimant state tends to boost the politi-
cal legitimacy of the incumbent government of the former base state. Serbia 
utilized the derecognition of Kosovo to silence its domestic political oppo-
nents and boost its electoral support. It is becoming clear that one of the rea-
sons Serbia pursued and justified the derecognition of Kosovo was domestic 
politics, namely, to silence the political opposition. The government tried to 
silence opposition parties by showing that they failed to prevent or withdraw 
recognition of Kosovo when they were in power. In contrast, the current 
government had successfully done so, thus showing it to be better suited 
to govern, including dealing with the Kosovo issue. Foreign minister Ivica 
Dačić argued that the previous government led by Boris Tadić and Vuk 
Jeremić sent the ICJ question to the UN General Assembly, which con-
firmed that Kosovo’s declaration of independence did not contradict inter-
national law. Dačić recalled that during the government Boris Tadic and 
Vuk Jeremić eighty-four countries recognized Kosovo. Since he became the 
foreign minister, nine countries had recognized Kosovo, while thirteen had 
withdrawn recognition (RTS 2019). Similarly, China has used the derecog-
nition of Taiwan to bolder the political legitimacy of its leadership and the 
coercive vision for reunification, and simultaneously, it has tried to weaken 
the legitimacy of pro-independence forces in Taipei.

The discussion in this section reveals how the derecognition of states 
has become part of the political and diplomatic ecology of third countries 
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implicated in trading, renting, and transactionally granting, withholding, or 
withdrawing the claimant states. The decision to retain or switch diplomatic 
allies, as in the lucrative cases of Taiwan and China, reveals that for third 
countries, the derecognition of claimant states is no longer simply a foreign 
policy issue but also a deeply enshrined domestic political issue. Political 
cleavages are not only about domestic governance but are also based on lead-
ers’ position on the recognition or derecognition of contender states. The 
domestication and politicization of state recognition and derecognition thus 
add another layer of complexity and uncertainty to all cases under examina-
tion in this book. Most important, they reveal that rationales for derecog-
nition have little to do with international laws, norms, and principles, the 
presence or absence of statehood capacity, or changes in the original condi-
tions of recognition. Rather, domestic ideological divides, electoral politics, 
and the quest for sovereignty tend to be important rationales guiding the 
derecognition of claimant states. Such dynamics of policy demystification of 
state derecognition thus open opportunities for former base states to deploy 
predatory practices, including economic and geopolitical instruments, to 
exploit polarization in third countries to advance their diplomatic agenda.

Geopolitical and Security Interests

In addition to economic incentives and domestic political considerations, 
many countries have guided the derecognition of other states based on 
geopolitical and security rationales. This strand of rationales overlaps the 
domestic and foreign policy interests of derecognizing states and is part of 
the inward-looking logic of state derecognition. Decisions for the derecogni-
tion of other states, like those concerning recognition in the first instance, 
are often motivated by geopolitical considerations and vulnerable to pres-
sure from dominant regional or global powers. Particularly as the interna-
tional system is experiencing a transition from a Western-dominated order 
to a new fragmented order with multiple regional hegemons, smaller states 
with histories of swinging allegiances to dominant powers of the time tend 
to respond to external pressure and withdraw the recognition of states for 
geopolitical and security reasons. The contender states’ global political and 
economic strength tends to play a significant role when third countries 
decide to continue or discontinue the recognition of the claimant state.

Several states that have switched recognition from Taiwan to mainland 
China have invoked geopolitical and security considerations in their public 
justification. For example, Costa Rica’s derecognition of Taiwan in 2007 was 
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openly a geopolitical move, admitting that the decision was “not the conse-
quence of an ideological turnaround, or of geopolitical reasons or short term 
interests,” but “an act of elemental realism, an awakening to the global con-
text we are forced to deal with” (Casas-Zamora 2009). In addition to geo-
economic interests, Alexander (2014: 67) argues, “Costa Rica was motivated 
by the allure of temporary membership of the UN Security Council. A veto 
from the PRC, a permanent member of the council, would have prevented 
the Arias government from taking its place at the 2008–2009 session.” This 
is congruent with broader trends showing that China proactively uses its 
veto power in the UN Security Council to make the derecognition of Tai-
wan a condition of its support for peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance 
in war-affected states. Countries affected by violent conflict and in need of 
UN peacekeepers are more likely to derecognize other states in return for 
support from powerful states. This has been the case with Macedonia, Chad, 
Burkina Faso, and other conflict-affected states. In 2006, Chad derecognized 
Taiwan after China threatened to veto a resolution to send UN peacekeep-
ers to Sudan’s region of Darfur, which threatened the country’s stability, its 
ability to cope with Sudanese rebel groups and handle over two hundred 
thousand refugees who already had fled to Chad (Cooper 2016: 163). Simi-
larly, due to security concerns, Burkina Faso decided to end two-decades-old 
diplomatic ties with Taiwan in 2018. The country is affected by political 
violence in the Sahel region, for which it needs the support of the UN and 
other regional bodies to finance peacekeeping and security arrangements. In 
particular, China offered to support the G5 Sahel group of states to tackle 
regional insecurity (Burcu and Bertrand 2019). Senegal derecognized Taiwan 
to achieve its ambition to be the center of the francophone world in Africa, 
for which it needed China’s backing.

In 2019, the Solomon Islands derecognized Taiwan and allied with main-
land China primarily in recognition of China’s global economic, military, 
and political rise. In the rationale guiding the derecognition of Taiwan, the 
Solomon Islands argued that “the circumstances surrounding the decision 
to formally establish diplomatic relations with Taiwan no longer exist . . . 
the World then has changed. We must also change” (Government of Solo-
mon Islands 2019: 10). “The involvement of the US is more on diplomatic 
and security issues. The US has not shown interest in addressing Solomon 
Islands’ underdevelopment and poverty” (Government of Solomon Islands 
2019: 13). As opposed to the United States’ interests in the Indo-Pacific 
region, the Solomon Islands argued that “China does not pursue military 
expansion, per se. It’s security involvement therefore is limited, compared 
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to its diplomatic and economic engagements” (Government of Solomon 
Islands 2019: 10–11). However, for the United States, China’s campaign for 
international derecognition of Taiwan in the Pacific Islands aims “to estab-
lish military access to the region, gain the benefit of these countries’ voting 
power in the UN, undermine regional diplomatic support for Taiwan, and 
gain access to natural resources, among other goals” (U.S.-China Economic 
and Security Review Commission 2019: 401). It eventually aims “to achieve 
regional dominance and replace the United States as a vital economic part-
ner and preeminent regional security guarantor” (U.S.-China Economic and 
Security Review Commission 2019: 401).

Another set of reasons is the stimulation of state sovereignty through the 
derecognition of other states, namely, using derecognition as a balancing 
act to demonstrate autonomy on foreign affairs and the ability to avoid reli-
ance foreign allies. The government of the Solomon Islands portrayed the 
decision to switch from Taiwan to China as an opportunity to uphold its 
sovereign statehood and demonstrate its ability to decide freely on its foreign 
policy based on “mutual respect and trust, without third party interference” 
(Government of Solomon Islands 2019: 35–36). Taking Fiji as an example, 
the prime minister of the Solomon Islands argued that aligning with China 
would be a better way to assert more sovereign capacity in its relationship 
with Australia (The Australian 2019). In justifying the switch from Taiwan 
to China, the government of the Solomon Islands (2019: 36) argued that “as 
a sovereign independent nation, China respects non-interference and fun-
damental principles of international relations . . . China has never interfered 
in the affairs of countries.” Thus, transactional exploitation of diplomacy 
recognition has enabled small, postcolonial states to generate alternatives 
for gaining assistance from more than one regional power without strings 
attached and conditionality. In other words, derecognition has enabled third 
countries to regenerate their sovereign agency manifested in the form of 
greater maneuverability in the conduct of domestic and foreign affairs.

While economic reasons were critical drivers of the Pacific islands’ deci-
sion to rent recognition to other states, threats emanating from climate 
change also played an important role. With the United States and Western 
allies sending mixed messages on global climate governance, small Pacific 
islands looked toward China for resources and support in building resilience 
in the face of rapid climate change (NPR 2019). China claims to propagate 
its policy toward the Pacific island countries on grounds of mutual respect, 
equality, and mutual benefit, yet it has insisted that countries that have “dip-
lomatic relations with China  .  .  . should not participate in the dialogue 
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with Taiwan” (Parliament of Australia 2006: 180). Chinese discourse mainly 
focused on respecting the sovereignty of their diplomatic allies. However, 
experience shows that once countries derecognize Taiwan and align with 
China, constraints on their foreign policy emerge, as was the case with 
Costa Rica’s decision to refuse entry to the Dalai Lama in 2008 (Alexander 
2014: 75). For a long time, both China and Taiwan expanded their influence 
among local and regional political leaders and lawmakers in the Solomon 
Islands and, through them, put pressure on state leaders to defend Chinese 
interests (Solomon Times 2019a). Following a similar logic, Suriname derec-
ognized Kosovo as part of a strategic deal with Russia to counterbalance the 
United States’ interference in its internal affairs following the isolation of 
the Venezuelan regime (Caribbean News Now 2017). In exchange for Rus-
sian weapons, missiles, and tanks, Venezuela recognized Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia in 2011 (Felgenhauer 2009). Similarly, Nicaragua recognized South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia to rebuild close ties with Russia. Its official justifica-
tion was different: it argued that the recognition of these breakaway regions 
was based on historical similarities of their revolutionary struggles for free-
dom, the desire to reduce bloodshed and conflict, and the need to recognize 
the suffering of people in conflict.

Pacific island countries, in particular, have depended on Australia’s one-
sided terms for an extended period, which limited their capacity to influ-
ence bilateral cooperation and aid (Fowdy 2019). Over the years, Australia 
has often labeled the Pacific islands as “fragile tiny states,” highlighting how 
they suffer from “poor governance, crime and corruption” and how they 
“pose a real threat to both economic development and to regional security” 
(Parliament of Australia 2006: 172). The Pacific islands found particularly 
problematic Australia’s opposition to checkbook diplomacy and the critique 
of Canberra that such practices work “against regional countries’ efforts to 
improve living standards, governance and political stability” (Parliament 
of Australia 2006: 174). For this reason, leveraging the capacity to recog-
nize and derecognize other states has enhanced the capacity of the Pacific 
islands to reduce Australia’s regional dominance by counterbalancing it 
with another powerful regional alliance. Thus, the derecognition of states, 
when motivated by economic interests, tends to change the dynamics of 
foreign aid. Often development assistance from wealthy Western countries 
or international financial institutions tends to have strings attached, such 
as structural adjustments of economy, governance, and human rights. “The 
provision of funds with no conditions attached allows particular elements 
in these countries to evade . . . the fiscal responsibility imposed on them by 
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our bilateral aid programs” (Senate Foreign Affairs 2005). As Stringer (2006: 
565) maintains, “Pacific microstates become more willing to accept Taiwan-
ese and Chinese money rather than Western money because there are fewer 
perceived strings attached, such as demands for good governance.” Accord-
ingly, this move tends to “strengthen their position towards Western nations 
since it gives the Pacific microstates alternatives in choosing foreign coopera-
tion partners” (Stringer 2006: 565). In this regard, derecognition changes the 
power dynamics by offering greater bargaining power to the derecognizing 
states, allowing them to determine the terms of foreign aid and surpass any 
conditionality or accountability attached to such assistance.

The small Pacific island of Nauru has also been active in the business 
of switching state recognition not only for economic reasons but also for 
geopolitical balance. Nauru is located between Australia and Hawaii, with 
a population of about eleven thousand people and twenty-one square kilo-
meters in space. Its close geographical location to Australia resulted in 
dependency and unequal sovereign relations. In an attempt to balance the 
country’s reliance on Australia, Nauru attracted the attention and support 
of China and Russia by recognizing and then withdrawing the recognition 
of Taiwan and, later, Abkhazia and South Ossetia (Wyeth 2017). In 2011, 
Nauru recognized Georgia’s breakaway regions in exchange for Russia build-
ing a seaport worth $10 million (The Australian 2011). However, pressure 
from the United States and Australia forced Nauru to derecognize Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia in 2014, fearing it would lose aid and assistance from 
Western states (Ó Beacháin 2020). Nauru’s flirtation with Russia has raised 
concerns in Australia that this tiny island is expanding its illicit activity of 
hosting Russian offshore money laundering. Australia sees Nauru as signifi-
cant for its national interests, serving as one of the offshore refugee process-
ing sites in return for aid and assistance.

Moreover, countries with historical rivalry and chronic enmity tend 
to side with opposing sides in regional self-determination disputes. For 
example, Algeria, Iran, and South Africa support the SADR in a strategic 
rivalry with Morocco and its Western allies. On the other hand, Yemen’s 
rivalry with Iran is reflected by siding with Moroccan authorities in this 
dispute. These dynamics are evident for several other countries. White 
(2015: 53) argues that “Morocco’s trade relations, ideological orientation 
towards the West and the military support it has received from the US and 
France” seem to be strong points for leveraging its campaign for derecogni-
tion of the SADR and legitimizing the occupation of Western Sahara. The 
United States and Morocco have strong political, economic, and military 
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ties. NATO and European powers view Morocco as a crucial security part-
ner in North Africa and the Mediterranean. In the present international 
security environment, movements for self-determination are blended with 
transnational terrorist groups to legitimize state violence and foreground 
the derecognition campaign. Morocco uses counterterrorism momentum 
to deepen ties with Western allies and delegitimize the Polisario Front and 
its regional backer, Algeria, while expanding territorial annexation and 
crushing Sahrawi human rights groups.

Regarding Western Sahara, the EU member states are once again divided, 
highlighting the salience of strong advocate states in shaping the recogni-
tion policy (Benabdullah 2009). While Spain, a former colonial power over 
Western Sahara, appears to support the right of the Sahrawi people to self-
determination, France tends to side more with Morocco for geopolitical and 
cultural reasons. Unable to generate a common affirmative position, the EU’s 
position so far has been that it “supports the UN Secretary-General’s efforts 
to achieve a just, lasting and mutually acceptable political solution, which 
will provide for the self-determination of the people of Western Sahara in 
the context of arrangements consistent with the principles and purposes of 
the Charter of the UN” (European Parliament 2015). Yet as part of its efforts 
to secure its southern borders and deepen political and economic influence 
in North Africa, including the benefits from the fisheries industry, the EU 
has signed an association agreement with Morocco, which entails enhanced 
political and economic relations. This implies, because of its geopolitical 
needs, that the EU, especially Spain, has come to gradually accept Morocco’s 
de facto control of Western Sahara, despite its violating UN resolutions, 
international law, and a ruling by the European Court of Justice, which was 
appealed by the European Commission and subsequently turned down. In 
2022, Spain sided with Morocco’s autonomy plan for Western Sahara in 
an effort to curtail the uncontrolled flow of migration using Morocco as a 
transit country toward the EU (New York Times 2022). Another signal of 
the EU’s siding with Morocco came from the EU high representative Borrell 
i Fontelles, who stated that “the EU supports United Nations’ efforts in view 
of reaching a just, lasting and mutually acceptable political solution to the 
question of Western Sahara, in accordance with the United Nations Security 
Council resolutions, and in particular Resolution 2602 (2021)” (European 
Parliament 2022). The EU and other major international powers siding with 
Morocco have over time removed any reference to the right of the Sah-
rawi people to self-determination and the decolonization process. Again, 
this demonstrates the tension between the EU’s normative self-image and 
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its material interests, exposed as a consequence of a more active external 
engagement (Newman and Visoka 2018a).

Finally, there are instances where recognition is reversed due to its high 
diplomatic and geopolitical cost. In justifying the derecognition of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, Tuvalu’s minister of foreign affairs, Taukelina Finikaso, 
admitted that the country risked isolating itself when the previous gov-
ernment set up diplomatic ties with those breakaway territories. “Georgia 
is working towards becoming one of the EU members, and we have very 
strong bonds with the EU” (Radio New Zealand 2014a). Finikaso said assis-
tance from the European Union had decreased for the forthcoming cycle 
and expressed the hope that the agreement with Georgia would rectify that 
in the future (Radio New Zealand 2014a). Foreign Minister Finikaso added 
that “we were heading towards isolation and it is not something that we 
want to face up with, as we have always been with the like-minded states, as 
in the EU and being a Commonwealth member also, we would like to keep 
with all the traditional friends and the members of organizations that we 
have been with since we started” (Radio New Zealand 2014b). As the Baltic 
Times reports, “Tuvalu sought to establish diplomatic relations with Lithu-
ania in 2011 and 2012, but Lithuania declined on both occasions because in 
2011 Tuvalu recognized the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
which have seceded from Georgia, supported by Russia” (Baltic Times 2014). 
Soon after Tuvalu derecognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the Lithuanian 
government established diplomatic relations with Tuvalu.

Since 2008, the EU has pursued an explicit position of collective non-
recognition, as was the case with Abkhazia and South Ossetia, two break-
away regions of Georgia. This policy took a threefold position involving 
explicitly and unanimously stating that no EU members would recognize 
the breakaway territories, calling on other states not to recognize the inde-
pendence proclamations, and condemning “Russia’s unilateral decision to 
recognise the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia” (European Par-
liament 2008). In implementing this policy, the EU issued instructions in 
June 2011 to its delegations and diplomatic networks to send a demarche to 
countries worldwide. The purpose of this demarche was “to remind relevant 
EU partners about the importance that the EU attaches to the sovereignty 
and territorial integrity of Georgia” (European Union 2011). The demarche 
encouraged partner countries to maintain their policy of nonrecognition, 
highlighting the detrimental effect of secession “to the stability and security 
of the region,” including “the ongoing international efforts to find a solution 
to the conflicts” (European Union 2011). Finally, the demarche threatened 
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that “any recognition would hurt the core interests of the EU and would not 
be without consequences to the quality and depth of your relations with the 
EU” (European Union 2011).

In sum, geopolitical and security considerations behind the withdrawal 
of state recognition vary from one case to another. However, like economic 
interests, they highlight the complex and double-edged entanglement of 
domestic concerns of states with developments abroad. While invoking 
security and geopolitical concerns might be crucial for derecognizing states, 
it can also provide a suitable shield from international criticism and potential 
retaliatory measures. Yet the discussion in this section highlighted how vola-
tile and risky can be the discontinuance of diplomatic relations and shifting 
strategic alliances, which can antagonize regional hegemons and thus deepen 
rivalry and conflict among other contender states.

Outward-Looking Justifications

Conflict Resolution and Status (Re)settlement

One of the dominant outward-looking justifications for state derecognition 
is facilitating the peaceful resolution of self-determination disputes. Contes-
tation over the right of the claimant state to external self-determination and 
existence as an independent state tends to create frozen conflicts and stale-
mates (Weller and Metzger 2008). This involves the unwillingness of parties 
to engage in conflict resolution talks, or, if third parties mediate ongoing 
talks, they tend to stall (Pogodda, Richmond, and Visoka 2022). The quest 
for recognition and derecognition is a diplomatic battlefield between the 
claimant and former base states. Often third countries and international 
organizations utilize granting or withholding recognition as a conflict 
resolution instrument. However, the record is mixed regarding the effect 
of such acts in promoting stability and conflict resolution (Caplan 2005; 
Newman and Visoka 2018b). For example, a significant number of countries 
who have recognized Kosovo, have framed such decisions as contributing 
to regional peace and stability in the Western Balkans (Bolton and Visoka 
2010). There are also rare occasions when the revocation of recognition is 
justified to “avoid broader international conflict that could arise by extend-
ing recognition,” as with South Africa’s Bantustans (Rich and Dahmer 2022: 
356). Regardless of what rationales are invoked in the first place, the more 
countries recognize the claimant state, the greater their chances are to shape 
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the conflict resolution dynamics in their favor and to refuse concessions or 
renegotiations of their political status with the former base state. In this 
context, for the former base state and their allies, the derecognition of the 
claimant state is perceived as a necessary effort to unlock enduring hostilities 
and transform the dynamics of intractability in conflict resolution talks. It is 
a method of indirect diplomatic pressure and subversion without the need 
to resort to covert or open war (Lee 2020). Such indirect diplomatic method 
is less expensive than the aggressive and coercive method. It is an effective 
method to degrade the claimant state’s sovereignty while reducing the risk of 
losing international legitimacy for such actions.

Thus, for the protagonists (former base state and derecognizing states), 
framing the campaign for derecognition as part of conflict resolution efforts 
is a sophisticated approach that enhances the legitimacy and credibility of 
such decisions and successfully disguises other covert and subversive func-
tions of this anti-diplomatic practice. It is challenging to refute derecogni-
tion when it is presented as part of efforts for peaceful resolution of disputes. 
However, there is another side to the story that it is essential to highlight. 
Although derecognition tends to serve as a pressure mechanism for conflict 
resolution and resettlement of the political status of the claimant state, it is 
utilized as a conflict ripeness instrument where the burden for engaging in 
peace talks falls on the claimant state. In contrast, the bargaining power of 
the former base state is significantly enhanced. The logic of conflict ripeness 
is to pressure conflict parties into a hurting stalemate and an impasse where 
they will be forced to make concessions and engage in conflict resolution 
talks (Zartman 2003). But in this instance, derecognition effectively per-
forms the function of coercive diplomacy directed to one conflict party to 
force it to make undesirable concessions.

In the case of Western Sahara, a good number of states have justified 
their derecognition decision because they are supporting the UN-led pro-
cess for conflict resolution between the Polisario Front and Morocco. The 
UN’s MINURSO mission was mandated to facilitate a referendum in West-
ern Sahara to enable its people to realize their right to self-determination. 
However, the situation remains deadlocked on the disagreement between 
Morocco and the Polisario Front on the demographic eligibility for a ref-
erendum. The Polisario insists that the vote should be limited to the local 
Sahrawi population identified by Spain shortly before the official end of 
Spanish colonial rule in 1976. They mainly reside in the refugee camps in 
Algeria. Meanwhile, Morocco insists on including the wider Sahrawi popu-
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lation living in Morocco and Moroccan settlers residing in Western Sahara. 
While many countries consider Western Sahara the last colony in Africa, 
Morocco’s autonomy proposal has received comprehensive international 
support as a realistic, practicable, and enduring political solution (Pham 
2010: 11). The United States, for instance, views Morocco’s autonomy plan 
as “serious, credible, and realistic, and it represents one potential approach 
to satisfy the aspirations of the people in Western Sahara to run their own 
affairs with peace and dignity” (US Mission to the United Nations 2020). 
Similarly, France openly considers the 2007 Moroccan autonomy plan to be 
“a serious and credible basis for discussions” (UN Security Council 2019b: 
3). The autonomy proposal is seen as a viable option because of fears that 
an independent Western Sahara would end up becoming a failed state and 
an extension of Algerian and anti-Western block in North Africa and the 
Middle East (Bolton 2007: 368–69). It is also seen as a solution to end this 
conflict and discourage other secessionist African movements from seeking 
external self-determination. For example, UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 2412 (2018) called for a “realistic, practicable and enduring” political 
solution to end the decades-old conflict between Morocco and the Western 
Sahara. In putting pressure on the Polisario Front and its international allies, 
Morocco’s allies, including the United States and France, pushed for renew-
ing the MINURSO’s mandate for six months instead of one year, hoping 
that parties in the conflict would return to the negotiation table and resolve 
the prolonged self-determination dispute over the Western Sahara during 
that time (US Mission to the United Nations 2020).

Morocco has lobbied for the derecognition of the SADR because the 
Polisario Front, which has represented the Sahrawi people, allegedly is unwill-
ing to resolve the self-determination conflict through peaceful talks. This 
diplomatic narrative has been successful and accepted by many countries 
that have suspended or withdrawn recognition of the SADR. For instance, 
Guinea-Bissau in 2010 justified derecognition of the SADR as supporting 
Morocco’s initiative for autonomy for the territory of Western Sahara as 
part of the UN-led talks. Panama committed to suspending diplomatic rela-
tions with the SADR “until the peace process is completed, initiated and 
mediated by the United Nations, without prejudice to the support that will 
be given in future to the initiatives adopted at the multilateral level in this 
matter” (MFA of Panama 2013). In 2013, Haiti withdrew the recognition of 
the SADR, originally granted in 2006, “to promote the settlement process 
of this matter by the United Nations Security Council and to support the 
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efforts of the Secretary-General of the United Nations Organization and his 
Special Envoy to achieve a definitive political and mutually acceptable solu-
tion between the parties” (MFA of Haiti 2013).

Similarly, Haiti’s justification for derecognition of the SADR was framed 
as an attempt to encourage “the parties to continue negotiations in good 
faith to maintain the momentum generated by the Moroccan proposal to 
grant a Statute of wide autonomy to the Sahara region and to reach a solu-
tion based on realism and the spirit of compromise in accordance with the 
relevant resolutions of the Security Council of the United Nations” (MFA of 
Haiti 2013). Similarly, Suriname withdrew recognition of the SADR in 2016, 
claiming that such a decision was “in the interest of promoting a just and 
peaceful solution of said conflict, through the good offices and efforts of the 
UN Security Council, and to encourage the efforts of the United Nations 
Secretary General and his Personal Envoy to reach a political, definitive and 
mutually acceptable solution” (Government of Suriname 2016). The Com-
monwealth of Dominica and Burundi justified derecognition of the SADR, 
encouraged by UN-led momentum and the Moroccan territorial and func-
tional autonomy initiative, claiming that this process might lead to a mutu-
ally acceptable solution to this protracted disputed (Agence Maghreb Arabe 
Presse 2010). Malawi has recognized and de-recognized the SADR four times 
since 1996. In the 2017 reiteration, Malawi withdrew its recognition of the 
SADR to maintain “a neutral position vis-à-vis the regional Sahara conflict” 
and “to make a positive contribution to the UN process by maintaining a 
neutral position without pre-judging its outcome.” Malawi further claimed 
that “this position of neutrality and support for the UN process will send a 
strong signal to all the parties concerned in favour of a solution to this long-
standing regional conflict.”

Although these examples show that derecognition has served as a strat-
egy to pressure Polisario representatives to come to the negotiation table, 
they were not precisely designed to resolve the conflict or respect the will of 
Sahrawi people for self-determination. Rather, Morocco used them to under-
mine the SADR’s prospects for recognizable statehood by successfully luring 
a significant number of states to withdraw recognition and suspend diplo-
matic relations with SADR authorities. The Polisario Front considers hold-
ing a referendum to be the only legitimate solution for democratically deter-
mining the fate of the Western Sahara. Critics also argue that the Moroccan 
autonomy plan is “impossible because of many constitutional, legal, econom-
ical, historical, ethnic and geographical factors,” including fears that such an 
arrangement would not last in a monarchical and centralist political system 
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(Lakhal, Khalil, and San Martin 2006: 336). When the UN proposed a settle-
ment plan in 1991, the Moroccan government argued that maintaining the 
recognition of the SADR predetermined the process in favor of the inde-
pendence option and, consequently, states should derecognize the Sahrawi 
state and wait for the referendum outcome. The same argument was used to 
discourage other states from recognizing the SADR. The view that the recog-
nition of the SADR should be withheld pending the ongoing UN-led nego-
tiations is seen as untenable because Morocco has blocked and prevented the 
people of Western Sahara from exercising their right to self-determination. As 
early as 2004 South Africa noted that Morocco’s autonomy plan and the UN-
led conflict resolution process were to deny the people of Western Sahara the 
right to self-determination by insisting that in future talks Morocco would 
not negotiate over its sovereignty and territorial integrity (President of South 
Africa 2004). In response to this move, South Africa recognized the SADR, 
stating that it was left with no choice because of the slow progress of the 
UN peace process (BBC 2004). Similarly, Mozambique described Morocco’s 
approach as “dilatory manoeuvres that delays [sic] the achievement of the 
inalienable right of the Saharawi people to self-determination and indepen-
dence” (President of Mozambique 2004). Thus, the experience of Western 
Sahara shows that framing derecognition as a reason for conflict settlement 
was not entirely a genuine effort toward a peaceful and just resolution of the 
self-determination dispute. Rather, it was also a policy to pressure the SADR 
to make concessions and reverse the independence project. According to this 
logic, the weaker Polisario’s international position is, the more likely it is to 
accept compromises in eventual talks or encounters with Morocco.

In another part of the world, Serbia has exploited the EU-facilitated dia-
logue with Kosovo to encourage states that haven’t yet recognized Kosovo 
to delay the decision or to pressure those states that have already recognized 
Kosovo to backtrack. Following Kosovo’s independence in 2008 and the 
2010 ICJ advisory opinion on Kosovo, the UN General Assembly autho-
rized the EU to facilitate a dialogue to normalize relations between Kosovo 
and Serbia. In 2013, Kosovo and Serbia signed the first agreement govern-
ing the principles for normalizing relations (Beha 2015; Visoka and Doyle 
2016). The essence of this agreement was to find a mutually agreeable solu-
tion for removing Serbia’s parallel institutions in Kosovo and de facto accept 
Kosovo’s sovereignty as sole legal and political authority in Kosovo’s territory 
and as an independent state in the regional instance. Equally, the agreement 
also contained provisions for expanding the autonomous self-governance 
for the Serb community in Kosovo, which has been widely contested in 
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Kosovo. However, since Serbia refuses to recognize Kosovo’s independence, 
the normalization process has stalled, and both sides have refused to uphold 
their commitments fully. While Kosovo, backed by the United States, has 
set mutual recognition as the end goal of the dialogue, the EU remains 
more open to an implicit and de facto form of recognition branded as a full 
and comprehensive settlement in the form of a legally binding agreement. 
Undoubtedly, the most controversial issues underpinning the incoming 
phase of the political dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia are the controver-
sial proposals for an expanded autonomy for local Serbs in Kosovo, the issue 
of partition and border adjustment between Kosovo and Serbia, and the 
prospects for recognition and the admission of Kosovo to the UN.

Serbia intensified its derecognition campaign once it realized that Kosovo 
was reluctant to discuss autonomy for the Serb population on Kosovo or 
accept the partition of Kosovo along ethnic lines as a basis for an agreed 
settlement. In this context, Serbia persuaded the derecognition campaign 
to force Kosovo to return to the negotiation table and make painful com-
promises on its sovereignty and statehood. As Serbian foreign minister Ivica 
Dačić, stated: “In ten years Kosovo has not managed to round off its inde-
pendence and will not do so in the coming decades if it does not sit at the 
negotiating table with Serbia” (N1 2018a). Thus, Serbia’s primary rationale 
has been that recognition of Kosovo undermines the conflict resolution pro-
cess and discourages Kosovo Albanians from reaching a mutually consensual 
agreement in line with international norms and law, which would contribute 
to international peace and stability. Serbia’s discourse on the derecognition 
of Kosovo was framed around the importance of suspending recognition of 
Kosovo. Serbia’s diplomatic discourse and practice show that derecognition 
is an instrument to enhance its bargaining power in the EU-led talks with 
Kosovo, aimed at either gaining a better deal for Serbs living in Kosovo 
or creating a situation of ripeness where Kosovo would eventually agree to 
ethnic-based territorial adjustment. Hence, Serbia has framed the derecog-
nition of Kosovo as a peace-making gesture, encouraging third countries to 
“wait for the dialogue to be finished, to remain status neutral until then and 
respect the outcomes of the dialogue which will be presented at the United 
Nations” (MFA of Serbia 2019a; 2019b).

For Serbia, the derecognition of Kosovo became a means to prolong 
Kosovo’s contested statehood. In this instance, derecognition serves as a dip-
lomatic instrument intended to establish a status quo and derail Kosovo’s 
and its allies’ quest for international recognition and membership in multi-
lateral bodies. Serbia has argued that it will end the derecognition campaign 
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when Kosovo and its allies end their recognition campaign. In this regard, 
Serbia wanted to neutralize and eventually debilitate Kosovo’s foreign policy 
and its international legal sovereignty. A former Serbian diplomat admit-
ted that “the withdrawal of recognition of Kosovo is a moral victory for 
Serbia, which gives her an infusion of confidence in the negotiations with 
Pristina” (Novosti 2018a). Suppose Kosovo does not settle the outstanding 
disputes with Serbia. In that case, it will be obliged either to continue its 
current approach of seeking incremental integration into the international 
system or to seek a radical change to its status by looking for functional and 
gradual reunification with the kin state of Albania. Such an unlikely move 
could result in redrawing political borders and the return of troubles in the 
Balkans. From this perspective, the question of Kosovo’s sovereign status is 
not yet entirely closed, and the next stage will be definitive in either making 
or breaking the country’s desire to become a fully fledged sovereign state.

This diplomatic discourse has formed the bedrock of Serbia’s campaign 
for the derecognition of Kosovo, which received small yet not insignificant 
international traction. Between 2017 and 2020, it is alleged that eighteen 
countries withdrew or suspended the recognition of Kosovo using argu-
ments identical to those made by Serbia, which often contradict the original 
justification for recognizing Kosovo. In 2023, it was alleged that about nine 
countries had withdrawn the recognition of Kosovo, but the MFA of Kosovo 
has refuted such claims and provided counterevidence of continued diplo-
matic interaction with some of those states (Balkan Insight 2023). In 2018, 
Burundi revoked unilaterally the recognition of Kosovo. In the derecogni-
tion letter, Burundi stated that Kosovo’s declaration of independence was 
in contradiction with the Helsinki Final Act provisions on territorial integ-
rity and with UN Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999), which placed 
Kosovo under UN transitional administration (MFA of Burundi 2018). Fur-
thermore, Burundi’s derecognition letter explained that Kosovo and Serbia 
are in a dialogue for a peaceful settlement, and Serbia has not yet recog-
nized Kosovo as an independent state. Burundi initially recognized Kosovo 
in 2012 based on the 2010 advisory opinion of ICJ, which concluded that 
Kosovo’s declaration of independence was in accordance with international 
law (MFA of Burundi 2018). Five years after establishing diplomatic rela-
tions, in 2018, Grenada imposed an interim suspension on the recognition 
of Kosovo in order to support a “solution to the future status of Kosovo to 
be reached through the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina, and that it 
is the desired mechanism for achieving a just, lasting and sustainable solu-
tion” (MFA of Grenada 2018). Similarly, the MFA of Madagascar stated that



144  ✦  The Derecognition of States

2RPP

having thoroughly considered the situation and wished for each to 
encourage dialogue continuing between the Republic of Serbia and 
the organs of Kosovo with the application of Resolution 1244 (1999) 
and also to allow both sides to come to a fair, just and lasting political 
solution to the question of Kosovo’s status, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the Republic of Madagascar made the decision to with-
draw the recognition of Kosovo as an independent state until the 
negotiations under the auspices of the international community are 
concluded. (MFA of Madagascar 2018)

When Nauru derecognized Kosovo in 2019, it stated that “the decision to 
recognize Kosovo as an independent state was premature and viewed as 
contradicting the principles of the UN Security Council Resolution 1244 
(1999)” (Republic of Nauru 2019). It also stated that it would “terminate 
any communication documents issued by the Republic of Nauru until 
both parties complete the negotiation process and finalize the status of 
Kosovo as per the UN Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999)” (Republic 
of Nauru 2019).

Similarly, the government of the Kingdom of Lesotho maintained that 
“its only contribution to the solution of the future status of Kosovo should 
be the support of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina, rather than 
defining the status before the dialogue is over, so the issue of the statehood 
in Kosovo is premature.” Accordingly, the government decided to “neither 
declared itself on this issue, nor will it do so until the dialogue between 
the two sides has been completed,” adding that “when the parties reach an 
agreement, the Government of the Kingdom of Lesotho will firmly support 
it” (B92 2018e). Following Serbia’s lobbying campaign, Sierra Leone issued a 
diplomatic note in March 2020 communicating to Serbia that “the Govern-
ment of the Republic of Sierra Leone has noted with concern the continu-
ing impasse between the Republic of Serbia and Kosovo on the question of 
the Independence of Kosovo, and that both parties are currently engaged 
in dialogue on the matter” (MFA of Sierra Leone 2020). The letter further 
stated that Sierra Leone “is of the considered view that any recognition it has 
conferred (expressed or by necessary implication) on the Independence of 
Kosovo, may have been premature, bearing in mind the ongoing dialogue.” 
Consequently, Sierra Leone “has decided to withdraw any such recognition 
of the Independence of Kosovo, out of respect for the said ongoing dialogue, 
whilst looking forward to a mutually acceptable outcome” (MFA of Sierra 
Leone 2020). Sierra Leone initially recognized Kosovo in 2008, and in 2009 
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it lodged a statement in favor of Kosovo during the ICJ proceedings, add-
ing that “Kosovo’s independence itself (in addition to the act of declaring 
independence) was in accordance with International Law, as well as with 
the consistence provisions of the United Nations Security Resolution 1244” 
(MFA of Sierra Leone 2008, 2009).

The references made to premature recognition are interesting but, at the 
same time, also problematic. There is wide consensus among legal scholars 
that in premature recognition an entity proclaims independence without 
consent and in defiance of the base state’s resistance, and the latter prevents 
the new state from consolidating the attributes of statehood, including ter-
ritorial sovereignty and international subjectivity (Peterson 1997; Grant and 
Nicholson 2020: 27). In other words, third countries are encouraged to wait 
until the dispute calms down and that the nascent state has effective con-
trol over the claimed territory, and the independent statehood matures and 
becomes irreversible (Roth 2020: 195). However, there is no consensus on 
when the right moment is to grant recognition, especially pending the rec-
ognition by the former base state, nor on resolving outstanding issues with 
the former base state or ongoing diplomatic disputes with other states. It is 
left to the discretion of states to make that judgment. Additionally, there is 
no consensus on whether premature recognition is a regrettable or unlawful 
act in international affairs (Tomuschat 2012). Most important, in general 
literature, premature recognition doesn’t necessarily entail the phase before 
recognition by the former base state, but the interim period leading to con-
solidation of effective statehood.

For example, most countries that have derecognized Kosovo did not 
recognize Kosovo in the immediate aftermath of the declaration of inde-
pendence. Some did so years after Kosovo demonstrated that it fulfills the 
objective and subjective criteria of statehood: its distinct population, ter-
ritory, government, and capacity to enter into relations with other states. 
Especially concerning the capacity to enter into diplomatic relations with 
other states, Kosovo was already recognized by over fifty countries when 
most of the now derecognizing states conferred recognition on Kosovo. 
When it comes to premature recognition, timing is considered crucial. 
Namely, recognition can be considered premature “before the entity truly 
fulfils the criteria of statehood” (Lowe 2007: 164). Accordingly, the only 
circumstance that may explain or justify derecognition of states is when 
the conditions attached to the original recognition are not fulfilled. Thus, 
the argument for premature recognition invoked in several instances of 
derecognition is hard to justify. In truth, most of the cases of derecogni-



146  ✦  The Derecognition of States

2RPP

tion examined in this book amount to premature derecognition, since the 
original conditions of recognition have not changed, and the justificatory 
rationales for derecognition have nothing to do with the effectiveness and 
legitimacy of the claimant state. Following on from this point, since the 
decision to derecognize a state does not correspond with unfulfillment of 
the original conditions of recognition, the practice of derecognition falls 
into declarativism, namely a declaration that in the eye of the derecogniz-
ing state the claimant state is not independent and bilateral relations are 
discontinued (Nicholson and Grant 2020: 30). Accordingly, the practice 
of revoking diplomatic recognition seems to indicate that we have to deal 
with premature derecognitions, which represent foreign policy adventures 
intending to gain politically and financially in full disregard of the fulfill-
ment of statehood conditions and broader adverse effects.

Although Kosovo initially denied the withdrawal of recognition by sev-
eral states, it eventually came to terms with the reality. The MFA of Kosovo 
saw Serbia’s utilization of the EU-facilitated dialogue for normalizing rela-
tions with Kosovo as a justification for the derecognition of Kosovo and 
considered it a manipulative act of aggression aimed at undermining Koso-
vo’s sovereignty and international image. Concerning Serbia’s usage of the 
EU-facilitated dialogue as a rationale for derecognizing Kosovo, in 2019 the 
prime minister of Kosovo, Ramush Haradinaj, sent a letter to each country 
in the world pointing out that the dialogue was not about the future status of 
Kosovo, which had already been decided by the ICJ advisory opinion when 
it found Kosovo’s declaration of independence to be in accordance with 
international law. Prime Minister Haradinaj added that Kosovo engaged 
in the normalization dialogue as a sovereign independent state aiming to 
achieve a comprehensive and legally binding agreement between the two 
countries leading to mutual recognition and Kosovo’s membership in the 
United Nations (MFA of Kosovo 2019c). Furthermore, the MFA of Kosovo 
sent diplomatic notes to countries that recognized Kosovo clarifying that 
the “dialogue process with Serbia is not about Kosovo’s political status as it 
is resolved already, but on establishing a relationship with Serbia that will 
address the historical outstanding issues that our two countries have” (MFA 
of Kosovo 2019a). The note stated, “Kosovo is an independent and sovereign 
country recognized broadly by the international community and does not 
negotiate its independence with anyone” (MFA of Kosovo 2019a). The EU 
has never issued a denial of the claim that the dialogue between Kosovo 
and Serbia is about the status of Kosovo, which has offered Serbia room 
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to exploit the process for withdrawing the recognition of Kosovo. One of 
the leading opposition parties in Kosovo, LDK, argued that “Serbia’s strong 
commitment in international diplomacy against the state of Kosovo, in par-
ticular its efforts for withdrawing the recognition of Kosovo, is a sign that it 
is not interested in reaching an agreement on the recognition of the state of 
Kosovo but works for the dissolution of the state of Kosovo” (Zëri 2019c). 
Through its campaign for derecognizing Kosovo, Serbia tried to establish 
a new status quo on the question of Kosovo where Serbia maintained the 
upper hand in future talks. Serbian foreign minister Dačić argued that the 
derecognition of Kosovo showed that the only way to resolve this issue was 
through negotiations with Serbia. It has said that it will end the derecogni-
tion campaign when Kosovo or its allies end their recognition campaign. It 
seems that as part of the resumption of the EU-mediated dialogue, Serbia 
and Kosovo have agreed to cease actions that may seem detrimental to the 
normalization of interstate relations. However, it appears to have been more 
of a verbal promise than a written agreement.

In sum, the justification of state derecognition on the grounds of facili-
tating conflict resolution represents a sophisticated way of framing the deci-
sions for reconsidering, freezing, suspending, and formally withdrawing the 
recognition of claimant states. Although this discourse for state derecogni-
tion originates from and is manufactured by the former base state, it is con-
vincing, resonating with broader international norms and efforts to settle 
disputes peacefully. Yet, since it is becoming clear that state derecognition is 
one of the many instruments that the former base state uses as part of its dip-
lomatic strategy to contest and undermine the independence of the claimant 
state, it is very problematic to consider the argument for state derecognition 
a genuine and persuasive way to facilitate the resolution of statehood con-
flicts. Similar to other discursive framings deployed to justify state derecog-
nition, this outward-looking justification aims to reduce the external contes-
tation and implications of such a controversial decision. State derecognition 
as coercive diplomacy minimizes the probability of claimant states’ ability 
to attain their goals for full international recognition and admission into 
international society. At the same time, it enhances the domestic and inter-
national standing of the former base state and can undoubtedly increase its 
leverage in an eventual settlement with the claimant state. Thus, derecogni-
tion has become an instrument that pressures the claimant state to make 
concessions against making refusal too costly, which suits the former base 
state and its allies.
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Compliance with International Norms

Another set of arguments third countries use to justify the derecognition 
of claimant states is compliance with international norms on statehood. In 
all derecognition cases, third countries tend to invoke two sets of interna-
tional norms: (1) failure of the claimant state to fulfill all the core objective 
criteria of statehood (Montevideo criteria) as prescribed in the customary 
international law; and (2) failure to comply with international norms on 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of the former base state. While refer-
ring to these international norms and legal sources is essential to clarify the 
rationales for derecognition, they only partially cover each claimant state’s 
normative and legal merits. These invoked norms are the same arguments 
used by the former base states and their allies to oppose the creation and 
recognition of claimant states, which exposes the lack of independent judg-
ment and assessment on the side of derecognizing states. Moreover, invoking 
compliance with international norms tends to disregard other norms that 
have become important in granting or withholding recognition, such as the 
remedial right to external self-determination, democratic legitimacy, protec-
tion of human rights, and democratic governance.

One of the most valid and interesting arguments raised by third coun-
tries to justify their derecognition decisions is the absence of objective crite-
ria of statehood. The absence in this context can entail both the failure and 
inability of the claimant state to consolidate sovereign statehood and the 
disappearance of the attributes of statehood over time. The most acceptable 
criteria for statehood are laid down in Article 1 of the Montevideo Conven-
tion on the Rights and Duties of States of 1933, which holds that “the State 
as a person of international law should possess the following qualifications: 
(a) a permanent population; (b) a defined territory; (c) government; and (d) 
capacity to enter into relations with other States.” While most states tend 
to meet these criteria, there is no consensus whether a state is a state if it 
doesn’t entirely meet all the attributes of statehood. As Jure Vidmar (2013: 
241) argues, “The fact that states grant recognition even where the statehood 
criteria are not met and withhold it where they are met indicates that state 
practice does not accept that statehood would depend on the Montevideo 
criteria.” There is also vast evidence that established and emerging states 
have problems with territorial sovereignty, government functionality, and 
constrained foreign relations due to shared sovereignty. In legal theory and 
practice, as Georges Abi-Saab (2006: 475) explains, “A State may come into 
being and exist before its borders are totally defined, and even if some parts 
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of its territory are subject to claims by other States.” However, he maintains 
that “the crucial element in evaluating the effectiveness of the State is . . . the 
existence of an effective government which rules the people within the terri-
tory, and which embodies the sovereignty of the State” (Abi-Saab 206: 475). 
Conversely, as Peter Radan (2020: 57) maintains, “Recognized states that 
cease to meet the criteria for statehood should be derecognized.” Regard-
less of these scholarly views, in practice, the invocation of the absence of 
statehood criteria appears as a strategic narrative to make the decision for 
derecognition acceptable while at the same time discrediting the sovereignty 
of the claimant state and, most importantly, enabling the contender state to 
retain territorial claims over the contested state.

A case in point here is Morocco’s diplomatic campaign to derecognize 
the SADR. Since the SADR largely operates as a government-in-exile, with 
most of the Sahrawi population displaced in refugee camps in Algeria, 
Morocco has argued for the derecognition of the SADR on the grounds it 
lacks the basic elements of statehood, considering it a “ghostly entity” (Ara-
bic News 2000). Morocco has argued that the SADR does not have a state’s 
attributes; it lacks effective governmental control over a given population 
living in a clearly defined territory. As a matter of fact, a state without terri-
tory is unable to exercise its territorial sovereignty over a particular popula-
tion. These arguments are, however, challenged by pro-SADR voices arguing 
that it cannot exercise effective control over the whole of Western Sahara 
and half of its population precisely because of Morocco’s forcible occupation 
and annexation of parts of the territory. The claim that the SADR does not 
exercise effective control over the main part of its territory or the population 
living there is untenable, as no treaty or principle of customary law stipulates 
that recognizing states should be conditioned on their effective control of 
the “main part” of their territories. Moreover, the lack of effective control of 
territory did not obstruct the SADR’s admission to the Organisation of the 
African Unity in 1982.

Yet Morocco’s rationale for the derecognition of the SADR on the 
grounds of lack of statehood capacity has gained international traction. In 
2013, Panama justified the derecognition of the SADR because it has not 
managed to consolidate the fundamental elements of statehood (territory, 
population, government, and independence) since its proclamation of inde-
pendent statehood. The Panamanian declaration stated that “as a result of 
this situation, in accordance with the principles of International Law and 
the exercise of its sovereignty, the Panamanian State decides to suspend dip-
lomatic relations with the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic” (MFA of 
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Panama 2013). The note held that “this decision will continue until the end 
of the peace process, initiated and mediated by the United Nations, without 
prejudice to the support that will be given in the future to the initiatives 
that are adopted at the multilateral level in this matter” (MFA of Panama 
2013). Similarly, in June 2019, when El Salvador decided to derecognize the 
SADR, President Nayib Bukele stated: “We stop recognizing a country that 
does not exist, we strengthen our ties with the Kingdom of Morocco and we 
open the doors of the Arab world” (Wise Afri 2019). “I don’t know why the 
recognition was made, I imagine it was because of ideological positions but 
not because of real issues,” he said, adding that El Salvador “had recognized 
a republic that does not exist, that has no territory and no people” (Telesure 
2019). Morocco has effectively used the argument that the SADR and Polisa-
rio Front are not truly independent as they serve as geopolitical proxies of 
Algeria, which has hostile relations with the countries in the region. The 
Union of Serbia and Montenegro derecognized the SADR in 2004, claim-
ing opposition to “the establishment of a so-called state on the territory 
of another sovereign and independent state” (Arabic News 2004). In this 
instance, the rationale for derecognition is that the original decision contra-
vened international law and norms; it might look like a correction of previ-
ous errors in judgment and thus restoration of enforcement of international 
law. However, in essence, the decision of derecognition undermines the 
institution of diplomatic recognition in itself and the entire goodwill, trust, 
and friendship among nations that equivocally recognize one another’s inde-
pendent statehood and commit not to question one another’s sovereignty 
(in line with the provisions of Vienna Conventions on Diplomatic Rela-
tions). Many states (often pejoratively referred to as quasi-states, or failed 
states) lack objective elements of modern statehood, including empirical and 
domestic sovereignty. Still, their sovereign statehood is not scrutinized or 
subject to derecognition.

Compared to the SADR, countries that have allegedly withdrawn recog-
nition of Kosovo have never justified their decision by referring to the lack 
of statehood capacity. Kosovo has not lost any of the core attributes of state-
hood that would justify the withdrawal of recognition on those grounds. 
However, they have endorsed the rationales and arguments that Serbia and 
its international allies have offered. Serbia, backed by Russia, framed its 
derecognition discourse around universalistic claims that would appeal to 
many states, such as state sovereignty, territorial integrity, dangerous prec-
edents, regional instability, and breaches of international law (Visoka 2018). 
In framing its quest for Kosovo’s derecognition, Serbia has argued that the 
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actions of states that have recognized Kosovo constitute an intervention into 
its internal affairs because the act of recognition imports the right of the 
claimant state to govern the contested territory, which would breach the 
principle of territorial integrity of states. As Serbia put it during the ICJ pro-
ceedings on Kosovo, “It is a duty placed on all States and relevant non-state 
actors to recognise that the very territorial structure and configuration of a 
State must be respected” (Government of Serbia 2009: 152). Such a duty is 
engrained in the foundational principles governing relations between states, 
such as the UN Charter and other declarations and resolutions. Alexander 
Chepurin, the Russian ambassador in Serbia, argued that “it is important to 
rely on international law. The solution to the problem is possible on the basis 
of UN Security Council Resolution 1244. Russia is in favor of both dialogue 
and agreements” (B92 2018g).

Similar to other cases and framings of derecognition, the diplomatic 
rationale for the derecognition of Kosovo appeared almost identical to those 
propagated by Serbia since 2017. In late 2017, Serbia, with Russia’s help, 
persuaded Suriname to withdraw its recognition of Kosovo independence. 
Suriname originally recognized Kosovo in July 2016 after a sustained lobby-
ing campaign through the Organization of Islamic Cooperation and other 
Kosovo allies. Back then Suriname not only “decided to recognise the Repub-
lic of Kosovo as an independent and sovereign state,” but also offered to 
further the establishment of diplomatic relations (MFA of Suriname 2016). 
However, in 2017 Suriname sent a letter to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Kosovo stating that “after careful consideration, the Government of the 
Republic of Suriname has decided to revoke the recognition of Kosovo as an 
independent and sovereign state” (MFA of Suriname 2017). In an immediate 
visit to Belgrade, Suriname’s minister of the interior, Mohamed Neorsalim, 
justified derecognition with an allegedly principled stance on noninterfer-
ence in the internal affairs of friendly countries. In response, Serbia’s foreign 
minister, Ivica Dačić, considered this “a historic event for us—we haven’t 
achieved this with money since we don’t have it, nor by exerting pressure 
since we are not able to do so—but through our dedication instead” (MFA 
of Serbia 2017). Yet despite claims by Serbia that there was no economic 
incentive involved, Suriname openly admitted that the decision “represents 
a good basis for the development of bilateral cooperation between Serbia 
and Suriname, especially in the field of the economy” (Government of Ser-
bia 2017). So, in this instance there seems to be a selective invocation of 
the discourse of noninterference on internal affairs, and only about the for-
mer base state and not about the claimant state, whose sovereign titles are 
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questioned. The withdrawal of recognition as an act of interference in the 
internal affairs of the claimant state, especially when the original conditions 
of recognition are intact, highlights the paradox and uneven application of 
international norms and principles governing the derecognition of states.

Several states implicated in the derecognition of other states have invoked 
international law, and different norms provide the basis for changing their 
position on the claimant states. The policy of state nonrecognition is often 
justified on the grounds that the claimant state has acquired statehood and 
territory through illegal means and in breach of fundamental international 
norms, such as forceful annexation or occupation of foreign territories. 
The contemporary countries examined in this book have not acquired or 
annexed new territories. They tend to be regarded as titular people of said 
territories. There is scope to debate, for instance, the assistance provided by 
third parties to achieve their desire for self-determination and independent 
statehood. In the example of Kosovo, NATO intervened in 1999 after diplo-
macy failed to prevent further escalation of conflict and created conditions 
to determine the status of the territory through a UN-led process, which 
in the end failed due to Serbia’s rejection of the UN mediator’s proposal 
for supervised independence and subsequently rejected the ICJ’s advisory 
opinion, which found that Kosovo’s declaration of independence did not 
contravene the international law or UN Security Council Resolution 1244 
(1999), which has governed the territory since 1999. In the case of Western 
Sahara, the SADR was established on the territory where the Sahrawi people 
historically resided, and the assistance provided by Algeria by hosting two 
refugee camps and supporting the government in exile has emerged as part 
of the survival process and efforts for facilitating the decolonization and self-
determination process. The quest of Sahrawi people for self-determination 
is established in the context of decolonization norms. Accordingly, the UN 
and third states have opposed Morocco’s illegal expansion in Western Sahara 
(Zunes and Mundy 2022).

There are other instances when third countries have referred to UN doc-
uments and resolutions as a basis for justifying their decisions to withdraw 
recognition. Since UN documents constitute part of general international 
law, justifying derecognition on such grounds tends to add normative legiti-
macy to the findings, although other interests may lie beneath such diplo-
matic moves. Although most of the countries that derecognize Taiwan tend 
to invoke economic and domestic political rationales, there are instances 
when the one-China policy and its legitimization by UN documents is the 
guiding normative and policy framework for the withdrawal of recognition. 
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Beijing insists that the process of establishing diplomatic relations with third 
countries must involve the one-China policy, which maintains that there is 
only one China and that Taiwan is part of it despite having a separate politi-
cal system. For example, the government of the Solomon Islands (2019: 38) 
justified the decision to end diplomatic ties with Taiwan as necessary to 
respect “UN Resolution 2758 on Taiwan” and act “in compliance with inter-
national law, consensus, and norms upheld by all nations.” UN Resolution 
2758 recognizes the representatives of People’s Republic of China “as the 
only legitimate representatives of China to the United Nations” and expels 
“the representatives of Chiang Kai-shek [Taiwan] from the place which they 
unlawfully occupy at the United Nations and in all the organizations related 
to it.”

Similarly, when Nauru broke diplomatic relations with Taiwan in Janu-
ary 2024, they noted that “in the best interests of the Republic and people 
of Nauru, we will be moving to the One-China Principle that is in line 
with UN Resolution 2758 which recognises the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) as the sole legal Government representing the whole of China and 
seeking resumption of full diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC)” (Government of the Republic of Nauru 2024). While most 
of the countries that have diplomatic ties with China entirely adhere to the 
one-China policy and thus do not have any relationship with Taiwan, the 
situation is complicated, as there is more than one interpretation of the one-
China policy, as pushed by Taiwan and the United States, which has enabled 
third countries to switch recognition from one side to the other several times 
while still claiming adherence to the one-country, two-systems policy (Lin, 
Wu, and Yeh 2022: 44–46). For instance, Taiwan has refuted the one-China 
principle as manipulation by mainland China, adding that “the fact that 
the Republic of China (Taiwan) is an independent, sovereign nation cannot 
be denied by the so-called ‘one China principle’” (MFA Taiwan 2016). As 
the U.S.-China relations have worsened over the years, the U.S. policymak-
ers have argued that China is distorting the 1971 UN resolution to justify 
Taiwan’s international isolation. Following the derecognition of Taiwan by 
Nauru, the American Institute in Taiwan, which acts as an informal U.S. 
embassy in Taiwan, argued that the U.N. resolution 2758 “did not make a 
determination on the status of Taiwan; does not preclude countries from 
having diplomatic relationships with Taiwan; and does not preclude Tai-
wan’s meaningful participation in the U.N. system” (Focus Taiwan 2024b).

In the case of Kosovo, several countries that reconsidered, suspended, 
or withdrew their recognition selectively invoked international norms and 



154  ✦  The Derecognition of States

2RPP

UN documents without sufficiently clarifying and justifying with counter-
evidence. Lesotho’s derecognition of Kosovo shows discordance between 
original justifications for recognition and those subsequently invoked to 
withdraw it. In 2014, Lesotho recognized Kosovo, stating that “after a clearer 
understanding of these positive developments and achievements  .  .  . the 
Government of the Kingdom of Lesotho has reached a decision to officially 
recognize the Republic of Kosovo as a sovereign, independent State.” What 
Lesotho refers to as achievements and positive developments include, as 
acknowledged in the same latter, “the latest impressive developments and 
progress towards Kosovo’s sovereignty” as well as “the steady emergence of 
peaceful coexistence for mutual benefit between Kosovo and Serbia” (MFA 
of Lesotho 2014). Lesotho’s original decision reveals that its decision for rec-
ognition neither was premature nor raised concerns about the legality of 
Kosovo’s independence. By contrast, it was a recognition of Kosovo’s effective 
statehood and peace-loving character. Obliviously, while these arguments 
reflect Kosovo’s narrative for international recognition, they also reflect the 
factual reality on the ground, namely irrefutable evidence of Kosovo’s state-
building progress and its commitment to normalizing relations with Serbia 
(Visoka 2018). However, when Lesotho decided to withdraw recognition 
of Kosovo in 2018, it invoked different justifications that were not related 
to the original ones. Lesotho pointed out that “the unilateral declaration of 
independence of Kosovo from February 2008 is in contradiction with the 
Helsinki Final Act, inter alia, with its principles 3 and 4 and is even more 
in contradiction with UN Security Resolution 1244 (1999) that was adopted 
in accordance with Chapter VII of the UN Charter” (B92 2018e; MFA of 
Lesotho 2018). Principles 3 and 4 of the Helsinki Final Act of 1975 cover the 
inviolability of frontiers and the territorial integrity of states.

Invoking the territorial integrity argument in the case of Kosovo is prob-
lematic as Serbia did not have a claim over the territory when it emerged as 
a new state following the dissolution of Yugoslavia and applied for member-
ship in the UN. Most importantly, UN Security Council Resolution 1244 
(1999) effectively suspended Serbia’s territorial sovereignty over Kosovo and 
facilitated the path to independent statehood, which as stipulated by the 
ICJ advisory opinion of 2010 wasn’t in contradiction with international law 
(Weller 2008; Vidmar 2013). Moreover, as Christian Tomuschat (2013: 37) 
maintains, “The territory of Kosovo had been defined by virtue of the Yugo-
slav constitutional legislation” and “What in territorial terms amounts to 
Kosovo has never been contested, not even after the disintegration of the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.” Most of the countries that have 
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derecognized Kosovo and based their justification on the Helsinki Final Act 
are not participating states of this normative document, nor have they been 
part of the implementing mechanisms. Although UN Security Council Res-
olution 1244 (1999) did not deny Kosovo the right to self-determination or 
prevent the proclamation of independence, derecognizing states selectively 
refer to outdated and preambular provisions that reaffirm the commitment 
of the UN “to the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the Federal Repub-
lic of Yugoslavia and the other States of the region, as set out in the Helsinki 
Final Act and annex 2” (UN Security Council 1999). As Tomuschat (2013: 
41) maintains, “The recognition of Kosovo constitutes  .  .  . a special case 
which cannot be measured by the usual, traditional yardsticks.” However, 
these norms and legal documents are rhetorically used (following Serbia’s 
suggested diplomatic lines) to make derecognition decisions more compat-
ible with internationally accepted norms and thus avoid criticism from other 
states. For example, Russian foreign minister Lavrov said Russia welcomed 
Comoros’ derecognition of Kosovo, adding that “the decisions of some 
countries to revise their positions on Kosovo’s recognition, to withdraw it or 
abstain from taking a decision on it, testified to their responsible approach 
while relying on the standards of international law” (MFA of Russia 2018).

Similarly, Ghana’s derecognition of Kosovo invokes selective passages 
from general international documents and specific UN resolutions, which 
contradicts rationales for recognition in the first place. Ghana withdrew 
the recognition of Kosovo in 2019, claiming that although the “decision 
of the Government of Ghana at the time must have been inspired by the 
quest for peace and harmony,” it nonetheless was “in contravention of 
the Helsinki Final Act, and more fundamentally, in contravention of the 
UN Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999)” (MFA of Ghana 2019). The 
derecognition note also maintained that “the decision to recognize Kosovo 
turned out to be premature in view of paragraph 10 of the UNSC Reso-
lution 1244 (1999) which authorized the Secretary General to establish 
an international civil presence in Kosovo in order to provide an interim 
administration for Kosovo under which the people of Kosovo can enjoy 
substantial autonomy within enjoy substantial autonomy within the Fed-
eral Republic of Yugoslavia, and which will provide transitional adminis-
tration while establishing and overseeing the development of provisional 
democratic self-governing institutions to ensure conditions for a peace-
ful and normal life for all inhabitants of Kosovo” (MFA of Ghana 2019). 
Ghana’s reference to the international civilian presence and the provisional 
character of Kosovo’s self-governing institutions fails to note that such pro-
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visions, contrary to what is claimed in the derecognition note, have played 
a vital role in the consolidation of Kosovo’s independent statehood before 
and after independence. As acknowledged by the debates around the ICJ 
advisory opinion of 2010 on Kosovo, the UN Security Council, General 
Assembly, the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo, 
and other international organizations have not condemned Kosovo’s decla-
ration of independence. The provisional character of Kosovo’s institutions 
wasn’t an impediment for the representatives of Kosovo people to declare 
independence in 2008 (ICJ 2010).

The continued presence of the international community after Kosovo’s 
independence with minimal executive powers hasn’t prevented Kosovo 
from consolidating its empirical, domestic, and international legal sover-
eignty (Weller 2010; Perritt 2010; Visoka 2018). Moreover, none of Ghana’s 
invoked provisions or documents hold Kosovo’s independence in suspension 
or require Kosovo and Serbia to negotiate the final status. The statehood 
status was closed with the failed efforts of the UN special envoy for Kosovo 
status negotiations, who recommended supervised independence for Kosovo 
after two years of negotiations between Serbia and Kosovo. The subsequent 
UN General Assembly Resolution 64/298 (2010) has two purposes. First, 
it “acknowledges the content of the advisory opinion of the International 
Court of Justice on the Accordance with International Law of the Unilateral 
Declaration of Independence in respect of Kosovo, rendered in response to 
the request of the General Assembly.” Second, it “welcomes the readiness of 
the European Union to facilitate a process of dialogue between the parties; 
the process of dialogue in itself would be a factor for peace, security and 
stability in the region, and that dialogue would be to promote cooperation, 
achieve progress on the path to the European Union and improve the lives 
of the people.” Neither of these provisions talks about the statehood status 
of Kosovo. On the contrary, the provision on the ICJ advisory opinion indi-
rectly acknowledges the Court’s verdict that Kosovo’s declaration of inde-
pendence was in compliance with international law.

While Serbia’s rulebook ultimately influenced Ghana’s discourse on the 
derecognition of Kosovo, it deserves further elaboration since it may contra-
dict Ghana’s earlier rationales and grounds for recognizing Kosovo. Contrary 
to what is stated in the derecognition note, the process and the formulation of 
Ghana’s recognition of Kosovo shows that the decision was mature and took 
into consideration international norms and diplomatic conventions. As early 
as 2009, there was evidence of communication between Ghana and Kosovo, 
which was capitalized with formal recognition granted in 2012. In May 2009, 



The Rationales for State Derecognition  ✦  157

2RPP

for example, the president of Ghana, John Evans Atta Mills, responded to a 
correspondence sent by the president of Kosovo in March 2009 on the occa-
sion of the anniversary of Ghana’s independence, stating, “As you are aware, 
Ghana subscribes to the principle of the sovereignty and the rights of all peo-
ple and entities for self-determination. Ghana is therefore following with keen 
interest the international discourse on Kosovo’s declaration of independence” 
(Republic of Ghana 2009). On this point, Ghana clearly showed an implicit 
yet positive approval of Kosovo’s self-determination through the declaration of 
independence and was open to consider recognition of Kosovo’s independence 
depending on the response by the international community, which ultimately 
was supportive of independence (evident with recognition by over fifty UN 
member states at the time). Mills also noted that Ghana was “encouraged by 
the UN General Assembly’s adaptation on 8 October 2008, of a resolution to 
seek an advisory opinion from the International Court of Justice on the mat-
ter” (Republic of Ghana 2009). He added, “As we await the outcome of the 
future consultations on the matter[,] I wish to assure Your Excellence, that 
Ghana will convey its position on the matter as soon as the advisory opinion 
is conveyed to the General Assembly” (Republic of Ghana 2009). On this 
point, Ghana committed to decide on the recognition of Kosovo based on the 
outcome of the ICJ advisory opinion, which in the subsequent year, in July 
2020, concluded that Kosovo’s declaration of independence did not contradict 
international law. It took Ghana another two years to make a decision on 
Kosovo’s recognition, but finally in January 2012 the MFA of Ghana issued a 
letter to the MFA of Kosovo “to convey the Government’s decision to recog-
nize Kosovo as an independent and sovereign state” (MFA of Ghana 2012). In 
granting Kosovo its recognition, Ghana did not attach any condition or justi-
fication, except that “it is hoped that diplomatic relations shall be established 
between the two states in due course” (MFA of Ghana 2012). What this entails 
is that Ghana’s recognition was not premature, as it took place four years after 
Kosovo had established effective control over its territory and an international 
presence was in charge of running the domestic and international affairs of 
the country. It can be also inferred that it took place after the ICJ advisory 
opinion, which confirmed that Kosovo’s independence was congruent with 
international law. And finally, it expressed readiness to establish diplomatic 
relations with Kosovo, which implies considering the country mature enough 
to be treated as an equal state in the international diplomatic order.

Similarly, the government of the Commonwealth of Dominica sus-
pended the recognition of Kosovo in 2018 using as justification the 2010 UN 
General Assembly Resolution 64/298, which encouraged the EU to facilitate 
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a dialogue for normalization of relations between Serbia and Kosovo, follow-
ing the 2010 ICJ advisory opinion on Kosovo. In its communication, Domi-
nica held that “after appropriate consideration and deliberation and in light 
of the recommendation of the UN General Assembly and the International 
Court of Justice and in the interest of comity, we have agreed to review the 
position taken earlier by the Government of the Commonwealth of Domi-
nica to accord recognition to Kosovo as an independent State” (MFA of 
Dominica 2018). Following the similar fallacies discussed above in the case 
of Ghana and Lesotho, Dominica’s reference to the UN General Assembly 
resolution and ICJ verdict contradicts what these documents are about and 
how they are invoked to justify the suspension of recognition. The deci-
sion for derecognition certainly contradicts the original justification for rec-
ognition provided on 10 December 2012, whereby Dominica commended 
“the efforts and determination of the people of Kosovo in their struggle to 
establish and develop and independent state built on the principles of free-
dom and democracy” (Prime Minister of Dominica 2012). And most impor-
tant, Dominica explicitly stated that “since its declaration of independence, 
Kosovo has demonstrated its commitment to cooperate with the interna-
tional community, especially the United Nations, to resolve all conflicts 
with its neighours.” Finally, to confirm its steadfast recognition of Kosovo’s 
independence and sovereign statehood immediately after recognition, on 11 
December 2012 Dominica and Kosovo signed a joint communiqué on the 
establishment of diplomatic relations “in accordance with the purpose and 
principles of the Charter of the United Nations, the norms of international 
law, and in accordance with the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Rela-
tions of 18 April 1961 and the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations 
of 24 April 1963.” Notably, the documents that Dominica refers to in the 
derecognition note concern the events of 2010, whereas the decision for rec-
ognition was taken two years later, in 2012, which means that Dominica had 
sufficient time to deliberate and come to an informed conclusion for recog-
nition. Certainly, Kosovo’s cooperation with the international community 
hasn’t changed, nor has its commitment to normalization of relations with 
Serbia and resolving outstanding issues in the region, as well documented in 
UN secretary-general periodical reports on Kosovo. Therefore, Dominica’s 
rationale for derecognition is unclear and not congruent with its original 
recognition rationales and the facts on the ground. Despite claiming that 
they took their derecognition decision based on appropriate deliberation, 
the Dominican authorities have not provided any public justification for 
changing their position on Kosovo.
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Across all the cases that invoke international norms as the basis for 
withdrawing the recognition of the claimant state, there is a contradiction 
between the original rationales for recognition and the subsequent justifi-
cation for rescinding these decisions. There is also selective and misplaced 
reference to the relevant international norms and documents. As illustrated 
in this section, such misguided and contradictory references, mirroring the 
diplomatic discourse of the former base states, show that third countries 
make such decisions without independently verifying or undergoing their 
assessment of the factual circumstances in the affected states. It is worth 
noting that international norms invoked by derecognizing states, such as 
noninterference in internal affairs, are primarily those promoted by non-
Western states, often to reflect their colonial and postcolonial histories but 
also to justify their suppressive policies and authoritarian rule. Hence, in the 
diplomatic discourse of derecognition, there is no discussion of democratic 
legitimacy and protection of human rights, particularly minority rights, 
which have emerged as new criteria upon which the international commu-
nity conditions the recognition of new states (Frank 1992). In other words, 
contemporary practices of state derecognition entirely disregard democratic 
legitimacy as a norm governing the decision to withhold, extend, or retract 
the recognition of new states. Taiwan and Kosovo, which have experienced 
different degrees of derecognition, are broadly considered democratic coun-
tries with broad support among other democracies. Perhaps the disregard for 
democratic legitimacy is symptomatic of the fact that postcolonial undemo-
cratic or semidemocratic regimes rule most derecognizing states. While in 
most cases, democracies tend to refrain from derecognizing other states, 
undemocratic or semidemocratic countries seem to be more prone to derec-
ognize other states.

Conclusion

This chapter has identified, categorized, and examined the dominant ratio-
nales and arguments for derecognizing states as they are presented in con-
temporary state practice. By showing five significant strands of arguments 
put forward by derecognizing states, the chapter has illustrated that the 
politics of state derecognition are overwhelmingly a by-product of domestic 
politics and economic and security incentives rather than an articulation 
of the desire to uphold international norms or laws. The actual diplomatic 
dealings behind derecognition—whether through personal or collective 
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material and political favors or other incentives—often remains secret and 
out of public reach. Claims about corruption or other means of influence 
remain primarily speculative and difficult to authenticate unless there is a 
legal investigation. Yet the congruence of the arguments for derecognition 
among the derecognizing states and the former base states exposes the poli-
tics behind such decisions. Different rationales and justifications for state 
derecognition examined in this chapter reveal a particular intertextuality of 
diplomatic narratives among the former base state and the derecognizing 
states. Namely, the arguments and reasons for derecognizing states are not 
original and genuine formulations of the derecognizing states but have their 
origin in the diplomatic discourse formulated and transmitted by the former 
base state. This reveals the diplomatic influence of the former base state, 
which literarily dictates to third countries the rationales for justifying the 
withdrawal of recognition of the claimant state, demonstrating the presence 
of hidden motives and agenda behind the publicly announced rationales. 
As the discussion in this chapter showed, there is an intrinsic relationship 
between the chosen form of derecognition and the diplomatic reasoning to 
support it. Countries that have used the conflict (re)settlement as a rationale 
tend to suspend and freeze the recognition of claimant states. In contrast, 
countries driven primarily by economic and geopolitical rationales tend to 
cut off diplomatic ties with the claimant states and fully withdraw their 
recognition.

In most cases, the decision for recognition and the subsequent deci-
sion for derecognition are embedded in different rationales and normative 
grounds. There is a discrepancy between the original arguments for recogni-
tion and the justifications to reverse such a decision. In principle, derecogni-
tion should be justifiable and thus permissible if the original conditions of 
recognition have changed or the claimant state ceases to exist. That is one of 
the arguments various legal and political scholars put forward, as examined 
in Chapter 2. Most derecognition decisions that tend to reproduce argu-
ments about conflict settlement are incongruent with the original justifica-
tions for recognition. Malcolm Shaw (2017: 164) argues that recognition is 
“a method of accepting certain factual situations and endowing them with 
legal significance.” Gerhard von Glahn and James L. Taulbee (2017: 199) 
add: “While international law specifies the requisite facts that define a state, 
each existing state has the right to determine for itself if the set of facts, 
as reflected in each situation, merits the judgment that a new state exists.” 
While recognition is perceived as “providing strong evidential demonstra-
tion of satisfaction of the relevant criteria” of statehood (Shaw 2017: 164), 
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the same cannot be said about the derecognition of states. On the contrary, 
the contemporary diplomatic discourse underpinning the derecognition of 
states seems not to rely entirely on the factual situation. Rather, the ratio-
nales for state derecognition are written and prepared by the former base 
state and then adopted and presented by derecognizing states as their judg-
ment. Since such narratives are one-sided and often not based on the factual 
situation, they have little resemblance to reality and are thus discreditable.

Despite all discrepancies, countries that frame the decision for derecog-
nition with economic and geopolitical rationales demonstrate a degree of 
diplomatic honesty regardless of how destabilizing such moves could be for 
claimant states and broader international relations. They openly admit that 
they trade their capacity to recognize or derecognize other states with eco-
nomic and trade benefits and, through such moves, they meet some of the 
pressing socioeconomic needs in the countries. However, normative justi-
fications, particularly those referring to international law and norms and 
the desire for conflict resolution, tend to expose diplomatic hypocrisy, as 
they are inconsistent with previous decisions for recognition and the hid-
den motives for derecognition. Thus, most of the cases of derecognition 
examined in this book amount to premature derecognition, as the original 
conditions for recognition have not changed, and the justificatory rationales 
for derecognition have nothing to do with the effectiveness and legitimacy of 
the claimant state. Similarly problematic are instances when third countries 
justify the derecognition of the claimant state on the grounds of correcting 
the previous decision, which they consider to breach the territorial integrity 
and the principle of noninterference in the internal affairs of the former 
base state. While this argument might enjoy certain credibility, it is highly 
problematic and consequentialist. The attempt to correct the original act of 
recognition tends to undermine the consolidated sovereign statehood of the 
claimant state and its sovereign equality and the right to noninterference in 
its internal affairs. If countries in the present can revise their past foreign 
policy decisions, the entire cartography of states can be redrawn without 
considering historical circumstances. Such historical revisionism isn’t pos-
sible and viable. Although derecognizing states tend to base their rationales 
for derecognition on international norms and conflict resolution, the wide-
reaching and deleterious effects discussed in the next chapter show that state 
derecognition contributes to conflictual international politics and the desta-
bilization of the international system.
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5	 ✦	 The Effects of State Derecognition

Parallel to shedding light on the process, actors, and rationales of 
state derecognition, exploring the effects of this diplomatic practice is essen-
tial for developing a comprehensive picture of this anti-diplomatic practice 
in world politics. The chapter argues that the practice of state derecognition 
has far-reaching consequences not only for the contender states but also for 
the derecognizing states as well as regional and global powers. While the 
former base state’s derecognition of the claimant state enhances its domestic 
legitimacy and international standing, it tends to produce adverse effects 
for the affected state. For the claimant state, derecognition tends to under-
mine its claims to domestic and external sovereignty, manifesting as domes-
tic political instability, international isolation, and conflict with the former 
base state. It risks discouraging the claimant state from pursuing actions 
for validation of statehood through peaceful and diplomatic means and can 
disincentivize it to act consistently with international law. Scholars who sup-
port recognition as constitutive of sovereign statehood tend to highlight the 
ability of recognition to expand the claimant state’s scope to exercise sov-
ereignty and benefit from the goods that international structures provide. 
Seen from such a perspective, the derecognition of states tends to revoke 
certain features of the international legal sovereignty of the claimant state, 
for example, the ability to exercise sovereignty in bilateral and multilateral 
spaces and being widely accepted as an equal member of the international 
community. In particular, derecognition as a method of diplomatic sub-
version tends to deepen hostilities between the former base state and the 
claimant state. Thus, contrary to justifications for derecognition discussed in 
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the previous chapter, the evidence presented here shows that derecognition 
produces destabilizing effects in the short run.

State derecognition reveals how third countries, through reconsidering, 
suspending, or fully withdrawing the recognition of the claimant state, not 
only perform unfriendly acts toward the claimant state but also tend to 
become a constitutive part of a prolonged self-determination dispute. Derec-
ognizing states shape the nature of internationalized conflicts and are shaped 
by such conflicts. Thus, derecognition also tends to produce destabilizing 
effects on the derecognizing states. Especially when recognition is granted 
for inward-looking rationales, it tends to have more a negative impact on 
the derecognizing states than on the contender states. For the derecognizing 
state, derecognition can similarly result in domestic instability, undermining 
its geopolitical interests and exposing it to international pressure and stig-
matization, though this often depends on how much support the claimant 
state enjoys among competing global powers and how prominent the case 
is within the multilateral organizations. Inevitably, the struggle for recogni-
tion and derecognition pushes contender parties to interfere in the domestic 
affairs of third states, shaping their foreign policy and influencing electoral 
politics, democratic processes, and political relations between groups. Thus, 
practices of derecognition tend to de-democratize third countries implicated 
in such diplomatic games.

Finally, state derecognition becomes part of rivalries among existing and 
rising powers, with far-reaching implications for international peace, stabil-
ity, and order. While great powers have different interests in the derecogni-
tion process, they often use it to advance their agendas and weaken their 
rivals. The self-determination disputes, including secessionist movements 
and de facto states, and their degree of recognition or derecognition tend 
to reshuffle the political geography of states and the power relations and 
interests of great powers. Historically, diplomatic recognition by great pow-
ers is considered the most significant determinant for the successful seces-
sion and admission of new fledging states in the club of sovereign states 
(Coggins 2011). Equally, the involvement of regional and global powers in 
the derecognition process plays a crucial role in persuading third countries 
to withdraw recognition. In this regard, state derecognition can change the 
balance of power or provide an opening for strategic rivals to interfere in 
the sphere of interests of a rival power. Thus, derecognition tends to trigger 
hostilities much wider than often assumed.

This chapter is organized as follows. The first section examines the extent 
to which state derecognition undermines the stability of the claimant state 
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and weakens its sovereignty. The second section discusses how state derecog-
nition adversely impacts the prospects for conflict resolution between the 
contender states. The third section looks at the adverse impacts of state 
derecognition on third countries implicated in transactional practices of 
withdrawing recognition in exchange for economic, political, and security 
goods. The fourth and final section examines how state derecognition bol-
sters great power rivalries and can contribute to the escalation of interna-
tional hostilities.

Undermining the Stability and Sovereignty of the 
Claimant State

As discussed so far, derecognition has emerged as a crucial anti-diplomatic 
tool part of former base states’ repertoire of nonviolent and subversive 
measures to undermine the claimant state’s domestic stability and disrupt 
its exercise of international sovereignty. Contrary to the dominant views 
that stability is a driving force behind the decision for recognition (Paquin 
2020; Huddleston 2021), the decision for derecognition appears to dis-
regard the destabilizing effects it can have on all implicated parties. First 
and foremost, similar to the condition of nonrecognition, the withdrawal 
of recognition has a direct impact on the ability of the claimant state to 
exercise its sovereignty at home, but most obviously abroad (Sterio 2019: 
83). The practice of derecognition thus risks denying claimant states the 
right to self-determination and prevents them from fully actualizing inde-
pendent statehood. It also decreases their ability to conduct bilateral rela-
tions with other countries, especially those that discontinue recognition of 
the claimant’s statehood. Fundamentally, beyond doctrinal thinking, the 
derecognition of states by third countries in practice amounts to an act of 
refusal to acknowledge the factual existence of another state. For example, 
when Nauru derecognized Taiwan in 2024, it meant “that the Republic of 
Nauru will no longer recognise the Republic of China (Taiwan) as a separate 
country but rather as an inalienable part of China’s territory, and will sever 
“diplomatic relations” with Taiwan as of this day and no longer develop 
any official relations or official exchanges with Taiwan” (Government of 
the Republic of Nauru 2024). Refusal and withdrawal of recognition is 
considered an unfriendly act, which “inflicts a disadvantage, disregard or 
discourtesy on another subject of international law without violating any 
legal norm” (Richter 2013). Moreover, as Vaughan Lowe (2011: 164) argues, 
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“Denial of recognition might amount to the impeding of the right of a 
people to self-determination. There can be no real doubt, however, that an 
entity which meets the factual criteria of Statehood—population, territory, 
government, and independence—is entitled to the basic rights of a State, 
such as the right not to be attacked, and to be free from foreign interven-
tion.” From this point of view, ruining the claimant state’s sovereignty is the 
principal effect of derecognition, which is against the norms of noninterfer-
ence, loyalty, and comity. For instance, the 1981 Declaration on the Inad-
missibility of Intervention and Interference in the Internal Affairs of States 
holds that it is “the duty of a State to refrain from any action or attempt in 
whatever form of under whatever pretext to destabilize or to undermine the 
stability of another State or of any of its institutions” (UN General Assembly 
1981). Since the act of derecognition is often accompanied by agreeing to 
bilateral relations between the derecognizing state and the former base state, 
such acts could be considered forms of interference, especially if they have 
implications for the territory of the claimant state. The Declaration calls on 
states “to refrain from concluding agreements with other States designed to 
intervene or interfere in the internal and external affairs of third States” (UN 
General Assembly 1981).

In general, derecognition contributes to reversing the claimant state’s 
ability to consolidate international legal sovereignty, namely the ability to 
represent itself freely in the international arena. It can affect the claimant 
state’s ability to establish diplomatic relationships and conclude treaties, 
especially in a multilateral context. It impacts the claimant state’s ability 
to represent its subjects before courts in the derecognizing states, especially 
if citizens and businesses reside there. In particular, it can undermine the 
claimant state’s ability to access international organizations directly and 
indirectly. Derecognition tends to have more constitutive and performa-
tive effects on the international legal sovereignty of the claimant state than 
on its empirical or domestic sovereignty. The more countries derecognize 
the claimant state, the less votes and support it has when seeking access to 
multilateral organizations and bodies. The lack of sufficient votes and the 
fading away of diplomatic support undermines its claims for equal access to 
the international community. Such limited global access is not uncommon 
for fully recognized states once they are excluded or isolated by sanction-
ing measures taken by the international community, in a significant breach 
of fundamental norms and rules of international law. However, since “The 
international law of statehood does not impose an obligation upon states to 
enter into relations with other states if they do not wish to do so” (Vidmar 
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2013: 41), the effect of derecognition in diminishing the statehood of the 
claimant state is facultative. If the claimant state aspires to broad access to 
the international system—which most do—then derecognition has a con-
straining effect. However, if it is satisfied with a niche diplomatic network 
and access to international mechanisms, then the impact of derecognition is 
much smaller than often assumed.

The process and the act of derecognition thus might not unmake the fac-
tual existence of the claimant state but, as Lowe (2011: 164) argues, it dimin-
ishes “the possibility of participating fully in the international community.” 
Mikulas Fabry (2012: 662) adds, “Non-recognized existence has historically 
led to a wide range of adverse repercussions . . . [including] the inability to 
carry out normal diplomatic and economic relations, to join international 
institutions, and to sign international treaties and agreements.” The more 
countries derecognize the claimant state, the higher the chance it will lose 
support for membership in international organizations. In those organiza-
tions where the claimant state is not a member, the loss of diplomatic allies 
means the loss of indirect influence and the voice it had through partners. 
It is worth noting that while withdrawal of recognition tends to narrow 
down the international space for claimant states, it does not often affect 
their membership or participation in intergovernmental organizations. For 
instance, although Taiwan had only thirteen diplomatic recognitions (as 
of October 2023), it remained a member of over twenty international and 
recognitional organizations, including the World Trade Organization. Simi-
larly, the derecognition of Kosovo has not undermined its existing member-
ship in over fifty intergovernmental organizations. Derecognition does not 
mean that the claimant state no longer has the right to seek recognition 
from other states, nor does it mean that it cannot establish formal diplo-
matic relations with states that have already recognized it. Between 2017 
and 2023, Kosovo was recognized by the Bahamas and Israel. During this 
period, the government of Kosovo formalized diplomatic ties with several 
states that had already recognized it and opened new embassies to expand its 
diplomatic network. Similarly, Taiwan established diplomatic relations with 
Somaliland in 2019 despite losing two important Pacific allies, the Solomon 
Islands and Kiribati. It also upgraded the status of its economic cooperation 
office in Lithuania, which triggered harsh reactions in mainland China and 
exposed Lithuania to an economic boycott.

What the act of derecognition can do, however, is undermine the pros-
pects of the claimant state’s membership in new international organiza-
tions. One of the adverse effects of derecognition for the claimant state 
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is abstention or hostile votes by third countries that no longer recognize 
the claimant state. For example, the essential function of Taiwan’s interna-
tional diplomatic allies was to lobby for its participation and membership 
in international organizations. When third countries derecognize Taiwan, 
they no longer participate in such lobbying, thus undermining the prospects 
of Taiwan’s joining multilateral bodies. As Xiaoxue Martin (2020) argues, 
Taiwan’s government “relies on diplomatic recognition to legitimise its claim 
to sovereignty, contradicting the mainland Chinese claim that Taiwan is but 
a renegade province of mainland China.” More so, as Matthew Souther-
land (2017: 2) argues, “Diplomatic relations are an important component 
of Taiwan’s toolbox for maintaining a presence on the international stage.” 
Similarly, Rich and Dahmer (2022: 4) maintain that “the lack of formal 
recognition undermines Taiwan’s claims of sovereignty.” The exclusion of 
claimant states from multilateral organizations tends to have high economic 
costs. This means they cannot exchange goods and services with other coun-
tries. They do not have open access to international markets or the freedom 
to establish normal trade relations with other countries and transnational 
companies. Being outside the UN system without access to multilateral trea-
ties, claimant states cannot benefit from the legal, financial, and adminis-
trative services these treaty bodies and organizations provide. For example, 
Jieun Choi (2017) finds that while nonrecognition does not directly impact 
Kosovo’s economy, it is indirectly affected by the country’s inability to join 
multilateral bodies. Such economic isolation can expose the population of 
a claimant state to poverty, leading them to seek refuge in other countries. 
In its first decade of contested statehood and partial international recogni-
tion, Kosovo lost about 10 percent of its people to migration (GAP Institute 
2023).

Derecognition can also push claimant states into suspending their ambi-
tions for full diplomatic recognition and membership in international bod-
ies. For instance, in 2008, China and Taiwan agreed to an unofficial truce 
to retain existing diplomatic allies and avoid changing the status quo. It 
was an unofficial agreement to refrain from pursuing more recognition or 
derecognition (Alexander 2014: 59). The truce took place when the China-
friendly Ma Ying-jeou was elected as president of Taiwan in 2008, and both 
sides in the Taiwan Strait agreed to deepen economic and trade relations and 
avoid diplomatic and political antagonism (Shattuck 2020). As Matthew 
Southerland (2017: 1) shows, during Ma’s presidential term, China allegedly 
“rejected overtures from several of Taiwan’s diplomatic partners to establish 
formal ties with China.” Similarly, J. Michael Cole (2013), confirms that 
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“the truce has held for five years, and Beijing has kept its part of the bargain, 
refusing advances by countries such as El Salvador, and possibly Honduras, 
that have expressed the desire to abandon Taiwan, the world’s 20th-largest 
economy, and establish ties with the increasingly attractive PRC.” However, 
this official diplomatic truce broke in 2016 when Taiwan elected Democratic 
Progressive Party leader Tsai Ing-wen, who pushed for more independence 
and refused to endorse the “one China” policy agreed in 1992 (Grossman 
2021). The truce ended when Gambia derecognized Taiwan and decided to 
establish diplomatic ties with China. On that occasion, Taiwanese authori-
ties objected to the targeted diplomatic competition that mainland China 
relaunched: “We call on the mainland to face the reality that the Republic 
of China is a sovereign state and not carry out negative actions,” adding that 
“otherwise, it must take full responsibility for the possible consequences” 
(Reuters 2016).

In response to the continuous instances of derecognition of Taiwan, 
Derek Grossman (2021) has suggested that since “Beijing’s successful poach-
ing of Taiwan’s allies is harming the island’s morale and tarnishing its image 
as a sovereign nation . . . Taiwan should further consider unilaterally shed-
ding all remaining partners to strengthen its hand long-term against China.” 
Grossman (2021) anticipates that the other remaining diplomatic allies will 
eventually derecognize Taiwan, and “by unilaterally turning down all official 
diplomatic relationships, Taiwan would shore up precious time and resources 
to further its diversification of economic relationships away from China to 
reduce Beijing’s influence over the island.” Ditching the existing unreliable 
diplomatic partners, Grossman (2021) argues, “could allow Taiwan to con-
vert its Ministry of Foreign Affairs into a center for Track 1.5 or Track 2.0 
diplomacy to focus on cooperation with powers of major consequence.” 
Such a move would enable Taiwan to escape the recognition-derecognition 
saga and focus on securing its domestic sovereignty and security through 
informal diplomatic ties with like-minded states.

Similarly, in 2020, Kosovo agreed to a one-year mortarium to apply for 
membership in international organizations in exchange for Serbian suspen-
sion of its derecognition campaign. Before the move, Serbia’s foreign minis-
ter argued that if the international community was requesting that “we stop 
campaigning for the revocation of recognitions, would it not make perfect 
sense for them to stop lobbying in favour of Kosovo unilateral declaration 
of independence first, while asking the so-called Kosovo authorities to do 
the same?” (UN Security Council 2020: 26). Such a pledge was made on 4 
September 2020, when Kosovo and Serbia signed separate letters of intent 
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on economic normalization. US president Donald Trump brokered the 
deal. In the letter of intentions on economic normalization, Kosovo agreed 
to “implement a one-year moratorium on seeking new membership into 
International Organizations,” while Serbia agreed “to a one-year morato-
rium of its de-recognition campaign, and will refrain from formally or infor-
mally requesting any nation of International Organization not to recognize 
Kosovo as an independent state” (Exit Albania 2020). During this period, 
while it continued with low-intensity lobbying for diplomatic recognition, 
Kosovo did not formally apply for membership in international organiza-
tions. It took Kosovo two years to recover from this moratorium and pro-
ceed with the application for membership in the Council of Europe and file 
the intention for consideration for EU candidate state status (Balkan Policy 
Research Group 2023).

However, the letters of intent did not contain the necessary elements of 
an international agreement. It quickly became apparent that it would be dif-
ficult to assess, monitor, and evaluate their implementation and effects. Dur-
ing the one-year truce period, both sides blamed the other for not respecting 
the moratorium. Serbia proactively and openly lobbied to prevent or rescind 
the recognition of Kosovo by third countries, especially during the pandemic 
period. Its foreign minister paid numerous visits to African, Asian, and Latin 
American nations, lobbying against Kosovo’s recognition, which contra-
dicted its commitments in Washington in September 2020. Moreover, Serbia 
has used multilateral events, such as the Non-Aligned Movement meeting in 
Belgrade held in 2021, to lobby a wide range of nations against recognition 
of Kosovo and its participation and membership in international bodies. 
While there has been no formal announcement of derecognition, Serbian 
state leaders in media appearances have constantly signaled that several other 
countries are ready to reconsider their position on Kosovo. For instance, in 
July 2021, Serbian president Vučić warned that Serbia would retaliate against 
any country that recognized Kosovo and relaunch its derecognition cam-
paign (Evropa e Lirë 2021). Such a warning not only was for domestic politi-
cal consumption in Serbia but also pressured Kosovo to make concessions 
as part of the EU-led dialogue for normalization of relations. The Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Diaspora of Kosovo, while not giving details of when 
and where, has indicated it is preparing the application process for mem-
bership in a number of international organizations (Evropa e Lirë 2021). 
President Osmani-Sadriu, during an official visit to Portugal, indicated that 
Kosovo’s primary focus remains membership in NATO, the EU, Interpol, 
and other international organizations (Telegrafi 2021).
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In principle, this moratorium allowed Serbia to have a say on Kosovo’s 
foreign affairs, thus weakening Kosovo’s international sovereignty. It was 
also an admission by Kosovo that the derecognition problem exists and has 
influenced Kosovo’s state behavior, causing its submission to Serbia in future 
applications for membership in international organizations. Moreover, the 
moratorium signaled to Serbia that if continued pressuring Kosovo with 
the withdrawal of recognitions and limitations on its international actions, 
Kosovo would eventually make concessions in the peace talks. Kosovo’s pres-
ident, Vjosa Osmani-Sadriu, admitted in December 2021, “Unfortunately 
by accepting the moratorium that violated our constitutional order and our 
right to consolidate our international subjectivity, our strategic interests 
were not only damaged but also the lights of our foreign policy were off” 
(Gazeta Express 2021). There are indications that after September 2021, the 
United States pressed both Kosovo and Serbia to informally extend the 2020 
mortarium and avoid diplomatic provocations. While Kosovo has not for-
mally agreed to such an arrangement, it has remained cautious and has been 
silently suspending its diplomatic actions to prevent retaliation from Serbia, 
which claims several countries are ready to announce their derecognition of 
Kosovo upon its request. Such instances of foreign policy self-suspension 
were reported in Kosovo media in late 2021 and early 2022. This includes 
the report that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) of Kosovo hesitated to 
engage in talks with an African country for formal recognition (EuroNews 
Albania 2021), and that it avoided signing an agreement that would have 
established diplomatic relations with Timor-Leste (Gazeta Metro 2022). In 
response, the MFA of Kosovo argued it was in communication with the 
African country and did not want to prematurely discuss the details in pub-
lic in case it compromised the recognition process (RTK Dukagjini 2021). 
Fearing retaliation by Serbia, since 2020 Kosovo has moved to conduct its 
foreign affairs discretely without much transparency or strategic clarity. For 
example, the MFA of Kosovo has shown signs of hesitation to lobby for 
new recognitions or to formalize the establishment of diplomatic relations 
with countries that have already recognized Kosovo, fearing that Serbia will 
make public alleged withdrawal of recognition notes from third countries 
(Demokracia 2022).

Diplomatic isolation as a result of derecognition makes it more diffi-
cult for the claimant state to comply with international norms and rules 
enforced by multilateral organizations and various treaty bodies. Accord-
ingly, it can affect the international community’s ability to enforce global 
rules and norms governing international relations. Before Serbia’s derecogni-
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tion campaign, Kosovo’s aspiration was to gradually build up a critical mass 
of international recognition by securing diplomatic ties and recognition by 
two-thirds of the UN member states. This would have enabled Kosovo to 
gain the status of a nonmember observer state, similar to Switzerland prior 
to 2004 or Palestine after 2012. It would have also given Kosovo access to 
UN agencies and programs, providing a strong case to seek full member-
ship when the conditions became ripe and Russian and Chinese vetoes were 
no longer viable. Once the number of countries continuing to recognize 
and support Kosovo in multilateral organizations dropped under one hun-
dred, securing sufficient votes for membership in international organiza-
tions has become more difficult. When Serbia launched its derecognition 
campaign, its impact on Kosovo’s ability to perform its international sover-
eignty was immediately apparent. In November 2018, Kosovo blamed Ser-
bia’s “wild campaign against Kosovo” (Radio Free Europe 2018) for its failure 
to secure membership in Interpol. The MFA of Kosovo (2018d) expressed 
“its deep concern over the non-membership in Interpol and the blackmail-
ing approach of the Serbian state towards the officials of Interpol and some 
delegations of African countries, and condemns the attack of the officials of 
the Serbian delegation in their attempt to corrupt through bribes some of 
the participating officials of the Interpol member countries.”

Moreover, the process and act of derecognition can undermine the inde-
pendence of the claimant state in another perverse way. The derecognition of 
claimant states pushes them to develop new vassal relationships with other 
countries, especially those that for strategic or historical reasons serve as 
patron states. The more the claimant state depends on foreign assistance, the 
more it loses its independence and ability to exercise sovereign statehood. 
Derecognition tends to push the claimant states to change, forced to switch 
from seeking full sovereign statehood to accepting an obscured version of 
statehood without full international recognition, which can be described 
as a state of dependency on a more powerful state that serves as a protec-
tor (Igarashi 2002). As the claimant state runs the risk of becoming a vassal 
state with fractured internal sovereignty and weak external sovereignty, its 
status is more complicated than partially independent territories or non-self-
governing territories under international trusteeship. Such a state of affairs 
brews more isolation and contestation and risks gradually unmaking the 
state. For instance, Russia continues to be a major source of economic and 
military support for Abkhazia. Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 
2022 and Azerbaijan’s reintegration of Nagorno-Karabagh in 2023, the likeli-
hood of Abkhazia and South Ossetia being eventually united with Russia has 
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increased. It is estimated that Russia provides 60 percent of the state bud-
get and that Russian troops stationed in the territory act as national armed 
forces (Lambert 2020). Most importantly, such a dependency on third states 
may affect the ability of the claimant state to independently perform its 
domestic and foreign affairs without the interference of the patron state. 
The ability to have an independent foreign policy is in itself a core criterion 
of independent statehood. In fact, scholars such as Tanisha Fazal (2007: 17) 
define state death as “the formal loss of control over foreign policy to another 
state.” Seen from this perspective, derecognition might contribute to the 
slow death of claimant states in that they have to delegate foreign policy 
autonomy to another state that utilizes it for strategic reasons.

The limited recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and the subse-
quent derecognition by Vanuatu and Tuvalu have played a significant role 
in deepening the dependency of these claimant states on the Russian Fed-
eration as their main ally. Patron states frequently use both recognition and 
derecognition as weapons in their foreign policy arsenals to deepen ties and 
dependencies with the affected states, whether they are involved in defend-
ing the claimant state against derecognition or, in other cases, supporting 
the former base state in its efforts to pursue the derecognition of the claim-
ant state. In the case of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the Russian Federation 
takes advantage of these two claimant states’ vulnerability and uses them as 
geopolitical leverage (Gerrits and Bader 2016). As Thomas De Waal (2018: 
2) argues, “Russia’s recognition of Abkhazia (and South Ossetia) in 2008 fol-
lowing its war with Georgia gave the territory more security and resources 
but has also led to its de facto integration with Russia and reduced inter-
national engagement.” De Waal (2010: 2015) argues that “the paradox of 
Russian recognition was that it actually weakened the would-be sovereignty 
of both territories.” In other words, “Abkhazia has effectively earned Rus-
sia’s recognition in exchange for greater international isolation and de facto 
integration with Russia” (De Waal 2019: 20). It is estimated that “Russia is 
responsible for most of Abkhazia and South Ossetia’s trade. Moreover, it 
subsidises about half of Abkhazia’s annual budget and 90% of South Osse-
tia’s” (Ó Beacháin 2020: 432). Limited recognition, including the process of 
derecognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, has pushed these two enti-
ties to consider closer association with, and eventual incorporation into, the 
Russian Federation. There have been increasing calls in Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia to join Russia since the escalation of Russia’s aggression war against 
Ukraine. The fact that the vast majority of the citizens of these two claimant 
states have obtained Russian citizenship demonstrates that, as a result of the 
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passportization policy, the claimant states have cemented their dependence 
on Russia and lost their sovereignty (Ganohariti 2021).

Beyond undermining the external capacity of the claimant state to exer-
cise sovereign statehood, derecognition tends to undermine the legitimacy of 
incumbent governments, resulting in domestic political instability and polar-
ization. The diplomatic isolation that can follow derecognition undermines 
emerging states’ ontological security and national identity. It can also increase 
the claimant state’s resentment toward the outer world for lacking solidar-
ity in its struggle for freedom, independence, and statehood after perceived 
injustices or oppression by the former base state. When it emerges bit by 
bit, derecognition inhibits the claimant state’s sense of self-realization as an 
intersubjective necessity to exist and be appreciated as an equal and respected 
member of the community of sovereign states. China intensified efforts to 
derecognize Taiwan during the years in which the pro-independence party 
was in power, seeking to undermine its domestic legitimacy and force politi-
cal change in favour of a status quo that suited Beijing (Stratfor 2019). When 
Kiribati derecognized Taiwan, the government in Taipei stated: “It is blatantly 
obvious that the Chinese government, by creating these diplomatic incidents, 
seeks to manipulate public opinion in Taiwan, influence Taiwan’s . . . presi-
dential and legislative elections, and undermine its democratic processes.” 
The statement continued with the vow to “stand firm in upholding Taiwan’s 
sovereignty, making no concessions with regard to its sovereignty in the face 
of China’s diplomatic assaults” (Tiezzi 2020). In another case, the MFA of 
Taiwan considered the timing of Nauru’s derecognition, lured by China’s eco-
nomic assistance, “as a repudiation of democratic values and an open chal-
lenge to the international order.” (MFA of Taiwan 2024b).

Sometimes, the announcement of derecognition decisions results in the 
resignation of politicians and governments among the claimant and derec-
ognizing states. For example, when Burkina Faso derecognized Taiwan in 
2018 and the Solomon Islands followed in 2019, Taiwan’s foreign minister, 
Joseph Wu, offered his resignation to the president and took responsibil-
ity for failing to prevent the loss of diplomatic allies. However, in both 
instances, the president of Taiwan asked him to continue, stating that the 
Taiwanese “had already done all they could to prevent the switch, and that 
Beijing was to blame rather than Wu” (South China Morning Post 2019a). 
Regardless of such expressed resilience, for the Taiwanese public, “The loss 
of those diplomatic allies feeds fears that Taiwan is slipping into vulnerable 
isolation and increasingly subject to Chinese intimidation. There is grow-
ing social and political anxiety that other countries will follow and switch 
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to Beijing” (Bush 2016). In 2018, mass street demonstrations took place in 
Taiwan rejecting China’s bullying campaign, military provocation, and the 
loss of diplomatic allies. They called for an eventual referendum on Taiwan’s 
constitutional independence from China (Voice of America 2018).

Although limited compared to other cases, the derecognitions of Kosovo 
have negatively affected the country’s domestic political stability and deep-
ened polarization among dominant parties. Opposition parties blamed the 
government for the lack of international recognition for Kosovo, saying its 
mismanagement and poor performance caused it due to unconditional talks 
with Serbia (Kallxo 2018). Avdullah Hoti, from the Democratic League of 
Kosovo, who in 2020 became country’s prime minister, argued in April 2019 
that “Kosovo’s foreign policy is non-existent, completely in defensive, trying 
to prevent the withdrawal of recognitions. There are almost no important 
visits to Kosovo, nor any foreign visits of the heads of institutions” (Zëri 
2019b). The first foreign minister of Kosovo, Skënder Hyseni, stated: “This 
situation with the recognition or derecognition of Kosovo comes as a result 
of a total misalignment of Kosovo’s foreign policy. This is a lack of work, lack 
of coordination, lack of strategy and the strategy does not mean a political 
statement, but it means a systematic action plan and work that unfortu-
nately has been missing for years in Kosovo’s diplomacy” (Zëri 2019b). Simi-
larly, in the Assembly of Kosovo, members from the opposition party, Move-
ment for Self-Determination, stated: “In any normal country, the minister 
should have resigned due to successive failures and not only because of the 
lack of recognitions, but [also] because of the withdrawal of recognition due 
to the failure of membership in international institutions such as Interpol, 
UNESCO, and others” (Zëri 2019a).

Across all cases, political opponents have used derecognition to delegiti-
mize governments in power (Hickey 2007: 64). Similarly, public opinion 
polls, think tanks, and mass media also indirectly impact the legitimacy of 
governments affected by diplomatic derecognition. In a survey published 
by Prishtina Institute for Political Studies in 2019, 52 percent of respon-
dents believed that Kosovo’s position has been weakened by Serbia’s financed 
campaign for derecognition (PIPS 2019: 15). The same poll revealed that 50 
percent of respondents believed that Kosovo’s statehood depends on inter-
national recognition (PIPS 2019: 15). Another poll conducted in 2019 shows 
that 27 percent of respondents believed that the derecognition of Kosovo 
revealed its negotiating position toward Serbia; 42 percent thought that it 
undermined Kosovo’s ability to join international organizations and deep-
ened the country’s international isolation; and 31 percent believed that the 
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derecognition of Kosovo demonstrates weakening international support.
Finally, derecognition could contribute to deepening the fragility of the 

claimant state and, in some cases, have the effect of prolonging undemo-
cratic rule and a permanent state of emergency within the political commu-
nity seeking statehood and recognition. Nina Caspersen (2015: 298) argues 
that “recognition remains an existential issue for de facto states and the pur-
suit of recognition also serves an important legitimating function internally: 
the promise of future recognition can be used to excuse current shortcom-
ings.” In the case of Western Sahara, J. Peter Pham (2010: 15) argues that the 
SADR has been governed by the same “chief of state,” who has power over all 
governmental and parliamentary bodies in its controlled territories and the 
government-in-exile. Moreover, it is stipulated that political pluralism and 
free association among Sahrawi people are only allowed when the territory 
secures complete sovereignty and recognition (Pham 2010: 15). Since the 
right to self-determination has been denied for over forty years, the Polisario 
Front has effectively gained unending political power in the absence of a 
democratic system. According to Freedom House (2021), Western Sahara 
was “not free” in 2021 due to a number of issues, including the absence of 
free elections, corruption, and restrictions on the right to free speech and 
assembly. However, in another set of circumstances, as witnessed in the case 
of Taiwan, derecognition has positively affected the democratization pro-
cess, forcing this contested country to seek international legitimation based 
on its democratic performance (Madsen 2011). Nina Caspersen (2012: 70) 
stipulates that “the process of derecognition and the accompanying crisis 
of international legitimacy provided an important impetus for Taiwan to 
replace decades of authoritarian rule with gradual democratization.” More-
over, Pasha Hsieh (2019: 96) argues that “de-recognition of the Republic of 
China (ROC) in global politics and Taiwan’s democratization movement 
have crystalized the Taiwanese identity, which has gradually departed from 
the Chinese identity.” In turn, “The emerging Taiwanese identity has pro-
moted Taipei to seek recognition of its sovereign state status” (Hsieh 2019: 
98), though it has also polarized the political spectrum in Taiwan. Cal Clark 
(2008: 90) argues that Taiwan faces “a major threat to its sovereignty and 
statehood from the PRC. This threat, unfortunately, is exacerbated by the 
domestic dynamics of Taiwan’s politics that have prevented the country from 
developing a unified and coherent strategy for responding to Beijing during 
this decade.”

In sum, although the withdrawal of diplomatic recognition does not 
result in the extinction of statehood of claimant states, it can significantly 
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undermine their sovereignty, domestic stability, and international standing 
as equals among other nations. In other words, derecognition deepens the 
existential insecurity, prolongs instability, and expands the claimant state’s 
frozen conflict and international contestation. Moreover, it forces the claim-
ant state to scale back its international engagement and make unfavorable 
concessions to the former base state and third countries. The capacity of the 
claimant state to enjoy fundamental rights of states like independence, sov-
ereign equality, noninterference, and peaceful coexistence is also diminished 
(Shaw 2017: 166–69).

Deepening Disputes between the Claimant and the 
Former Base State

As discussed in the previous chapter, a dominant rationale for derecogni-
tion is the willingness of third countries to contribute to resolving disputes 
through peaceful dialogue. Contrary to such claims, derecognition tends to 
exacerbate conflict rather than resolve disputes between the claimant and 
the former base state. The derecognition process has not, in any of the cases 
examined in this book, pushed the parties toward normalizing their relations 
or finding a solution to a statehood dispute. Seen as a form of diplomatic 
aggression and a zero-sum game, derecognition tends to deepen distrust, 
undermine confidence-building measures, and risk the return of violent 
conflict. The derecognition of states, like nonrecognition policies, tends to 
serve as a sanction imposed by the former base state and its allies on the 
claimant state. While in most cases the logic behind nonrecognition is to 
sanction (punish) the claimant state for creating itself through nonconsen-
sual and revolutionary methods, in the case of derecognition the purpose is 
to pressure the claimant state to ensure it does not benefit from the fruits of 
independent statehood. This results in the alienation of the claimant state 
and damage to confidence-building and normalization measures undertaken 
by the international community. Seen from this perspective, practices of 
state derecognition tend to undermine the international community’s role 
in resolving statehood and self-determination disputes and permit former 
host states to expand their aggressive behavior and crush secession without 
scrutiny. This serves the former host or occupying state’s agenda to consider 
the self-determination dispute an internal matter of law and order that does 
not require international engagement. In other words, the derecognition 
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of states risks internalization rather than internationalization of claims for 
self-determination.

Among other cases, the renewed tensions between China and Taiwan 
after 2021 reveal state derecognition’s political and security effects. As part of 
China’s global rise and its assertive foreign and security policy, Taiwan has 
become the test case for demonstrating its quest for recognition as a global 
power. In policy discourse, Chinese leadership has increased its threats to 
reunify with Taiwan, even forcefully if necessary, and has warned other 
countries that back Taiwan of severe diplomatic and military consequences. 
As Peter C. Y. Chow (2022: 4) argues, “China’s tactics against Taiwan have 
included shows of military might, cyberattacks, disinformation campaigns, 
intimidation, united front activities designed to destabilize Taiwan from 
within, and use of its economic power to reward those countries and indi-
viduals that support China’s claims in Taiwan while punishing those that do 
not.” In addition to low-intensity military provocations, China has utilized 
the derecognition of Taiwan as a symbol of its diplomatic war, which could 
escalate into a fully-fledged and violent conflict. Taiwanese foreign minister 
Joseph Wu stated in September 2021 that “the silent diplomatic war has been 
going on for many years. The Chinese foreign ministry has a mission to take 
out our diplomatic allies and sabotage our relations with like-minded part-
ners who do not have diplomatic relations with us. The Chinese also block 
us out of major international organizations” (Hoover Institution 2021).

As a result, there are more calls in Taiwan to pursue independence and 
thwart a Chinese invasion as a result of state derecognition becoming a 
weapon. In 2019, a Taiwan Public Opinion Foundation poll showed that 
“53 percent of Taiwanese do not worry about losing diplomatic allies, while 
43 percent find it worrying” (Shattuck 2020: 336). Another poll showed that 
in Taiwan 46.6 percent support independence, whereas 11.1 percent support 
unification, and 26.4 percent support maintaining the status quo (Yinglung 
2021: 8). This is a major change in Taiwan, as in 1991, only 12.5 percent sup-
ported independence (Yinglung 2021: 12). Moreover, Taiwan has increased 
its military spending and has aligned more closely with the United States 
and other democracies to deter eventual Chinese occupation. Following the 
Dominican Republic’s derecognition in 2018, Taiwan condemned “China’s 
contemptible decision to use dollar diplomacy to wrest away Taiwan’s dip-
lomatic allies, and its heavy-handed methods of suppressing Taiwan’s inter-
national participation” (President of Taiwan 2008). It further stated that 
“Beijing’s crude attempts at foreign policy can only drive a wedge between 
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the two sides of the Taiwan Strait, erode mutual trust, and antagonize the 
people of Taiwan” (President of Taiwan 2008). This isolation of Taiwan, as 
Chiang and Hwang (2008: 72) warn, “is a great disservice to the common 
interests in international peace and security since it leaves open the possible 
Chinese use of force against Taiwan based on its claimed sovereignty over 
the island.” Yet, as they argue, “the most significant legal implication arising 
from regarding Taiwan as an independent State would be that China would 
be under an obligation not to try to “reunify” with Taiwan by nonpeaceful 
means” (Chiang and Hwang 2008: 73). They add that “recognition of the 
independent Statehood of Taiwan only renders unification through non-
peaceful means illegal but does not make unification impossible” (Chiang 
and Hwang 2008: 73). So the more countries that derecognize Taiwan, the 
easier they make it for China to justify the use of force for unification. In this 
regard, derecognition of Taiwan only complicates the dispute and changes 
the status quo in favor of escalatory and violent actions.

Since 2020, Taiwan has intensified its diplomatic contacts with high-
ranking officials in the US administration and Congress and among the EU 
member states and institutions to compensate for the loss of many of its 
diplomatic allies. Taiwan has tried to pay for the loss of recognition by tradi-
tional non-Western partners with informal yet enhanced ties with Western 
allies, such as the United States, Lithuania, and the Czech Republic. It has 
also managed to secure recognition by Somaliland, another unrecognized 
African state. These actions have profoundly antagonized China, which has 
taken retaliatory measures against Lithuania, symbolic actions against the 
United States, and direct threats to Taiwan by rehearsing military interven-
tion and crossing into its territorial waters and airspace. A significant event 
was the August 2022 visit to Taiwan by the Speaker of the US House of 
Representatives, Nancy Pelosi, whose visit served as a pretext and drasti-
cally increased chances for an armed conflict between China and Taiwan 
(Associated Press 2022). In this regard, third countries have taken sides in 
the China-Taiwan dispute and their acts of derecognition have amplified 
tensions and been used by both sides in the conflict to pursue their strate-
gic goals. For example, Somalia, in retaliation for Taiwan’s recognition of 
Somaliland in 2020, publicly supported Chinese escalatory and military 
actions by expressing full “solidarity while the People’s Republic of China in 
defending its sovereignty and territorial integrity” (MFA of Somalia 2022). 
Such statements tend to serve as external legitimization of China’s violent 
reunification with Taiwan. On the other hand, Taiwan has used its existing 
diplomatic allies, such as in the visit by the Saint Vincent and the Grena-
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dines prime minister to Taipei soon after Chinese provocative drills in the 
cross-strait space, to demonstrate international support for its struggle and 
push back against mainland China.

In another part of the world, the derecognition of Western Sahara has 
directly contributed to the worsening of the security situation in the region, 
which has moved from rhetorical and diplomatic warfare to low-intensity 
conflict. In 2020, the twenty-nine-year ceasefire arrangement between 
Morocco and Western Sahara ended after the Moroccan army used force 
against Sahrawi protesters who blocked the southern route through the ter-
ritory connected with the rest of Africa. During this long ceasefire, Morocco 
expanded its military, economic, and demographic presence in the con-
trolled territories. This included waging a diplomatic war for the derecog-
nition of SADR and for the recognition of what it refers to as Moroccan 
Sahara. In particular, the UN’s failure to resolve the conflict and Morocco’s 
strategy of inviting other countries to open consulates in the occupied ter-
ritory have pushed the Polisario Front to no longer tolerate the status quo. 
Since 2019, some ten African countries have opened consulates in West-
ern Sahara (Dakhla and Layun), a step beyond declarative derecognition 
(Deutsche Welle 2020). It is a performative act showing derecognition is 
not a mere statements but has political and military effects. For instance, 
when Gambia opened its consulate in Dakhla in January 2020, Moroccan 
foreign minister Nasser Bourita stated that “the Kingdom of Morocco effec-
tively exercises its sovereignty over its Sahara and The Gambia’s decision 
to open a consular representation in this region of the Kingdom is in line 
with the positions expressed by this State at the UN General Assembly and 
other international fora backing Morocco’s territorial integrity” (MFA of 
Morocco 2020). Countries that have opened consulates in the contested and 
occupied territories of Western Sahara and have recognized Morocco’s sover-
eignty have done so in exchange for economic benefits such as the construc-
tion of government buildings, cancellation of foreign debt, and payment of 
membership fees to international organizations (Algeria Press Service 2020). 
These consulates are opened in cities and regions with no citizens of those 
countries to whom they can offer services. They seem to be concentrated in 
a single district and predominately remain empty with no regular consular 
activity. The Moroccan government allegedly covers the costs of running 
these consulates.

Ultimately, the opening of consulates in Western Sahara represents a 
form of derecognition and enables Morocco to expand its control and legiti-
mizes its claims over the occupied territory. Moroccan diplomats certainly 
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see these diplomatic representations as confirming its “claim to sovereignty 
over the territory” (International Crisis Group 2021: 6). Following the same 
narrative, Morocco’s foreign minister, Nasser Bourita, for instance, con-
sidered the opening of a Malawian consulate in Laayoune to be “part of 
the new dynamic of bilateral relations, after the decision of this country 
to withdraw in 2017 its recognition of the so-called ‘SADR’ and the will 
of the two States to further develop their cooperation” (Agence Marocaine 
de Presse 2021). Similarly, following the government’s narrative, Morocco 
World News (2021) opined, for instance, that “Malawi’s decision to open a 
consulate in Laayoune is the culmination of the country’s shift from sympa-
thizing with Polisario’s self-determination claims to expressing support for 
Morocco’s territorial integrity.” Yet such a move is not only contrary to inter-
national norms on decolonization, self-determination, and illegal occupa-
tion but also contributes to conflict escalation and damages the prospects for 
long-term peace and reconciliation in the region. Other effects of opening 
consulates in contested territories of Western Sahara include pressure on the 
SADR and its international allies to accept Morocco’s autonomy plan, thus 
denying the Sahrawi people their long-awaited right to self-determination 
and statehood. Human rights violations against Sahrawi activists residing in 
Morocco-controlled areas have been marginalized as a result of this legiti-
mization of Morocco’s control over Western Sahara (Human Rights Watch 
2021). The secretary-general of the Polisario, Brahim Ghali, wrote several 
letters to the UN, calling the opening of consulates a “violation of inter-
national law and  .  .  . breach of the international legal status of Western 
Sahara as a Non-Self-Governing Territory” (UN Secretary-General 2021: 19). 
Finally, countries that have established consulates in disputed areas run the 
risk of getting entangled in the conflict, undermining regional stability in a 
region of Africa that is already unstable.

In this situation, the Polisario Front’s decision to return to active resis-
tance, having lost faith in the UN’s process for resolving conflicts, has been 
influenced by the SADR’s derecognition. The International Crisis Group 
(2021: 2) held that “taking advantage of the diplomatic void left after [UN 
envoy] Köhler’s departure, Morocco invited several African and Middle 
Eastern governments to open consulates inside Western Sahara. In response, 
Polisario officials and activists promptly labelled the move a return to war.” 
In late 2021, the UN secretary-general admitted that “the security environ-
ment in the four security areas of MINURSO  .  .  . remained unpredict-
able” (UN Secretary-General 2021: 19). It was also reported in 2020 that the 
Moroccan army had planted fresh landmines in the berm dividing areas of 
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control (Sahara Press Service 2020). The derecognition process has deep-
ened and escalated the conflict, despite the low level of hostilities and lack 
of many casualties. The loss of recognition and fruitless talks over a decade 
under UN auspices have damaged the Polisario Front’s legitimacy among 
Sahrawi communities, especially those living in camps (IISS 2021). Thus, the 
end of the ceasefire has allowed the Polisario to restore internal legitimacy 
and prolong its political rule. As the International Crisis Group (2021: 9) 
shows, “The return to war has energised Sahrawi youth in the camps and 
abroad, and Polisario has reactivated its international solidarity networks to 
attract attention to the conflict.” However, this escalation may “destabilise 
North Africa and the Sahel, with unforeseeable consequences for U.S. and 
European interests” (International Crisis Group 2021: 13).

Parallel to the opening of these controversial consulates, the US recogni-
tion of Moroccan sovereignty over Western Sahara has been the other sig-
nificant trigger of low-intensity hostilities between Sahrawi and Moroccan 
forces. In December 2020, the Trump administration recognized Moroccan 
sovereignty over Western Sahara in exchange for Morocco’s normalization 
of relations with Israel. In justifying this decision, President Trump stated 
that “the United States believes that Morocco’s autonomy plan is the only 
realistic option to achieve a just, lasting, and mutually acceptable solution to 
the dispute over Western Sahara.” While his hoped-for outcome is unlikely, 
Trump added that “this recognition leaves room for a negotiated solution 
and the United States remains committed to working with Morocco, the 
Polisario, and all involved regional and international actors to support the 
necessary work ahead and create a more peaceful and prosperous region.” 
SADR diplomats strongly condemned Trump’s decision as “a flagrant breach 
of international law in the case of Western Sahara” (Middle East Eye 2020). 
Algeria, Spain, and Russia similarly spurned the US recognition of Moroc-
can control, while France saw it as a positive step toward the autonomy 
arrangement, as proposed by Morocco in 2007.

To make matters worse, the United States opened a consulate in the city 
of Dakhla, referring to the occupied parts of Western Sahara as “Morocco’s 
Southern Provinces” (US Embassy in Morocco 2021). This controversial 
and transactional decision could further “antagonise . . . pro-independence 
Sahrawis, especially Sahrawi youth, who have long been losing faith in a 
diplomatic solution to the conflict” (International Crisis Group 2021: 2). 
Damien Kingsbury’s (2015: 256) research shows that young Saharawi who 
have grown up either in the refugee camps or under Moroccan occupation 
already “seem to believe that returning to war with Morocco to reclaim their 
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land is now the only option.” Moreover, the US recognition of Moroccan 
sovereignty over Western Sahara has opened the possibility of the United 
States selling modern arms to the Moroccan army with no restrictions on 
using them in Western Sahara. This can certainly change the dynamics of 
the conflict on the ground and risks dragging other regional contenders into 
it (Huddleston, Ghoorhoo, and Maquera Sardon 2021). It is reported that 
2019 the United States has made an arms deal with Morocco worth $10.3 
billion, which will mostly go to Royal Moroccan Air Force (Forbes 2019).

In Europe, Serbia’s campaign for derecognition of Kosovo is also con-
sidered one of the main reasons why the EU-led dialogue for normalization 
of relations between the two countries halted for two years (2018–2019). 
Kosovo perceived the derecognition campaign as an attempt to damage its 
sovereignty and territorial integrity and described it as diplomatic aggres-
sion (Government of Kosovo 2018; Zëri i Amerikës 2018). The derecogni-
tion campaign has made the government of Kosovo doubt Serbia’s willing-
ness to normalize relations and enhance regional peace and stability. Thus, 
in response to Serbia’s campaign, in November 2018 Kosovo imposed a 10 
percent customs tariff on goods imported from Serbia and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, the only countries in southeast Europe that refuse to recognize 
Kosovo’s independence. Soon after, Kosovo increased the customs tariff to 
100 percent, launching a trade war with Serbia. Justifying the retaliatory 
tax, Kosovo’s deputy prime minister, Enver Hoxhaj, said: “When you are a 
young and small country and a neighbour like Serbia continuously strikes 
at Kosovo’s external sovereignty with anti-recognition campaigns and block-
ades for membership in international organisations, we need to use what 
is at our disposal to exercise internal sovereignty by introducing economic 
measures and conveying clear message in relation to Serbia” (Koha 2019a). 
The MFA of Kosovo (2019c) justified the retaliatory tariffs as “a response to 
Serbia’s aggressive campaign and destructive actions, which seeks to under-
mine Kosovo’s sovereignty,” listing among them the pressure put on coun-
tries to revoke recognition of Kosovo and sabotage its membership in inter-
national organizations. The MFA of Kosovo called upon “the international 
community in order to react immediately and warn the neighbouring coun-
try against such behaviours and actions which are in full contradiction of the 
expressed commitment to regional cooperation, commitment for integra-
tion to the EU, and the expressed declarative will for full normalization of 
relations with the two countries” (MFA of Kosovo 2019c). Serbia’s foreign 
minister Dačić refuted the claims, stating: “Let me remind those who allege 
that our activities, and the withdrawal by 15 countries of their recognition of 



The Effects of State Derecognition  ✦  183

2RPP

so-called Kosovo, are undermining the dialogue that after the negotiations 
began in 2012, 25 countries recognized the unilateral declaration of indepen-
dence while all along Serbia participated in the dialogue, despite Pristina’s 
refusal to fulfil its obligations under the Brussels Agreement” (UN Security 
Council 2019c: 5).

Through the derecognition campaign, Serbia not only managed to tem-
porarily neutralize and limit the scope of Kosovo in the international arena, 
but also undermined Kosovo’s special ties with the United States and major 
European countries that have since reduced international support for Kosovo 
and conditioned it on continued dialogue and abolition of the tariffs. As 
Kosovo did not adequately justify the tariffs as a measure in retaliation for 
Serbia’s derecognition campaign, the United States and EU began putting 
pressure on Kosovo to rescind the tariffs while mostly remaining silent on 
Serbia’s derecognition campaign. Consequently, the blame for the stalled 
dialogue suddenly shifted from Serbia and its campaign to Kosovo and its 
retaliatory tax. A Deputy Assistant Secretary and Special Representative for 
the Western Balkans Matthew Palmer (2019) stated: “With negotiations at 
a standstill, both countries risk squandering the best chance in a genera-
tion to normalize relations and move towards a more secure and prosperous 
future.” The United States wanted Kosovo to “demonstrate its commitment 
to these shared goals by suspending the tariffs imposed on Serbian and Bos-
nian imports that have damaged Kosovo’s international standing.” With the 
withdrawal of US support, Kosovo’s international isolation was inevitable. 
The United States also called on Serbia to “cease its campaign to delegitimize 
Kosovo in the international community,” stating that “through its campaign 
to incentivize countries to withdraw recognition of Kosovo and block its 
membership in international organizations such as INTERPOL, Belgrade 
has undermined international law enforcement cooperation and soured the 
atmosphere for compromise” (Palmer 2019).

While the EU remained silent on Serbia’s derecognition campaign and 
pressured Kosovo to lift the customs tariffs, leading EU member states such 
as Germany urged “the Serbian Government to refrain from actions that 
undermine an environment conducive to negotiations  .  .  . for example, 
efforts to persuade other countries to withdraw their recognition of Kosovo” 
(UN Security Council 2019a: 18). Similarly, the UK called on both Serbia 
and Kosovo “to remove obstacles to [dialogue] resumption. Pristina must 
remove tariffs and Belgrade must stop its de-recognition campaign. For 
dialogue to succeed, both sides must refrain from provocative rhetoric and 
actions” (UN Security Council 2019c: 13). The EU only implicitly and indi-
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rectly tackled the issue when the Council of the EU in its conclusions of 18 
June 2019 called on Serbia “to make further substantial efforts and contribute 
to the establishment of a conducive environment, as well as refrain from any 
act that can be perceived as provocation” (Council of the EU 2019). Using 
Serbia’s success at derecognition as a pretext, French far-right parties in the 
European Parliament started to question Kosovo’s independence. Dominique 
Bilde asked the EU high representative: “With the international community’s 
growing reluctance to recognise Kosovo, which still has not been recognised 
by five EU Member States, does the High Representative consider it realistic 
to pursue negotiations with Kosovo on possible membership of the European 
Union, notably given the Stabilisation and Association Agreement signed on 
27 October 2015?” (European Parliament 2018a). In response, the high rep-
resentative, stated: “The issue of the recognition of Kosovo is a competence 
of EU Member States. The European Commission follows a status-neutral 
approach in relation to Kosovo” (European Parliament 2018b).

As the Kosovar side continued to resist US pressure to remove the 
retaliatory tariffs on Serbia, the US Embassy in Kosovo issued a statement 
maintaining that “some commentators and politicians have suggested that 
Kosovo’s status as an independent, sovereign state, closely aligned with the 
United States, will shield it from all consequences of its decisions in the 
international arena. We caution against assuming that Kosovo or any other 
friend of the United States can take actions that run counter to our strate-
gic interests without facing consequences to our bilateral relationship” (US 
Embassy Pristina 2019). The statement explicitly called on Kosovo to imme-
diately suspend “the tariff on imports from Serbia and Bosnia [as] one nec-
essary measure to restore momentum to the Dialogue process.” The call to 
Serbia to suspend its derecognition campaign, meanwhile, was only implicit: 
“We expect other stakeholders to take constructive measures of their own” 
(US Embassy Pristina 2019). There was also talk of the United States impos-
ing sanctions and taking other measures that would undermine bilateral 
relations (US Government 2019). In a letter sent to Kosovo leaders, senior 
officials i the US government stated that “after our requests to suspend the 
tariffs went unheeded, we have decided to take steps to show our concern, 
including with regard to our security partnership” (US Government 2019). 
In this regard, Serbia has managed to influence the preferences of Kosovo’s 
allies and, through them, impose new conditions on Kosovo. In a letter 
sent to President Trump, Serbian counterpart Vučić stated that “regardless of 
Serbia’s wish and faith, tariffs imposed by Pristina on the goods from Serbia 
represent a burden and an unpassable obstacle for the continuation of the 
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dialogue,” thus blaming Kosovo for obstructing a US-backed settlement, 
which would have represented an essential foreign policy win for Trump’s 
already-shattered presidency (N1 2019c).

Eventually, in March 2020, the new prime minister of Kosovo, Albin 
Kurti, notified the EU that Kosovo was “committed to the dialogue process” 
and believed that “it is the only way to reach an agreement, the ultimate goal 
of which should be the mutual recognition of both states.” Prime Minister 
Kurti announced that “in line with this commitment, effective as of March 
15, we will begin to remove the tariffs on goods from Serbia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina that the previous government imposed and commitment to 
restarting the dialogue with Serbia.” Kurti added that “in return we expect 
Serbia to remove all remaining non-tariff barriers to trade with Kosovo, as 
well as ending its derecognition campaign against Kosovo.” On this occa-
sion, Kurti invited “the EU and the United States to create monitoring and 
sanctioning mechanisms to ensure that both sides abide by their commit-
ments in existing and future agreements” (Office of the Prime Minister of 
Kosovo 2020). The United States and Serbia found the offer unacceptable, 
demanding Kosovo drop the tariffs entirely and engage unconditionally in 
the dialogue (US Embassy in Kosovo 2020). Serbia did not end its derecog-
nition campaign. On the contrary, days after Kosovo partially lifted its tar-
iffs, it announced that Sierra Leone was the eighteenth country to withdraw 
the recognition of Kosovo. By threatening to impose sanctions on Kosovo, 
the US officials indirectly played a role in ousting the Kurti government 
and replacing it with one led by a more obedient prime minister (Prishtina 
Insight 2020). Avdullah Hoti, from the Democratic League of Kosovo, 
dropped the tariffs and restarted the EU-facilitated dialogue within days 
of taking office (The Guardian 2020a). Overall, the politically motivated 
decision to withdraw recognition of Kosovo did not contribute to the nor-
malization of relations between Kosovo and Serbia and indirectly produced 
more regional instability, prolonging disputes in the Western Balkans. In this 
regard, the derecognition campaign was an early warning that the Kosovo-
Serbia dispute would worsen, as happened during 2022 and 2023 with the 
escalation of the conflict in the north of Kosovo (Visoka 2023; Visoka and 
Musliu 2023).

Moreover, Serbia’s campaign for the derecognition of Kosovo played a 
negative role in reaching a legally binding agreement for full normalization 
of relations. It solidified the differences of both parties as well as the ambi-
tion of the EU and the United States. to achieve durable peace through 
mutual recognition. The 2023 Agreement on the Path to Normalization of 
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Relations was centered on de facto recognition, but its implementation has 
stagnated due to disagreements on the sequence of implementation of differ-
ent provisions. Kosovo insists on prioritizing the implementation of articles 
which enhance Kosovo’s sovereignty and de facto recognition, whereas Ser-
bia insists on the implementation of articles that expand the autonomy of 
local Serbs and derail Kosovo’s sovereignty at home and abroad. Aware that 
it has damaged Kosovo’s international standing through the derecognition 
campaign, Serbia has gone as far as to argue that it accepts the EU-brokered 
agreements as long as they “do not pertain to the de facto and de jure recog-
nition of Kosovo” (Government of Serbia 2023).

State derecognition tends to undermine the claimant’s self-regard and 
further deepens the claimant state’s adverse attitudes toward the former base 
state and the wider international community. As Thomas De Waal (2018) 
shows, most claimant states “were born out of conflict and sustain them-
selves with a narrative of injustice and the belief that they have won state-
hood amid adversity.” Derecognition often facilitates an inward-looking 
nationalism and a deeper dependency on the external patron states that use 
the claimant states as vassals for their geopolitical interests. For example, in 
Kosovo, 50 percent of respondents in a public opinion poll declared that 
Kosovo’s statehood depends on international recognition (Berisha 2019: 15). 
In the midst of Serbia’s derecognition campaign, over 85 percent of respon-
dents in a poll considered “Serbia as a very hostile country toward Kosovo” 
and the “biggest external security threat” to the country (Emini 2018: 15). 
One of the main reasons for such hostility appears to be Serbia’s “diplomatic 
battles in international arena,” considering that “the obstructive role of Ser-
bia has had a major impact in the process of gaining international recogni-
tion, de-recognitions from mostly African countries and the lack of progress 
in membership in international organizations” (Emini 2018: 15). Another 
poll showed that 52 percent of Kosovo citizens believed that the country’s 
international position has been weakened since Serbia launched its derecog-
nition campaign (Berisha 2019: 15).

Contrary to the claims that derecognition can serve as a conflict reso-
lution instrument, the evidence presented here shows that the process of 
derecognition has a negative effect on the stability and normalization of 
relations between the contender states. The former base state weaponizes 
derecognition to bring the claimant state to its knees, forcing it to make con-
cessions as part of formal or informal talks. This in turn pushes the claim-
ant state to take action in self-defense, which can undermine confidence-
building efforts, entrench hostilities, and escalate the political conflict. 
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Beyond this real-world impact, claimant states’ adverse reaction to acts of 
derecognition signifies that, like recognition, the diplomatic practice of state 
derecognition can have constitutive effects on the contender states, includ-
ing the derecognizing states.

Destabilizing Effects on the Derecognizing States

Derecognition not only undermines the sovereignty of the affected states 
and deepens hostilities with contender states, but, in most cases, also back-
fires on the derecognizing states themselves. First and foremost, the diplo-
macy of state derecognition frequently promotes political corruption and 
conflict between the ruling party and the opposition in the derecognizing 
states. Corruption and issues with governance are particularly bad in the 
Pacific islands, Latin America, and Africa due to China and Taiwan’s rivalry 
for diplomatic recognition. Election interference and the disruption of the 
nation’s sustainable economic development are clear signs that it has had 
a destabilizing and de-democratizing effect. Taiwan allegedly offered cash 
payments in an effort to entice its diplomatic allies, whereas China pre-
ferred to offer loans and direct investments. While China tends to trap states 
in long-term debt and dependence, Taiwan’s approach breeds corruption 
and official misconduct and keeps the recipient nation underdeveloped. For 
instance, China and Taiwan have used “dollar diplomacy” to compensate 
various factions in the Solomon Islands, sparking violent riots in 2006 and 
2021. Taiwanese aid has been focused on strengthening patrimonial personal 
rule (against the rule of institutions), which is more consistent with the 
shadow state analysis, according to Braithwaite (2010: 143). Although Tai-
wan has promoted democratic norms and values as the standards by which 
it conducts its foreign relations, in many cases it has supported authori-
tarian regimes, fostered undemocratic and unaccountable practices, and 
“exacerbated the country’s corruption challenges” (Cavanough 2023: 4). For 
instance, in 2019 Nicaragua’s congress approved a $100 million loan from 
Taiwan, providing support to President Daniel Ortega’s administration, 
which has grown increasingly isolated as a result of a brutal crackdown on 
protesters (Reuters 2019a). Condemning the Nicaraguan government in this 
sociopolitical crisis, however, “could also mean antagonizing a regime that 
has so far maintained formal diplomatic recognition of Taiwan, risking a 
diplomatic reversal to China,” as one commentator put it (Peralta 2018). 
It’s estimated that Taiwan once directly paid Solomon Island lawmakers $9 
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million a year to invest in projects for constituency development at their 
discretion. This vote-buying scheme that purported to be for development 
purposes ran the risk of fostering corruption and abuse of power by political 
figures (Reuters 2019b). However, similar behaviors are observed in “inter-
actions with Chinese and other foreign nationals [which] have introduced 
a level of corrosion to good governance and the government machinery” 
(Aqorau 2021: 344).

The “electoralization” of state derecognition is certainly fueled by for-
eign governments whose recognition is threatened, but it also provides an 
opportunity for national leaders to leverage the diplomatic wars between 
contender states to their political benefit. Paradoxically, Taiwan in 2019 ini-
tiated an anti-infiltration bill that “prohibits political donations, lobbying 
and attempts to interfere with local elections under the instruction of or 
with the financial support of anyone affiliated with a hostile force” (Focus 
Taiwan 2019b). Taiwan uses the same methods when seeking to extend its 
influence and interfere in the domestic affairs of other states to retain or 
regain diplomatic recognition. As a result of this interference in the inter-
nal affairs of diplomatic allies, the question of continued recognition or 
derecognition of claimant states often features as the main electoral cleavage 
in third countries, to the detriment of other, more pressing domestic issues. 
In Pacific island states, foreign policy position toward China and Taiwan 
has often been the main determinant of election victory. In Kiribati, the 
government derecognized Taiwan in 2019, subsequently losing its majority 
in the parliament, leading to fresh elections (The Guardian 2020b). The elec-
tions in June 2020 were primarily about the Taiwan-China issue, overlook-
ing other domestic matters. Opposition parties in the country considered 
the campaign the most “aggressive” they have seen (Reuters 2020). Over a 
decade earlier, in 2004 the prime minister of Vanuatu, Serge Vohor, tried to 
recognize Taiwan, ending diplomatic ties with China. Within days, China 
intervened by offering a package of US$32 million more, convincing Vohor’s 
cabinet to topple him and have the new cabinet restore official ties with 
China (Shen 2015: 889–90).

In 1999, Papua New Guinea established formal diplomatic relations with 
Taiwan. However, this recognition lasted only for a week and was over-
turned along with the government. The attempt by the prime minister of 
Papua New Guinea in 1999 to switch recognition to Taiwan provoked a 
powerful domestic backlash in favor of ties with China. The move cost him 
his job (Rich and Dahmer 2018). Taiwan allegedly spent millions of dollars 
to resume diplomatic relations with Papua New Guinea in the proceeding 
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years, but the efforts have been in vain. Taiwan allocated $30 million to an 
account in Singapore to secretly buy Papua New Guinea through intermedi-
aries who took the money and ran (New York Times 2008). This failed effort 
and misuse of funds caused outrage in Taiwan, which forced its foreign min-
ister and two other top officials to resign. Taiwan has constantly denied its 
involvement in dollar diplomacy. However, cases such as this one and other 
disclosed cases illustrate that the Taiwanese are implicated in the practice of 
buying recognitions. In 2014, former president of Guatemala Alfonso Porti-
llo (2000–2014) was found guilty of money laundering in the United States. 
The source of the funds was “bribery payments from the Government of Tai-
wan” (US Attorney for the Southern District of New York 2014). Similarly, 
Francisco Flores, El Salvador’s former president, admitted to a congressional 
panel that he “received cheques worth millions of U.S. dollars from Taiwan 
but denied the funds were for his personal use” (South China Morning Post 
2014). Yet, regardless of the means and methods, the act of recognition or 
derecognition of states is the responsibility of states and, as such, retains 
their validity. The conduct of persons on behalf of the states is considered 
an act of the state under international law. The Solomon Times reported in 
2011 that “Danny Philip had been unseated as Prime Minister and is being 
investigated for alleged misuse of funds provided by Taiwan.” Soon after El 
Salvador switched from Taiwan to China, an investigation was launched 
into the use of funds donated by Taiwan for the presidential election cam-
paign. It is alleged that some US$10 million donated by Taiwan was used for 
partisan campaigning (South China Morning Post 2018b, 2018c).

In its efforts to retain diplomatic relations, Taiwanese authorities have 
granted significant funds to the interlocutor state without questioning how 
they are used. Anthony Van Fossen (2007: 139) argues that “a major effect of 
the Taiwan-China conflict in the Pacific Islands has been to introduce large 
amounts of foreign money into domestic political activities, which are ori-
ented away from grassroots concerns and the interests of ordinary citizens, 
whose voting rights are thereby depreciated. These foreign institutionalized 
interests may corrupt domestic political processes.” In a similar vein, Joel 
Atkinson (2014: 409) points out that “Taiwan provides aid without stringent 
accountability conditions to countries in Africa, the Americas, and the South 
Pacific in order to maintain official diplomatic relations in the face of Chi-
nese opposition.” The strategy of legitimizing incumbent government and 
creating patronage networks in third countries in exchange for continued 
recognition risks antagonizing opposition leaders in those countries who, 
once they come to power, retaliate by shifting diplomatic recognition to the 
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other contender state. In countries such as Gambia, Liberia, and Nicaragua 
Taiwan’s support for corrupt and authoritarian leaders has backfired (Taylor 
2002: 129–30). Yet there are also cases where third countries try to avoid the 
never-ending derecognition saga by committing to their chosen diplomatic 
allies regardless of who comes to power. There were fears that the country 
would switch back to China following the 2012 elections in Saint Lucia. 
However, the new government stated: “Saint Lucia cannot look as if it is just 
prepared to jump from one side to another, after every general election, just 
for more largesse. We cannot behave as if our sovereignty is for sale to the 
highest bidder” (Edmonds 2012).

While most domestic political dramas in derecognizing states tend to 
be about the recognition and derecognition of Taiwan and China, similar 
patterns are also present in other cases. The recognition of Kosovo’s indepen-
dence by the Maldives is an interesting example of how lobbying from the 
base state can undermine domestic political stability in third countries. In 
2009, the Maldives recognized Kosovo, following intensive lobbying efforts 
by Kosovo and its two major international allies, the United States and UK. 
In the recognition letter, Maldives foreign minister Ahmed Shaheed stated 
that “after carefully reviewing the special circumstances relating to Kosovo, 
and mindful of the fact that a large number of countries have extended dip-
lomatic recognition to the Republic of Kosovo, the Republic of Maldives, 
with immediate effect, recognizes the Republic of Kosovo as an indepen-
dent and sovereign state,” wishing “the Government and the people of the 
Republic of Kosovo peace, prosperity and happiness” (Republic of Maldives 
2009). Serbia lobbied Maldives to reverse the recognition of Kosovo through 
unofficial diplomatic channels, using influential personalities and activists 
with direct connections to the government (Wikileaks 2019). It is recorded 
that at some point in 2009, a twenty-one-member delegation from Serbia 
visited the Maldives and lobbied opposition groups to cancel the recogni-
tion of Kosovo. As the flow of events shows, it seems that the most effective 
method to question the recognition of Kosovo was to infuse tension between 
the government and opposition in Maldives by speculating that the govern-
ment had been bribed. Serbia used its close ties with a minor opposition 
party (Islamic Democratic Party), which accused Foreign Minister Ahmed 
Shaheed of receiving a US$2 million bribe from Behgjet Pacolli, who later 
served as president and foreign minister of Kosovo (Minivan News 2009a). 
This controversy ended with an investigation by police and a parliamentary 
committee that found no evidence of bribery. The police investigation con-
cluded “there was no evidence of corruption and the diplomatic process was 
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conducted according to international standards” (Minivan News 2009b). To 
boost the political legitimacy of Foreign Minister Shaheed, the US secretary 
of state, Hillary Clinton, sent a personal letter thanking him and the Mal-
dives for recognizing Kosovo and praising them for greatly contributing “to 
efforts to promote a stable and prosperous future for Kosovo and the West-
ern Balkans” (Musliu and Gashi 2009). The issue of Kosovo’s recognition 
resurfaced again in the Maldives in 2019 when Serbian diplomats encour-
aged an opposition member to seek another investigation.

Besides encouraging local corruption and undemocratic practices, this 
dependency on foreign assistance normalizes the practice of state derecogni-
tion as a foreign policy instrument and part of state identity in the interna-
tional arena. It also creates a shadow state that lacks democratic grounds and 
falls in line with agendas of foreign governments. The politics of derecogni-
tion tends to become a priority for small and postcolonial states that muti-
late their foreign policy to represent the interests of their allies outside the 
UN. Small Pacific island countries often represent Taiwan’s interests and 
policy agenda at the UN General Assembly annual session. They even try 
to infiltrate Taiwanese diplomats as their delegates at various international 
events. Thus, the dynamics and politics of state derecognition reduce the 
foreign policy autonomy of existing recognized states. For example, the 
Solomon Islands was criticized for losing its autonomy when it had to back 
China at the UN and other international bodies, while the rest of the world 
was criticizing the Chinese government for its widely reported inhumane 
treatment of Uighurs and for revoking the autonomy of Hong Kong and 
installing a police state in its place. Thus, while derecognition signals the for-
eign policy autonomy and agency of derecognizing states, it can also become 
a diplomatic curse that undermines domestic and international sovereignty.

The checkbook diplomacy implicated in the practices of state recogni-
tion and derecognition has caused damage to the genuine diplomatic efforts 
of other claimant states that have been unable to meet the expectation of 
securing recognition in exchange for financial bribery and economic aid. It 
has also created a diplomatic subculture among small states to trade diplo-
matic recognition without regard to the far-reaching impact on the norms 
and rights of people for self-determination. Compared to Taiwan, Kosovo 
has a weak economy to fund its diplomatic campaign for recognition. Most 
of the recognitions can be credited to Kosovo’s proactive diplomacy and 
extensive support from powerful and prestigious states. However, Kosovo’s 
weak economy and the lack of trade with many regions meant that recogni-
tion was granted on intangible prospects for future political and economic 
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cooperation. Kosovo received recognition from these countries but failed to 
continue establishing diplomatic relations and deepening bilateral relations. 
Kosovo’s lack of resources to deepen bilateral relations with many countries 
represented a constant threat that, with the growing economic incentives of 
Russia and Serbia, they could reverse Kosovo’s independence. Serbian and 
Russian diplomats have consistently tried to use their political and economic 
leverages to prevent, delay, or reverse the decision to recognize Kosovo. Par-
ticularly since the conflict in Ukraine, Serbia and Russia have developed 
closer ties, and they have agreed to undermine Kosovo’s sovereignty both 
domestically and internationally (MFA of Russia 2023).

Diplomatic recognition and friendship based on economic stimulus are 
highly unstable and risk affecting wider beneficiary communities once they 
discontinue their diplomatic ties. In 2007, Malawi decided to end forty 
years of diplomatic relations with Taiwan. This controversial move had a 
strong impact on domestic socioeconomic affairs and risked producing a 
local humanitarian crisis. Taiwan in retaliation for Malawi’s disloyal switch 
canceled all bilateral cooperation projects. The effects of this move were felt 
deeply in the impoverished African country. Taiwanese contractors aban-
doned road construction projects and dismantled healthcare services and 
hospital operations (Atkinson 2014: 417). When Kiribati derecognized Tai-
wan in 2019, the American charity Pacific Islands Medical Aid cut medical 
assistance and closed its mission in the country. This charity considered Kiri-
bati’s siding with anti-democratic China harmful to Taiwan’s freedom. The 
Kiribati government lamented the decision and labeled it interference with 
its sovereign decisions (ABC News 2019).

In parallel to aid traps, third countries implicated in the derecognition of 
other states may also be exposed to various vulnerabilities, financial debts, 
and insecurities. China’s approach to ensuring that third countries will not 
be lured into recognizing Taiwan involves long-term economic and trade 
relations often labeled debt trap diplomacy. The debt trap refers to “the 
consequences for a government, or an individual, of borrowing at an inter-
est rate which exceeds the rate of growth of its income, causing its current 
expenditure on items other than debt servicing to be increasingly reduced” 
(Shaomin and Jiang 2020: 70). China is widely criticized for taking “the 
opportunity to acquire strategic assets or rights and interests should these 
countries not be able to repay, in order to achieve its strategic goals” (Shao-
min and Jiang 2020: 70). One of the critical luring aspects of Chinese diplo-
macy is to identify states that are strategic to its military and trade inter-
ests and offer them loans to build seaports or other infrastructural projects 



The Effects of State Derecognition  ✦  193

2RPP

in exchange for switching allegiances. It pursues this strategy with existing 
allies such as Sri Lanka and those that were until recently Taiwan’s partners, 
such as El Salvador. In 2018, Vanuatu came under pressure to allow China to 
establish a permanent military base in the country. Vanuatu was also the first 
country to support China’s claim over the South Chiba Sea (Swarajya 2018). 
Around the time when the Solomon Islands government decided to switch 
from Taiwan to China, the Central Bank of Solomon Islands concluded 
that “the country will not be able to absorb any additional borrowing from 
China should it decide to switch” (Solomon Times 2019a). Soon after it 
was revealed that, in November 2019, the Solomon Islands government was 
in contact with Chinese investors, exploring concessional grants and loans 
as high as US$100 billion, seventy-seven times greater than country’s GDP 
(ABC News 2020a). The letter of offer by the Chinese investors highlighted 
that the loan would be unrestricted and could be used for poverty reduc-
tion, economic development, and other social investment, would have to 
be repaid within twenty years. A US State Department official warned that 
“allies of Taiwan who switch recognition to Beijing could be imperiling their 
sovereignty, citing risks such as debt and Chinese influence in domestic poli-
cymaking” (Focus Taiwan 2009a).

Soon after the Solomon Islands switched from Taiwan to China, a Chi-
nese company attempted to lease an entire island in the Solomons (Tugali) 
for seventy-five years and hold exclusive rights over the island. The local 
government of Tulagi signed a strategic cooperation agreement with the 
Chinese company only a day after the Solomon Islands established diplo-
matic relations with Beijing, without seeking permission from the central 
government (The Guardian 2019). For the local population this raised fears 
that the purpose of the lease was not just commercial but also military and 
strategic (Smith 2019). However, the Solomon Islands government consid-
ered the deal signed by one of its provinces to lease the entire island “unlaw-
ful” and demanded it be “terminated with immediate effect.” US Secretary 
of Defense Mark Esper applauded the veto, calling it “an important decision 
to reinforce sovereignty, transparency, and the rule of law.” “Many nations 
in the Pacific have discovered far too late that Chinese use of economic and 
military levers to expand their influence often is detrimental to them and 
their people,” Esper said in a statement (The Guardian 2019).

In rare instances, the derecognition of other states can result in social 
unrest. Following the derecognition of Taiwan in September 2019, the lead-
ership and residents of the province of Malaita expressed deep dissatisfac-
tion with the switch and threatened to mobilize forces for independence 
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from the Solomon Islands (South China Morning Post 2019b). The Malaita 
leader declared that “the process through which the government has [made] 
the decision has not been transparent and could be undemocratic” (Sol-
omon Star 2019), arguing that China “is no ordinary country like many 
other countries of the world” and has “a global ambition to dominate the 
world.” Malaitans expressed the fear that the Solomon Islands would lose 
its economic sovereignty through debt traps and loss of access to natural 
resources (Solomon Star 2019). The Malaita province is one of the most 
underdeveloped regions of the Solomon Islands, with secessionist tendencies 
dating back to independence in 1978. Taiwan’s assistance to the province has 
been vital in coping with the chronic vulnerabilities and has compensated 
for the absence of central government investments. Following the region’s 
opposition to the derecognition of Taiwan, ex-militants sent on behalf of the 
central government appeared in the province, allegedly “to intimidate the 
province into supporting the switch” (South China Morning Post 2019b). 
Tensions heightened when the central government opposed the province’s 
acceptance of Covid-19 donations from Taiwan, a move that was seen as an 
act of defiance and a violation of central government laws. Chinese authori-
ties protested the presence of pro-Taiwanese voices and symbols in the prov-
ince, which raised concerns among the local community about interference 
in domestic affairs. Drawing on these dynamics and embedded grievances, 
the province’s leaders have called for a self-determination referendum, seek-
ing to make Malaita an independent state. The local community in Malaita 
also grew impatient with Chinese residents on the island, requesting their 
immediate evacuation and suspension of business activities (ABC News 
2020b). In response, the Ministry of Provincial Government and Institu-
tional Strengthening issued a statement clarifying that “the Provincial Gov-
ernment Act 1997 does not provide any power to Malaita Province Premier, 
Daniel Suidani, to undertake a referendum of any sort” (Solomon Islands 
Government 2020).

As a result of this internal political disagreement, in November 2021 
around a thousand protesters set fire to the Chinese business district, the 
parliament building, banks, and several police stations in the capital city of 
Honiara. The leader of Malaita province, Daniel Suidani, said: “The protests 
happened as a result of the government not listening to the people or engag-
ing with their concerns on a range of issues, including infrastructure projects 
and the China-Taiwan switch” (The Guardian 2021). Chinese officials in 
Beijing expressed “grave concern” and called on the government of the Solo-
mon Islands “to take all necessary measures to protect the safety of Chinese 
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citizens and organisations” (SBS News 2022). Subsequently, Australia, New 
Zealand, and PNG were invited to deploy a small peacekeeping force to the 
Solomon Islands. While the discontent between provincial communities and 
the central government relates to long-standing disputes about corruption, 
lack of public services, and development assistance to local communities, 
the diplomatic switch in 2019 became the critical contention that led to the 
social unrest. Despite calls for the prime minister’s resignation, Manasseh 
Sogavare survived a vote of no confidence. He remained in office amid deep 
social and political divisions caused by the row over socioeconomic underde-
velopment and foreign policy. He blamed foreign powers who opposed his 
2019 decision to switch the Solomons’ diplomatic allegiance from Taiwan 
to China for fomenting the disturbances. Prime Minister Sogavare added: 
“These very countries that are now influencing Malaita are the countries that 
don’t want ties with the People’s Republic of China and they are discourag-
ing Solomon Islands to enter into diplomatic relations and to comply with 
international law and the United Nations resolution” (ABC News 2021). In 
response, opposition leader, Matthew Wales, while categorically rejecting 
allegation that he incited unrest, stated that “the people in this country feel 
that the democratic processes are not working for them, that their own gov-
ernment is the puppet of China” (ABC News 2021).

Countries implicated in the derecognition of other states have also been 
exposed to unintended security consequences. An illustrative example of the 
security effects of state derecognition is Macedonia. In the late 1990s, Mace-
donia decided to enhance economic ties with Taiwan. In retaliation, China 
vetoed the extension of the UN Preventive Deployment Force (UNPRE-
DEP) in 1999 (Taylor 2002: 128). Two years later, Macedonia relapsed into 
civil war, which the UN peacekeepers could have prevented. China warned 
Macedonia of its “determination to sever diplomatic relations and recon-
sider support for the extension of the UNPREDEP’s mandate, had Macedo-
nia not immediately reversed its decision” (Tubilewicz 2004: 786). However, 
“Macedonian leadership played down the prospects of China’s possible UN 
veto, hoping that China as a major power would not block the extension of 
the UN peacekeeping forces’ mandate . . . in a retaliatory move against the 
Taiwan policy of a small and impoverished Balkan state” (Tubilewicz 2004: 
787). China did not admit that its veto of UNPREDEP was related to Mace-
donia’s alignment with Taiwan, insisting that there was no need to extend 
the mandate further because “the situation in the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia has apparently stabilized in the past few years, its relations 
with neighbouring countries have been improved, and peace and stability 
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there have not been adversely affected by developments in that region” (UN 
Security Council 1999a: 6–7). Canada, which at that time was sitting on the 
UN Security Council, stated that

arguments that conditions no longer warrant the presence of UNPRE-
DEP simply cannot be sustained by an examination of the facts. We 
believe that China’s decision, seemingly compelled by bilateral con-
cerns unrelated to UNPREDEP, constitutes an unfortunate and inap-
propriate use of the veto. In this same light, we deeply regret that 
actions taken by the Government of the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia precipitated the bilateral dispute leading to the present 
situation. (UN Security Council 1999a: 7)

The eleven-hundred-member conflict prevention force was key to facilitating 
Macedonia’s transition after independence and mitigating ethnic tensions. 
Soon after the UNPREDEP departed Macedonia, ethnic tensions erupted 
in the country, resulting in a short civil war between the Macedonian gov-
ernment and ethnic Albanians who demanded equal rights and an end to 
discrimination (Neofotistos 2012).

One of the main reasons why China has become among the top ten UN 
troop and policy contributors is pragmatic. China has used peacekeeping to 
influence host countries, such as Haiti’s relations with Taiwan, and to pro-
tect its economic investments in conflict-affected countries, located mostly 
in Africa (Gowan 2020). As Erikson and Chen (2014: 85) point out, “Since 
2004, the UN peacekeeping mission in Haiti has come to the brink of losing 
its mandate each time the renewal date approaches, because China seeks to 
use its troop contribution and UN Security Council veto as an instrument 
to pry Haiti away from Taiwan’s grasp.” Similarly, when Haiti recognized the 
SADR, Morocco withdrew its peacekeepers from this war-shattered country 
and refused to send peacekeepers again. In 2003, fears that China would 
veto the deployment of UN peacekeepers in the Solomon Islands, which 
had diplomatic relations with Taiwan at that time, forced regional actors to 
back the Australian-led Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands 
(Ponzio 2005: 186).

Thus, as illustrated in this section, the derecognition of states tends to 
have double effects on those countries implicated in selling, renting, or 
trading diplomatic recognitions. Parallel to the economic and geopolitical 
benefits, the act of derecognition risks producing a spectrum of political 
effects that tend to undermine the stability of derecognizing states, ranging 
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from promotion of corruptive and undemocratic practices to resignation of 
political leaders, election manipulation, disruption of socioeconomic devel-
opments, and deepening of domestic insecurity, including violent unrests. 
As much as it can be used to overcome national vulnerabilities, derecogniz-
ing other states can backfire and come at cost that outweighs the benefits.

Bolstering Big-Power Rivalry

The process and the act of derecognition pose challenges for the contender 
states and regional and global powers. It disturbs the equilibrium among 
regional and international power interests in strategic regions. Accordingly, 
state derecognition has become part of big-power rivalry by default. It is well 
established that big powers compete “over largely unresolved, distinctive goal 
incompatibilities,” where “both sides want things that the other side denies 
them and they have not devised a way to compromise” (Colaresi, Rasler, and 
Thompson 2007: 4). Yet, as Thompson (1999: 14, 16) argues, “Rivalries can 
begin abruptly” and “can begin over a real or imagined conflict.” As with 
state recognition or nonrecognition practices (Coggins 2014), global powers 
tend to support the derecognition of states in regions and situations that 
would preserve or expand their influence and status (Murray 2019). If it runs 
against their geopolitical interests, they oppose it. Thus, state derecognition 
mostly plays out as a field of normative contestation among great powers. 
As argued elsewhere, “Normative contestation entails disagreement among 
states over the meaning and application of international norms—standards 
of behaviour reflected in general practice—to specific situations” (Newman 
and Visoka 2023: 366). While normative contestation in itself might result in 
an actual military confrontation, it is nonetheless a warning of escalation of 
political conflict with broader security implications. The politics of derecog-
nition risk being implicated in the growing tendencies among great powers 
to pursue their self-proclaimed right to dominate other regions and rivals 
through extralegal methods, in breach of the legal equality of states and the 
principle of noninterference in domestic affairs (Paris 2020). The derecogni-
tion of states can become a pretext to deepen the polarization and disagree-
ment among dominant powers on rules and institutions governing diplo-
matic affairs as well as on matters concerning statehood, self-determination, 
and territorial integrity.

Across all cases examined in this book, there is evidence to support that 
the derecognition of claimant states has mobilized global powers and deep-
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ened their rivalries and hostilities. For instance, the derecognition of Taiwan 
strengthens China’s claims over this contested territory and helps Beijing 
develop overseas strategic sites for economic and military purposes. In this 
context, the United States is prone to oppose the derecognition of Taiwan, 
as such a move empowers Chinese strategic interests and weakens the United 
States’ influence in different parts of the world. Senior US diplomats have 
expressed concerns over “China’s actions to bully Taiwan through economic 
coercion, squeezing Taiwan’s international space, and poaching diplomatic 
partners” (Stilwell 2019). Preserving Taiwan’s international allies is seen by 
the United States as being in the service of maintaining the status quo and 
de facto independence of Taiwan, which is seen as crucial to obstruct “Chi-
na’s projection of power into the Pacific and Indian Oceans and safeguards 
the vital sea lanes of communication for Japan and South Korea” (Loo 2014: 
168). In particular, the United States fears that if China takes over the island 
of Taiwan, it will threaten the security of the entire region, exposing the 
Philippines, undermining the United States’ access to Vietnam, Thailand, 
and Malaysia via the South China Sea, and endangering Japan (Colby 2021). 
In turn, Beijing has viewed the United States’ support for Taiwan as an effort 
to “weaken and divide China” (Blanchette and Hass 2023).

In Latin America, the derecognition of Taiwan and the subsequent 
expansion of Chinese influence in countries such as Panama represent a 
threat to the United States’ geopolitical interests. Panama utilized the sov-
ereignty conflict between China and Taiwan to trade recognition for finan-
cial inducement to expand the Panama Canal. The switching of recognition 
from Taiwan to China raised geopolitical concerns for the United States, 
which feared China’s eventual control of the Canal and strategic sea trade. 
The United States perceived the derecognition of Taiwan by Panama, Haiti, 
and El Salvador as a Chinese attempt to encircle US strategic interests in the 
Western Hemisphere. It undermines the long-standing US goal to keep any 
adversary out of its surrounding regions. Many US lawmakers have raised 
concerns that China’s campaign for the derecognition of Taiwan is disrupt-
ing the world order and creating the conditions for another war (Washing-
ton Examiner 2018). The United States feared that China would use these 
states to entrap them into loans and other economic investments and turn 
them into bases for Chinese military and trade interests. For example, in 
2018, the United States worried that El Salvador’s derecognition of Taiwan 
could give China access to one of its ports that could be used for military 
purposes. As a result, the White House (2018) issued a statement: “The El 
Salvadoran government’s receptiveness to China’s apparent interference in 
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the domestic politics of a Western Hemisphere country is of grave concern 
to the United States, and will result in a re-evaluation of our relationship 
with El Salvador.” El Salvador’s derecognition of Taiwan allegedly came after 
Taiwanese authorities rejected its request for harbor development funding 
and for additional resources to the ruling party for its electoral campaign 
(South China Morning Post 2018b).

As the rivalries between China and the West have deepened, the derecog-
nition of Taiwan has contributed to the increased tensions in the Pacific 
region, and has provoked strong reactions from the United States and Aus-
tralia. Evidence shows that since the early 2000s, “There have been increas-
ing signs of a change in US interest in the region, partially in response to 
China’s growing influence” (Brady and Henderson 2010: 204). Countries 
such as the Solomon Islands and other small surrounding states are caught 
in the crossfire between Australia and China over their political, economic, 
and military supremacy in the Pacific region. As Transform Aqorau (2021: 
323) argues, “The Pacific Islands are important from a traditional security 
perspective because they provide a buffer against a forward attack on Austra-
lia and New Zealand, as well as because Chinese engagement in the Pacific 
Islands region is increasingly viewed as a threat to historical Western domi-
nance.” However, Australia took a passive approach to the Solomon Islands, 
allowing it to make its own decision. A spokesperson from Australia’s For-
eign Ministry said Australia respected the sovereign right of the Solomons 
government to make its own decision and that the decision would not alter 
the bilateral relationship between Canberra and Honiara. “Australia does 
not take a position on other countries’ choices about their diplomatic rela-
tionships,” the spokesperson said (Radio New Zealand 2019). Yet soon after 
the Solomon Islands derecognized Taiwan and established diplomatic ties 
with China, Australia complained that the Solomons government did not 
treat its mining companies fairly.

For the United States, China’s assertive pursuit of the derecognition of 
Taiwan in the Pacific region threatens to undermine the rules-based inter-
national order (Epoch Times 2019). A US congresswoman stated in 2018 
that “China’s behavior toward Taiwan threatens regional stability and global 
democratic values.” (US House of Representatives 2018). Following the deci-
sions by the Solomon Islands and Kiribati to derecognize Taiwan in 2019, 
the US ambassador to the region declared that the United States was “disap-
pointed by Beijing’s continued campaign to shrink Taiwan’s international 
space and change the cross-strait status quo through coercion, in violation 
of Beijing’s commitments to engage peacefully with Taiwan” (South China 
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Morning Post 2019c). Soon after, the US House of Representatives passed 
the Taiwan Allies International Protection and Enhancement Initiative (TAI-
PEI) act to “support Taiwan in strengthening its official diplomatic relation-
ships as well as unofficial partnerships with countries in the Indo-Pacific 
region and around the world” (US Congress 2019b). In particular, it called 
on the US government to “consider, in certain cases as appropriate and in 
alignment with United States interests, reducing its economic, security, and 
diplomatic engagement with nations that take serious or significant actions 
to undermine Taiwan” (US Congress 2019b). In response, the Chinese MFA 
urged “the US to respect other countries’ sovereign rights in independently 
deciding their internal and foreign affairs, abide by the one-China principle 
and the three China-US joint communiques and prudently and properly 
handle Taiwan-related issues to avoid severe harms to China-US relations 
and cross-strait peace and stability” (MFA of China 2019). In retaliation, 
the United States has not only intensified its diplomatic interactions with 
Taiwan, including high-level visits to Taipei, but also has encouraged other 
European states to enhance diplomatic and political contacts with Taiwan. 
In an unexpected move, the former secretary of state Mike Pompeo called 
for US recognition of Taiwan as “a free and sovereign country” (Reuters 
2022). Later, the Council on Foreign Relations (2023: 2) predicted that “a 
conflict between the United States and the People’s Republic of China . . . 
over Taiwan is becoming increasingly imaginable.”

Ahead of the presidential elections in Taiwan in January 2024, U S Con-
gressman Mario Díaz-Balart (2024) went as far as to argue that “The robust 
relationship between the United States. and Taiwan is key to our national 
security, benefits the global community and is critical to prosperity in the 
region.” Soon after, Nauru severed its diplomatic relationship with Taiwan, 
a move which is considered as China’s retaliation after the victory of pro-
independence forces (DPP) in Taiwan. While acknowledging that Nauru’s 
move “is a sovereign decision” but “nonetheless a disappointing one,” the US 
Department of State explicitly warned that “The PRC often makes prom-
ises in exchange for diplomatic relations that ultimately remain unfulfilled” 
(US Department of State 2024). Following the victory of pro-independence 
forces (DPP) and the US’s pledge to deepen unofficial relations with Tai-
wan, several regional states, including Russia, publicly reiterated China’s 
sovereignty over Taiwan (One-China principle) and spoke against an inde-
pendent Taiwan. The MFA of Russia (2024) noted, “Attempts by certain 
countries to use the elections in Taiwan to pressure Beijing and destabilise 
the situation in the strait and across the region are counterproductive and 



The Effects of State Derecognition  ✦  201

2RPP

must be condemned by the international community.” Similarly, The Gov-
ernment of Maldives issued a statement on 14 January 2024 stating that it 
“opposes external interference in China’s internal affairs under any pretext 
and supports all efforts made by China to achieve national reunification.” 
(Government of Maldives 2024). The MFA of Taiwan responded to Russia’s 
statement noting that:

Russia has willingly become an accomplice of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party regime, deliberately echoing China’s fallacious “one China 
principle” claims following Taiwan’s elections. Not only does this 
do nothing to contribute to stability across the Taiwan Strait, it also 
proves once again that the collusion of authoritarian China and Rus-
sia jeopardizes international peace and stability and the rules-based 
international order. (MFA of Taiwan 2024a)

Some in the United States see the derecognition of Taiwan as a positive 
signal to dissociate the United States from Taiwan’s sovereignty claims over 
the entire territory of China. For instance, Elbridge Colby, former deputy 
assistant secretary of defense for strategy and force development, argued that 
“having nobody recognise the Government in Taiwan as the Republic of 
China would seem to strengthen the idea that Taiwan is either what Beijing 
prefers, which is a province or that it has independence” (Global Taiwan 
Institute 2022). So derecognition removes the fiction that the government 
of Taiwan represents the government of China. Concerning US interests 
in the derecognition of Taiwan, Colby argued that “everything that Beijing 
does is provocative and we should respond not symmetrically like in a diplo-
matic context but by using this as an excuse to strengthen Taiwan’s defense. 
So, if they switch Honduras  .  .  . we should use the political capital that 
Beijing that has caused . . . the controversy . . . to sell them more weapons” 
(Global Taiwan Institute 2022). In this regard, the derecognition of Taiwan 
has served US interest in increasing arms sales. As reported in the media, 
“The United States has approved a $100m support contract with Taiwan 
aimed at boosting the island’s missile defence systems amid heightened ten-
sions with China” (Al Jazeera 2022). While Taiwan has welcomed this arms 
sale, Chinese authorities have strongly condemned it and warned of retalia-
tory measures. In this sense, the escalation of tension between Taiwan and 
China tends to benefit the US military industrial complex, regardless of the 
long-term implications of such arms sales.

In other cases, such as Abkhazia and South Ossetia, great power contesta-
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tion roles are reversed. The United States actively opposes the independence 
of these de facto states and considers them to be Russian satellite states. 
While for Abkhazia recognition by Russia is a security guarantee, for Geor-
gia and the United States recognition is a means to justify Russia’s interfer-
ence in its neighbors’ internal affairs. According to an Abkhaz diplomat: 
“Recognition of independence from the largest state in the world, a nuclear 
power, and a permanent member of the UN Security Council significantly 
increased the security of Abkhazia and created the conditions for economic 
development. It is Russia that acts as the guarantor of the independence of 
the Republic of Abkhazia and, in fact, is the only real ally of Sukhum in the 
international arena.” For Abkhazia, the recognition from Russia “neutral-
izes” the lack of recognition by other states. While South Ossetia is more 
prone to reintegration with the Russia, Abkhazia has signaled its willingness 
to retain its independent statehood and achieve wide international recogni-
tion. However, the United States and European powers have openly opposed 
Russia’s close ties with these two breakaway countries and have turned them 
into a field of geopolitical rivalry. In 2019, the US Senate passed a special 
act in support of the independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity of 
Georgia. The act reaffirmed that it is “the policy of the United States to not 
recognize territorial changes effected by force, including the illegal invasions 
and occupations of Georgian regions of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali Region/
South Ossetia by the Russian Federation” (US Congress 2019a). Thus, the 
United States is also actively involved in the derecognition of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia to directly challenge Russia’s influence in the Caucasus 
region and around the world. The Western opposition to Abkhazia’s and 
South Ossetia’s special ties with Russia has shaped the discourse of inter-
national meditators in the Georgian-Abkhaz negotiation process, which 
have mainly supported Georgia’s position and rejected the Abkhaz desire 
for self-determination (International Alert 2011: 7). In instances such as this 
one, the derecognition process can indirectly leverage the intervention by 
patron states to annex or take control of territory. For example, derecogni-
tion of Abkhazia and South Ossetia represents a diplomatic failure for Rus-
sia, which might consider incorporating the two breakaway territories as the 
only option left. It does so through neo-functional techniques such as offer-
ing Russian passports, establishing permanent military pacts, and removing 
economic and political bounties.

In retaliation, since 2017 Russia has encouraged and supported Serbia’s 
campaign for the derecognition of Kosovo, as such a move weakens US 
influence in the Balkans and signals its fading effect among third coun-
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tries implicated in the derecognition of Kosovo. Russia has openly taken 
Serbia’s side, arguing that any eventual settlement should be a solution 
acceptable to Belgrade and must be approved by the UN Security Council 
(UNMIK Media Observer 2019). While Russia wants to appear as a con-
structive power, it prefers the status quo and protracted and frozen con-
flicts to undermine US and EU interests in the Western Balkans. It mainly 
wants to slow down the integration of the region into NATO. Some 
believe Russia is not committed to resolving the recognition saga between 
Serbia and Kosovo. As Maxim Samorukov (2019: 3) observes, “Russia has 
very little to gain and, potentially, everything to lose if the Kosovo conflict 
is resolved. Full recognition of Kosovo would end Serbia’s dependence on 
Russia’s continued international backing. If no longer constrained by the 
Kosovo issue, Serbia could accelerate its push for EU accession and deepen 
cooperation with NATO.” Russia has actively labeled Kosovo a failed 
Western project. Derecognition is not seen as Russia’s its own making but 
is presented as testimony to Kosovo’s failure to consolidate its statehood. 
As stated by the Russian ambassador to the Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe, “It is becoming increasingly clear that the quasi-
State entity in Kosovo has failed. It is no coincidence that the number of 
countries that have withdrawn their recognition of its so-called indepen-
dence is growing” (Permanent Mission of the Russian Federation to the 
OSCE 2019). Thus, seen from this vantage, the derecognition of Kosovo 
represents a method for Russia to undermine the US and EU position in 
the Balkans by prolonging the status quo and making a role for itself in 
shaping regional affairs. By rejecting the recognition of Kosovo, Russia has 
tried to weaken the United States’ position in the Balkans, derail and delay 
NATO’s enlargement, and turn the region into a political battlefield to 
advance its geopolitical and geoeconomic interests. According to Dimitar 
Bechev (2019: 7), “From Moscow’s perspective, projecting power in the 
Balkans is tantamount to giving the West a taste of its own medicine. If 
the Europeans and the Americans are meddling in its backyard . . . Russia 
is entitled to do the same in theirs” (see also Grant 2015).

In the case of Western Sahara, the contestation among great and rising 
powers is primarily normative and takes place through multilateral diplo-
macy. The major rivalry is between, on one side, France and the United 
States—which back Morocco’s de facto control of Western Sahara—and, 
on the other, Algeria, South Africa, and, to a certain extent, Russia, which 
support the SADR’s and the Polisario’s independence aspirations. The great 
power rivalry and geopolitical interests over Western Sahara are not new, 
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dating back to the Cold War, dominated by the logic of spheres of influence 
pushed by the United States and the Soviet Union (Mundy 2017). Over 
the years, the Franco-American consensus on Western Sahara, which has 
effectively served Morocco’s agenda to oppose the self-determination refer-
endum, has played an essential role in entrenching the conflict and deep-
ening hostilities (Zunes and Mundy 2022). In particular, France considers 
Morocco a crucial partner in North Africa and a strategic ally to counterbal-
ance Algeria and other adversaries in the region. Similarly, the United States 
uses Morocco as a regional ally and supplies military assistance to advance 
its security interests in the Arab world (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008: 100). 
Each rival tends to use normative and institutional structures to its advan-
tage. For example, Morocco’s international allies try to keep the question of 
Western Sahara on the UN Security Council agenda, whereas South Africa 
and other regional partners are in favor of greater engagement by the Afri-
can Union. France, the United States, and the EU are perceived as having 
hidden behind the UN-led process for resolving the Western Sahara self-
determination conflict, which in practice enables Morocco to prolong its 
presence with impunity and advance its economic and geopolitical interests 
in the Western Sahara while neutralizing international opposition to the 
occupation (Noutcheva 2020). In this instance, the United Nations Mission 
for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) is utilized to delay 
the four-decade-long quest to settle the future of the territory while still 
creating the impression that necessary efforts are in place for conflict reso-
lution (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008: 92). France has threatened to use its 
veto power to block any arrangement that would not be congruent with 
Morocco’s interests.

On the other hand, Algeria considers Morocco its main regional rival 
and has been for decades committed to supporting the SADR and the 
Polisario (Boukhars and Roussellier 2014). Morocco and Algeria have a his-
tory of conflict dating back to the War of Sands in 1963. In addition to 
hosting forcefully displaced Sahrawi people in refugee camps, Algeria pro-
vides the SADR military, economic, and diplomatic support (Mundy 2017). 
Morocco has insisted that Algeria be a part of the peace talks to undermine 
the diplomatic subjectivity of the SADR, since it is the patron state and 
main supporter. Algeria has refused to be a direct party to UN-led talks 
(Zoubir 2020). In response to the renewed hostilities between Morocco 
and the Polisario, Algeria raised its security alert levels and warned against 
adverse parties trying to destabilize the region. The renewed rivalry between 
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Russia and the United States indicates that the Kremlin is siding with the 
SADR and Algeria. For instance, in 2018 it successfully lobbied to shorten 
the renewal of MINURSO’s mandate from twelve to six months as a form 
of pressure on Morocco to engage in conflict resolution talks (Roussellier 
2018). In 2021, the Russian MFA in Moscow hosted for bilateral talks senior 
SADR diplomats seeking support within the UN Security Council (Sahara 
Press Service 2021).

In sum, the evidence provided in this section illustrates that derecogni-
tion has a far-reaching international impact beyond the directly implicated 
countries. It tends to increase geopolitical rivalries and mobilize regional and 
global powers to either leverage or try to control the damages arising from 
the derecognition of claimant states. Especially when contender states are 
strategic allies of global powers, any shift in the balance of influence caused 
by derecognition tends to mobilize great power rivalries and antagonism, 
initially in the form of normative contestation through diplomatic channels 
and then through other more militant methods. In this sense, state derecog-
nition should be seen as not only a niche anti-diplomatic practice, but a 
window onto the unraveling of international order and the emergence of 
a new conception of sovereignty, power, and domination in world politics.

Conclusion

State derecognition produces a wide range of intended and unintended 
effects, which reveal its impact on the contender states and the broader 
dynamics of international politics. The analysis in this chapter examined the 
spectrum of political, legal, and security effects that the process and the act 
of derecognition have on implicated countries. Notably, the derecognition of 
the claimant state by third countries does not end the claimant state’s politi-
cal and legal existence. The claimant states tend to continue their existence 
as sovereign entities and, in some instances, without much disruption. Since 
the claimant states tend to value the recognition by big and regional powers 
more, when small and peripheral countries derecognize them, they are less 
concerned. For instance, Abkhazia and South Ossetia appear to be satisfied 
and confident that recognition by Russia is sufficient for their state survival. 
Similarly, Kosovo, as long as it enjoys support from the United States and 
most of the European countries, is not too concerned by the derecognition 
of faraway countries. The SADR also appears to be confident as long as it 
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has the support of Algeria. Taiwan, while all diplomatic allies are important, 
seems to base its hope and reliance on informal security and economic ties 
with the United States and many other regional and global powers.

Yet the derecognition of the claimant state can be destabilizing if it 
occurs in bulk. It reaches a critical mass, producing a chain of adverse effects 
that can undermine both international legal sovereignty and the domestic 
stability of the claimant state. Derecognition results in shrinking bilateral 
relations with third countries, which then can have a narrowing effect on 
how much the claimant state can do in foreign affairs. It can also undermine 
the claimant state’s ability to participate or seek membership in international 
organizations, due to the inability to secure enough votes to access multi-
lateral bodies. So state derecognition tends to produce legal and political 
effects only when it reaches a particular critical mass of states required for the 
claimant state to exercise its external sovereignty and realize foreign policy 
goals. In other words, if the claimant state continues to enjoy broad inter-
national support and has sufficient votes to be admitted to different inter-
national organizations gradually, then derecognition by a handful of states 
is of little significance. However, if the claimant state, for example, Kosovo, 
is on the border of securing the critical mass for membership in prominent 
international organizations, then any withdrawal of recognition translates 
into fewer chances for membership. In other instances, when an insignifi-
cant number of states has recognized the claimant state, such as Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, derecognition does not make a huge difference, as they 
already lacking in recognitions.

Ultimately, derecognition deepens the claimant states’ dependency on 
international allies, and thus, in order to survive, they are forced to become 
vassals to another regional or global power that serves as the patron state. 
Dependency on the patron state brings further troubles to claimant states, 
as they tend to be pressured by the rivals of the patron state. Thus, such 
political associations become claimant states’ perennial savior and curse. 
Furthermore, to survive as states they need to delegate their foreign policy 
allegiances, which provide reasons to other states to further alienate and 
exclude them from the common goods of the international system. More-
over, the cumulative effect of derecognition can result in the reduction of the 
strategic ambition of the claimant state to achieve full statehood and thus 
cause it to revert to the self-suspension of sovereignty, avoid further inter-
national humiliation, and, in turn, confront the former base or contender 
state. Furthermore, the process of derecognition undermines the domestic 
legitimacy of the government in the claimant state.
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The evidence presented in this chapter shows that derecognition does 
not contribute to conflict resolution between the contender states. The for-
mer base state uses the derecognition to remind the claimant state that the 
former base state and its international allies hold the power to grant them 
access to the broader world. Consequently, the process of state derecogni-
tion is perceived by the claimant state as a form of diplomatic aggression and 
part of the political conflict, which in turn undermines efforts for conflict 
resolution by reducing confidence-building in third-party mediated talks. 
Seen as a diplomatic aggression, derecognition becomes a bellicose act that 
pushes both sides to heighten the dispute rhetorically and militarily. In all 
the cases studied here, the process of derecognition has become a key issue 
in the chain of provocative events, which has resulted in the deepening of 
hostilities and escalation of the conflict.

The derecognition of states tends to produce adverse effects beyond the 
contender states. In third countries that are implicated in selling or trading 
recognition for their self-interest, state derecognition tends to come with a 
cost to their domestic stability and quality of governance. The practice of 
state derecognition tends to polarize political parties in most of the derecog-
nizing countries due to the lucrative benefits they might get from doling out 
their diplomatic allegiances. Moreover, practices of state derecognition in a 
number of cases show that corruption is part of lobbying efforts. In most 
cases, when third countries derecognize the claimant state, the latter pull out 
all bilateral cooperation projects and funding, which can negatively impact 
the socioeconomic development of local communities in third countries. In 
short, state derecognition mainly produces domestic consequences for third 
countries. There are few international implications in the form of sanctions 
or counteractions by the claimant state and its allies. This derives from the 
fact that without proper normative and policy mechanisms regulating the 
recognition or derecognition of states, third countries are allowed to change 
their foreign policy positions without any major cost or consequence. So the 
effects are bilateral and internal, not so much multilateral. Small states—
mostly postcolonial ones—tend to engage in the derecognition of states 
without significant ramifications to their international standing and status. 
They generate influence only by engaging in controversial foreign policy 
adventures, where they tend to grab the attention of regional and global 
powers and maximize the benefits (Sharman 2017). This notwithstanding, 
it can’t be ruled that derecognizing states might be subject to various inter-
national sanctions or countermeasures due to their conflict-infusing diplo-
matic actions.
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Finally, state derecognition also has a broader destabilizing effect on 
the international order. Practices of derecognition are perceived by global 
emerging powers as antagonistic actions that deepen rivalry and confronta-
tion. Consequently, the involvement of big powers results in paralyzing the 
ambitions of the claimant state for full international recognition and, in 
turn, deepens the logic of spheres of influence, forcing all sides in the con-
flict to group themselves around broader geopolitical causes that overshadow 
the normative and context-specific merits of claimant states for recognized 
statehood. In this regard, state derecognition tends to complicate the pros-
pects for resolving self-determination and statehood disputes and encour-
ages radical and militant solutions. In sum, the complex and far-reaching 
adverse effects of state derecognition show that this anti-diplomatic practice 
disorders diplomatic relations, the dynamics of conflict resolution, the ethics 
of foreign policy and aid, and the politics of global rivalries.
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6	 ✦	 Conclusion
Rethinking State Derecognition

This book provided a comprehensive examination of state derecog-
nition in world politics by examining how the withdrawal of recognition 
is understood in scholarly debates and how protagonist states practice it. 
Drawing on the cases of Taiwan, Western Sahara, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, 
and Kosovo, the book approached state derecognition as a complex process 
based on multiple justifications and prone to producing a wide variety of 
effects. The derecognition of states is not widely practiced in international 
affairs and thus remains largely unexplored. However, as the analyses in this 
book have demonstrated, the withdrawal of recognition offers a window into 
the reversal politics of unbecoming a sovereign state and how the arbitrary 
beginning and the end of diplomatic relations between states take place. 
Derecognition is a scattered anti-diplomatic practice favored by three cat-
egories of states: (a) the handful of claimant states without universal recogni-
tion and thus outside the UN system; (b) those challenged by contender or 
former base states that reject the nonconsensual independence of the claim-
ant state; and (c) states enabled by a limited number of third countries that 
are implicated in or have a tradition of renting or selling their capacity to 
recognize other states in exchange for personal goods or national geopolitical 
interests. Despite its relevance, existing knowledge on state derecognition is 
scattered and prone to scholarly and policy dissensus.

This concluding chapter provides a reappraisal of the key arguments and 
findings of the book, their significance, and the prospects for regulating state 
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recognition in the international system. At its core, the results of this book 
challenge linear, dogmatic, and monolithic views on the irreversible nature 
of statehood and recognition, exposing the norms and practices that under-
pin the reservable politics of diplomatic recognition. The process of state 
derecognition goes through steps and tactics similar to those of the recogni-
tion process but in reverse order and with different actors at the epicenter. 
Conceiving recognition and derecognition as on a spectrum reveals more 
than one form and variation, which requires rethinking the monolithic con-
ceptualization of both recognition and derecognition as concepts and prac-
tices. Regarding the rationales and justifications for derecognition, a slight 
difference exists between state recognition and derecognition. Justifications 
for recognition tend to be encoded and furnished within the acceptable 
and dominant legal and normative discourses, whereas those concerning 
derecognition tend to be more straightforward and are centered around self-
interest rather than global norms and order.

Finally, and most important, regarding the implications of both state rec-
ognition and derecognition, the former produces more stability and conflict 
resolution—though not always—whereas the latter produces more instabil-
ity and conflict escalation. So recognition tends to promote equality, mutu-
ality, and friendship among nations, whereas derecognition is implicated in 
promoting exclusion and estrangement. The recognition of sovereign equal-
ity of new states has resulted in the expansion of the international system. 
Withdrawal of recognition of sovereign equality results in either stagnation 
or narrowing the international system. Overall, there are overlapping simi-
larities but also significant differences that, most importantly, lead to differ-
ent implications. State derecognition is, ultimately, an anti-diplomatic prac-
tice arising in the absence of a consensual institutional regime governing the 
recognition of states. As long as derecognition remains at the discretion of 
individual states, we are likely to see situations where states use and abuse 
their status as members of the club of sovereign countries to exclude, and 
thus withdraw recognition from, other aspirant states. This creates room for 
using the recognition of other states as an instrument not guided by rules 
and principles but by self-interest and arbitrary considerations.

This chapter is organized as follows. The first section offers a summary 
of core findings on the meaning, process, justification, and effects of state 
derecognition. The second section provides a reflective and provocative dis-
cussion of different options and constraints for regulating state derecogni-
tion in the international system.
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State Derecognition: A Reappraisal

The derecognition of states is a rare but significant anti-diplomatic practice. 
Derecognition has emerged as a diplomatic tool former base states use to iso-
late and regain control over claimant states, which is an early sign of military 
aggression, cognitive and cyber warfare, and socioeconomic coercion. It is 
an important indicator of an impending diplomatic war, with the potential 
to shatter a fragile peace and return states to situations of violent conflict. 
Moreover, the motives and politics behind derecognition by third countries 
are questionable. By renting or trading their right to recognize or derecog-
nize other states for self-interest, third countries cause more harm than good 
to international order. Overall, the practice of state derecognition entraps all 
protagonists in a complex entanglement of dependent relations. Contrary 
to the official narratives, the process and act of derecognition do not con-
tribute to conflict resolution between the former base state and the claimant 
state. It only deepens hostilities, distrust, and counter-peace (Richmond, 
Pogodda, and Visoka 2023). Among third states implicated in selling, rent-
ing, or transacting recognition and derecognition for self-interest, evidence 
shows the practice tends to destabilize political and economic effects. For 
other protagonist states encouraging state derecognition, the outcome tends 
to be more great power rivalry and regional hostility.

State Derecognition as an Ambiguous Concept

The first central theme discussed in this book was the meaning of state 
derecognition in theory and practice. The analysis showed state derecogni-
tion to be an essentially ambiguous concept, the interpretation and applica-
tion of which is dubious. It has multiple meanings subject to various schol-
arly and policy interpretations. Although derecognition may seem to be a 
monolithic diplomatic practice or analytical concept, it is far more compli-
cated. The concept of state derecognition captures a spectrum of different 
forms, semantics, and diplomatic actions undertaken by protagonist states to 
question, review, and reverse the recognition of claimant states. However, it 
is worth noting that this spectrum of meanings and variants of state derecog-
nition is partially dictated by the limited diplomatic discourses describing 
the upgrading and downgrading of interstate relations while being partly 
determined by the diversity of contemporary cases under examination.

First, derecognition is often invoked interchangeably with concepts such 
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as “withdrawal,” “reversal,” “rescinding,” and “suspending” the previous rec-
ognition decision. When third countries invoke these concepts, they indicate 
they have moved backward to the previous status of nonrecognition. In this 
instance, formal and express derecognition can be considered both as discon-
tinuing bilateral diplomatic relations and as a reversal of the original stance 
of nonrecognition. In this instance, derecognition essentially means revers-
ing one or two steps back. One-step-back derecognition tends to involve 
severance and freezing of diplomatic relations where the claimant state 
continues to exist for the derecognizing states despite being diplomatically 
unrelated. In this instance, derecognition can be interpreted as downgrading 
of bilateral relations without formally taking a stance on the political and 
legal status of the claimant state. In other words, derecognition may entail 
recognition without engagement. It signifies moving from being diplomatic 
friends to being acquaintances or strangers. In this instance, while derecog-
nition can best be described as a diplomatic practice or instrument consist-
ing of multiple variants with distinct implications for all contender states, it 
doesn’t question the existence of the claimant state. In short, derecognition 
is declarative, as the derecognizing state declares that it is reviewing and 
changing its diplomatic relations with the claimant state. This also reso-
nates with the view of the scholarly community that considers recognition 
irreversible. Two-step-back derecognition entails the full recognition of the 
claimant state, which thus becomes nonexistent legally and diplomatically 
for the derecognizing state and becomes part of the former base state or dis-
putant state. In this variant, derecognition would mean affirmative nonrec-
ognition and implies dismantling of the claimant state’s statehood attributes 
and international subjectivity. In short, derecognition would entail recog-
nition afresh or transferring back to the former base state the sovereignty 
over the territory controlled by the claimant state. Here, derecognition is 
re-recognition of the former base state, and this understanding of derecogni-
tion tends to resonate with the constitutive theory of derecognition, which 
perceives the withdrawal of recognition as the unmaking of the attributes of 
independent statehood, namely, unraveling and reversing sovereign state-
hood and disregarding the legal and political existence of the claimant state.

These two meanings of derecognition correspond with the interpreta-
tion that all protagonist states give to the practice. Claimant states tend to 
prefer the first semantical variant of derecognition. Since derecognition—in 
any variant—is considered an assault on the sovereignty of the claimant 
states, they tend to handle such encounters with caution. When claimant 
states take note of the occurrence of derecognition, they consider such acts 
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to be unilateral discontinuance of bilateral ties by third countries that do 
not influence their sovereign statehood. In frozen recognition without active 
diplomatic engagement, claimant states tend to avoid public friction and try 
to handle such encounters through secret diplomacy. On the other hand, 
former base states tend to treat the act and process of derecognition as an 
acknowledgment that the claimant state isn’t a sovereign state, and that the 
sovereign entitlement has been returned to them. In other words, they treat 
derecognition as the gradual extinction of the claimant state and restora-
tion of their territorial integrity. Even when derecognition takes the shape 
of suspension or freezing of bilateral relations, the former base states tend 
to consider such instances to be favorable and victorious moves that expand 
the international contestation of the claimant state. By withdrawing the rec-
ognition of the claimant state, the former base state satisfies some of its 
existential desires and hopes for regaining control over the lost territory. It 
represents a symbolic victory and recognition of its claim over the contested 
state. While such a recognition of symbolic sovereignty might not translate 
into physical reappropriation of the contested territory, it satisfies domes-
tic political audiences in the short run. The act of derecognition can also 
enhance the bargaining power of the former base state in a conflict settle-
ment process. Pragmatically, it can serve the domestic purpose of legitimiz-
ing the incumbent government. More broadly, instances of derecognition 
signal that counter-secession and counter-recognition diplomacy work and 
can restore damages following unilateral separation by the claimant state.

The meaning and significance that third countries, namely the derec-
ognizing states, accord to derecognition, including the arguments they 
invoke, are related to the rewards they receive or the potential costs they 
incur. Derecognition is thus a transactional and measured response. Ulti-
mately, derecognition helps third states actualize their sovereignty at the 
international level and helps generate external attention, aid, and benefits 
through trading, renting, and selling recognition to contender states. In 
their defense, by withdrawing the recognition of the claimant state, third 
countries reinforce their external sovereignty, namely the ability to deter-
mine their foreign affairs freely and according to their discretion, including 
which states they recognize as sovereign and independent. They enact the 
sovereign power to recognize others without much consideration for the 
factual situation and the negative consequences for the claimant state and 
the broader international system. As discussed in this book, derecognition 
is an effective instrument of prudent diplomacy to compensate for the lack 
of economic self-sufficiency in many postcolonial and impoverished states. 
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By suspending, freezing, or formally withdrawing their recognition, third 
countries commit an act of symbolic violence against the claimant state. The 
symbolic violence of derecognition lies in the third countries’ ability to exert 
influence on and have advantages over the claimant states because of their 
status as recognized states with the discretionary power to recognize other 
states. When the capacity to recognize or derecognize other states is weapon-
ized for self-interest and in a manner that causes harm to others, it becomes 
symbolically violent by preventing claimant states from accessing the club of 
sovereign nations with equal rights, opportunities, and privileges.

Thus, without a clear definition and policy consensus, the derecogni-
tion of states is both subject to scholarly disagreements and to abuse by 
protagonist states. Derecognition is what states make of it. The meaning and 
invocation of state derecognition largely depends on who the protagonists 
are and for what purpose they use it. For the claimant states, derecogni-
tion is a clear act of diplomatic aggression invoked by the former base state 
and third countries. It undermines their independent statehood, deepens 
interstate hostilities, and weakens conflict resolution efforts. For the former 
base state, derecognition is invoked as a diplomatic and nonviolent instru-
ment to isolate the claimant state and thus derail the consolidation of its 
independent statehood. It is also an instrument for domestic political gains 
to compensate and recover from the humiliation suffered over the origi-
nal loss of control over the territory of the claimant state. For former base 
states, derecognition is the pursuit of war by other (diplomatic) means. For 
third countries, mostly postcolonial and underdeveloped, derecognition is 
essentially a transactional tool in their limited foreign policy toolbox. For 
them, derecognition is not about upholding international norms, rules, and 
customs on statehood or contributing to international peace, security, and 
order. It is primarily driven by self-interest and a quest to fulfill immediate 
economic and security needs. The many meanings of state derecognition 
have far-reaching implications and harmful consequences for the stability 
and quality of diplomatic relations among all implicated states. Derecogni-
tion does, however, expose the existence of a parallel international diplo-
matic subsystem between countries that are members of the UN and other 
international organizations and countries that are excluded from and are 
struggling to enter the club of sovereign and recognized states.

State Derecognition as a Two-Way Process

Understanding of the politics and process behind the derecognition of states 
has been limited to date. Thus, one of the main purposes of this book has been 
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the investigation of the process of state derecognition in practice, namely 
how the recognition is understood and perceived by protagonist states, who 
the key actors are, and what the main tactics and strategies are behind the 
derecognition of states. Far from being monolithic, the book showed that 
state derecognition in practice is a prudent two-way process consisting of 
multiple context-specific tactics and strategies that protagonist states deploy 
to reconsider, downgrade, or end their diplomatic relations with the claim-
ant state. Although state derecognition is a multistage process and prone to 
failure, stagnation, or backsliding at each phase, in general the full reiterative 
process undergoes four distinct phases: (1) contesting the independence of 
the claimant state; (2) reconsidering the recognition of the claimant state; (3) 
freezing or suspending recognition; and (4) formally withdrawing recogni-
tion. Each phase of derecognition produces different outcomes and variants, 
ranging from de facto suspension and freezing of bilateral relations to for-
mally withdrawing recognition and ending diplomatic relations.

These four phases, with the potential to also become variants of derecog-
nition, have striking similarities to recognition efforts but in reverse order 
(Visoka 2018). In the first instance, third countries, unless directly involved 
in mediating the creation of the aspirant state, tend to have a default posi-
tion of nonrecognition, which can be negative or positive. Negative non-
recognition entails proactive opposition to the recognition of the claimant 
state, whereas positive nonrecognition entails indifference or absence in 
terms of diplomatic activities or commentary regarding the independence 
of the claimant state. Usually, through diplomatic lobbying and persuasion, 
third countries tend to engage with the claimant state and offer de facto 
recognition through institutional cooperation or affirmative support within 
multilateral bodies. Finally, the recognition process is formalized and legal-
ized when the third country grants formal and explicit recognition to the 
claimant state and proceeds to establish diplomatic relations.

In most instances, the process of derecognition is initiated by the former 
base state and takes place in parallel to the struggle of the claimant state to 
consolidate its independent statehood. Notably, the origins of state derecog-
nition can be found on the path to the proclamation of independence itself. 
When the new state is created without the consent of the former base state 
and lacks universal recognition, its sovereignty and international standing 
remain contested. Recent practices, however, such as Russian Duma ini-
tiative to withdraw the recognition of Lithuania in 2022, show that even 
universally recognized and UN member states can be subject to potential 
derecognition by other states. The first step in the derecognition process 
is the former base state’s continuous campaign to undermine the claimant 
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state’s domestic and international standing to weaken its capacity to act as a 
sovereign state at home and abroad. In this regard, by pushing for derecogni-
tion of the claimant state, the former base state ensures that countries that 
have not recognized the claimant state do not change their position. Thus, 
the derecognition process appears to have the effect of preventing or slowing 
down the recognition of the claimant state, especially among those that have 
signaled implicit recognition.

The former base state actively uses diplomatic, economic, and military 
instruments to expand international support and sympathy for its foreign 
policy of counter-secession and struggle to preserve claims of territorial 
integrity. However, contesting the sovereignty of the claimant state alone 
is insufficient on the international stage. Undermining the effective exercise 
of authority on the ground is crucial for keeping the territorial claims open 
over the claimant state. Domestic contestation entails deploying hybrid 
methods aimed at damaging the claimant state’s political institutions, econ-
omy, and social fabric and portraying it as an illegal and illegitimate entity. 
Such mixed methods can also entail weaponizing kin minorities, prosecut-
ing independence leaders, and not recognizing state symbols, identity, and 
jurisdiction. Keeping the territorial claims open helps the former base state 
constitute its foreign policy identity as a victim of secession and can thus 
generate global solidarity. It also affirms its claims by reconsidering the rec-
ognition of the claimant state. Thus, derecognition is a troublesome practice 
that intends to deepen hostilities and avoid accepting independence and 
normalization of relations.

The second phase in the state derecognition process consists of per-
suading third countries to reconsider their position on the claimant state, 
which could range from signaling the downgrading of diplomatic relations 
to taking proactive measures to freeze or suspend the previous decision for 
recognition. An initial sign of derecognition is when third countries issue 
antagonistic statements about the claimant state and flirt diplomatically 
with the former base state. Reconsidering the recognition of the claimant 
state most often comes in response to a lobbying campaign by the former 
host state, which includes a range of incentives from economic and devel-
opment assistance, deeper bilateral military and security cooperation, and 
defense of mutual interests within multilateral organizations. Despite such 
incentives, this phase in the derecognition process can be lengthy, costly, and 
unpredictable. It can take many years of political and economic investment 
and the involvement of major powers to persuade third countries to rethink 
their decision and consider derecognition of another state.
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As the discussion in the book has shown, this phase of state derecogni-
tion reveals that in some instances, the reconsideration of recognition is a 
by-product of weak bilateral ties between the claimant and the derecog-
nizing state, while in other cases it may be determined by a former base 
state’s diplomatic campaign. Countries such as Kosovo have long taken rec-
ognition by many global south countries for granted and have thus failed 
to nurture and cultivate bilateral relations. While this behavior was mostly 
driven by limited diplomatic resources and an inward-looking understand-
ing of recognition, Serbia exploited this vulnerability at a critical point when 
Kosovo was undergoing domestic political instability (due to early elections 
and delays in government formation) to launch a derecognition campaign 
targeting third countries that had recognized Kosovo but did not cultivate 
bilateral ties. This shows that states’ standing is not entirely determined by 
their self-perceived or self-recognized right to sovereign statehood, nor by 
their words, but by what they do to enact and perform their statehood. Dip-
lomatic activity rather than passive claims over a territory often determine 
aspirant states’ success and international standing. Yet this is not always the 
case. Taiwan, for instance, is proactive and resourceful in its diplomacy, 
with a vast informal diplomatic network. It dedicates almost all its foreign 
policy resources to preserving diplomatic allies. However, this is overrid-
den by China’s assertive diplomacy and economic and geopolitical incen-
tives that convince third countries to stop recognition. Thus, the dynamics 
of derecognition are primarily determined by the power differential among 
the protagonist states. The case of Western Sahara is somewhere in between. 
Relying primarily on historical and ideological ties with several governments 
in Africa and Latin America, the SADR failed to cultivate active diplomatic 
ties with third countries due to limited diplomatic resources and an actual 
territorial base for the Polisario-run government. Morocco utilized this fail-
ure by launching a proactive diplomatic campaign, relying upon extensive 
economic incentives and alliance with Western powers, successfully persuad-
ing other countries to reconsider their position on Western Sahara.

On balance, the analysis in the book showed that global south and post-
colonial states are more prone to reconsidering the recognition of other 
states, highlighting the indeterminacy of their foreign policy principles 
and practices and their willingness to trade their capacity to recognize in 
exchange for political and material goods. Third countries implicated in 
the derecognition of claimant states utilize their status as recognized states 
to benefit from conferring or withdrawing recognition to other states in 
exchange for economic assistance. As Nanen Prasad (2009: 53) bluntly puts 
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it, “In this era of increased globalisation many small islands states sell their 
sovereignty to other countries in order to finance their budget or to get for-
eign aid.” Such a quest for national development often comes at the expense 
of the claimant states’ much-needed international recognition to secure their 
collective survival. Paradoxically, most derecognizing states are postcolonial 
states. Historically, Western colonial powers have amplified and utilized dip-
lomatic recognition to exert control and determine who has the chance to 
become a sovereign state. By default, postcolonial states, through the acts 
of derecognition, now reproduce colonialist practices by undermining the 
claimant states’ right to recognition and independent statehood.

The third phase of the state derecognition process entails instances when 
the lobbying campaign does not result in full and formal derecognition of 
the claimant state, but can result in the freezing of recognition and down-
grading of bilateral relations. In contrast to the conventional, formulaic, 
and binary conception of diplomatic relations centered on the notion that 
states are either recognized or not recognized, or that states have diplomatic 
relations or not, this phase of state derecognition reveals the variety of rela-
tions that countries can form. The discursive invocations evident during 
the third phase highlight that third states have found creative ways to refer 
to the sensitive issue of state derecognition. For example, concepts such as 
freezing the recognition and taking a neutral stance or discontinuing and 
suspending diplomatic relations with the claimant state have become new, 
ambivalent methods of diplomatic disengagement without formally with-
drawing the recognition of the claimant state. The practice of “recognition 
without engagement” mirrors in reverse order the practice of “engagement 
without recognition,” both seen as optimal forms of developing relation-
ships with the claimant state without formally establishing diplomatic ties 
or recognizing its sovereign statehood. Nonetheless, this diplomatic ambiv-
alence leaves room to question whether derecognition has happened and 
creates uncertainties in the diplomatic relations between concerned states. 
Such ambivalent forms of derecognition often ensure that third countries 
continue to benefit from and exploit all concerned parties while avoiding 
potential accusations of causing diplomatic incidents and exposure to retal-
iatory measures from the claimant state and its global allies. The variant of 
frozen recognition can be seen as a balancing act governed by the principle 
of proportionality, namely the concern that full withdrawal of recognition 
of claimant state would cause harm to the derecognizing state, including 
adverse effects for the implicated states. Thus, there is a logic of proportion-
ality in instances where countries have irregular diplomatic ties but refuse 
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to end them. The diplomatic theology behind such rationales highlights the 
influence of entangled relations among states and the constraints such rela-
tions have on foreign policy conduct.

The fourth and final phase in the state derecognition process is the for-
mal and explicit withdrawal of recognition of the claimant state. As the 
analysis in this book showed, following the guidance from the former base 
state, third countries tend to explicitly highlight in diplomatic notes that 
they have withdrawn recognition of the claimant state as a sovereign and 
independent state. In turn, they recognize the sovereignty and authority of 
the former base state over the contested territory, although the former base 
state cannot exercise such control on the ground. However, as discussed 
in this book, the ambiguity surrounding the authority and justification for 
state recognition among political leaders in derecognizing states allows them 
significant discretion to use and abuse the recognition of other states to suit 
their narrow self-interest with disregard for long-term national interests and 
status of the claimant state. It is worth noting that despite individual cases of 
derecognition, claimant states do not lose their independent statehood. The 
“absence of full membership of the international system of sovereign states 
does not destine de facto states to pariah status” (Caspersen 2015: 399). Unless 
it is collective derecognition that can severely impact a country’s existence, 
these states continue to endure and benefit from their rights and obligations 
under international law. As Martin Riegl and Bohumil Doboš (2017: 234) 
stipulate, emerging “states may indeed establish their own complex political 
institutions mirroring their internal and external context.” Taiwan is living 
testimony to the effects of derecognition. Regardless of how extensive it has 
been, the derecognition of Taiwan has not ended the country’s international 
legal personality. Similarly, derecognition of Kosovo by two countries in 
2017 and 2018 has not impacted its international standing. It has had the 
reverse effect of mobilizing Kosovo’s and other partner states’ diplomatic 
efforts to increase recognitions. In existentialist terms, state derecognition 
doesn’t necessarily lead to state extinction. It may cause the state an injury, 
but not death. It is discontinuance of bilateral relations and reversion to the 
status of nonrecognition of one another’s international legal sovereignty. In 
short, it is estrangement, not extinction.

Moreover, contemporary state practice shows that derecognition is a 
reversal too. In a significant number, derecognizing states have reinstated 
their previous decision for recognition. In other words, it is not only rec-
ognition that is reversible; derecognition is also reversible. As shown in the 
book, the re-recognition of Taiwan, Kosovo, or Western Sahara has taken 
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place several times, largely because of three interlinked factors: a counter-
derecognition campaign, a change of government in derecognizing states, 
and pressure from regional and global allies. The determinants of reversing 
derecognition are similar to those that explain the success of the initial rec-
ognition campaign. That combines a persuasive diplomatic narrative and a 
proactive performative diplomacy entangled with great powers, events, and 
developments (Visoka 2018).

It is common knowledge that countries with diplomatic presence in 
each other’s capital are more likely to have more intense and active diplo-
matic relations. It can be assumed that they are less likely to derecognize 
one another unless there is a major diplomatic incident or breakage of dip-
lomatic relations. The analysis in this book showed that in the case of Tai-
wan, almost all derecognizing states had diplomatic representation in Taipei, 
which did not stop them from switching recognition. In the case of Western 
Sahara, since the SADR doesn’t have a physical state presence in the terri-
tory and mainly operates as a government-in-exile, countries that withdraw 
recognition did not have diplomatic representation in the Western Sahara, 
but in most of the cases were hosting diplomatic missions of SADR. Most 
countries that allegedly withdrew the recognition of Kosovo did not have 
diplomatic representation in each other’s countries. Similarly, countries that 
withdrew Abkhazia’s recognition had no diplomatic presence in Sokhumi. 
So, except Taiwan—a unique case in that is has to deal with a former base 
state that is a global power—it seems that claimant states that do not have 
diplomatic representation in third countries (derecognizing states) are more 
likely to be exposed to derecognition.

Tracing the derecognition process provides overwhelming evidence that 
this controversial diplomatic practice exists. It takes different shapes depend-
ing on the case and is prone to have far-reaching implications. The process 
of state derecognition shows not only that the act of recognition is reversible 
and subject to a reconsideration, but also that it follows the same steps, in 
reverse order, pursued by the claimant state and its allies in their quest for 
international recognition. Moreover, the process of state derecognition has 
several parallels to the process of severance or downgrading of bilateral rela-
tions among universally recognized states. It tends to be accompanied by 
suspending formal and diplomatic contacts or withdrawing bilateral coop-
eration projects. However, because the claimant state is in such a vulnerable 
position internationally, the derecognition process takes on a different con-
notation. For countries that have partial recognition, remained outside the 
UN system, and have open territorial disputes with other states, derecogni-
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tion is an existential threat to their independent statehood and international 
standing. It is a reminder of the fragility of diplomatic relations and the 
possibility of interference by the former base state and its allies in persuad-
ing third countries to revisit and withdraw the previous decision of recogni-
tion. If recognition is reversible, as evidenced in contemporary diplomatic 
practices, then the next question is what normative, legal, political, and eco-
nomic rationales drive the process.

State Derecognition through Discorded Justifications

There are currently two widely accepted truisms regarding the recognition 
of states in world politics. First, almost all states have inconsistent policies 
and practices regarding the recognition or derecognition of states. Second, 
states don’t have a duty to recognize or derecognize other states. It is a dis-
cretionary and context-specific act, guided by different norms, principles, 
and justifications and stimulated by diplomatic incentives that protagonist 
states provide. One would expect the overwhelming rationale that drives the 
derecognition of states to be the disappearance of original conditions upon 
which the recognition was first granted. If the claimant state, for example, 
loses its core attributes of statehood or has merged with another state, then 
one would expect other countries to withdraw their recognition as unnec-
essary. We know from history that some countries under foreign occupa-
tion with a government-in-exile, such as the Baltic states, continue to claim 
legitimacy as states and enjoy external recognition. They are not subject to 
derecognition because they eventually restore their independent statehood. 
However, if we examine most cases of state derecognition in the last three 
decades, a significant mismatch appears between the original conditions for 
recognition, which in most cases have not changed, and the justifications 
invoked for reconsidering, suspending, freezing, or fully withdrawing the 
recognition of the claimant state. Thus, the derecognition of states represents 
an unfriendly act toward emerging states. It is used more like a foreign pol-
icy instrument for advancing self-interest than as one to uphold the norms 
and necessary conditions for independent statehood in contemporary world 
politics. In all the cases examined in this book, the conditions attached to 
derecognition are not exclusively normative, political, or legal, but primar-
ily economic and geopolitical, such as the promise of financial and capital 
investment, trade preferences, and other humanitarian and technical assis-
tance, as well as military aid. These inconsistencies notwithstanding, the 
arguments for derecognition are not much different from those invoked by 
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states when initially recognizing new states. Often decisions for recogniz-
ing new states are presented in normative and legal language. Between the 
lines, however, they are driven by self-interest and other geopolitical consid-
erations (Visoka, Doyle, and Newman 2020).

By the same logic, the book found that the justification for derecognition 
of states is guided by prudential ethics and arguments that aim to enhance the 
interest of the former base state and the derecognizing state at the expense of 
the claimant state. This means that legal, normative, and political arguments 
that third countries invoke to justify the derecognition of the claimant state 
are situational, one-sided, and intertextually linked to those propagated by 
the former base state. This makes state derecognition a diplomatic hypoc-
risy. The book demonstrated that a two-level game is frequently at work, 
in which the derecognizing states defend their choices using interchange-
ably inward- and outward-looking argumentations. When the domestic 
cost of state derecognition is significant, rulers of derecognizing states tend 
to invoke economic and geopolitical arguments as their rationales for state 
derecognition. Such rationales are also linked to the incentives they receive 
from the former base state in exchange for the derecognition of the claim-
ant state. When derecognition is likely to have an international cost for the 
derecognizing state, we are more likely to see arguments related to uphold-
ing international law and norms on statehood, including peaceful conflict 
resolution of disputes. Despite instrumental and pragmatic justification of 
derecognition—often furbished with normative and legal justification—acts 
of derecognition tend to correspond with the international position of the 
former base state. The greater the international recognition of the claimant 
state and the weaker the international standing of the former base state, the 
stronger and more elaborate the justification for derecognition. And vice 
versa, the stronger the international standing and the claims of the former 
base state, the weaker the argumentation and less disguised the rationales for 
derecognition.

The reasons behind the derecognition of states only reveal the discursive 
hypocrisies that undermine the value of both recognition and derecognition 
as externally imposed and internally desired institutions in international 
relations. One could argue that the derecognition of states that fulfill state-
hood criteria and deserve self-determination for historical reasons also rep-
resents a severe assault on international legal principles, norms, and practices 
concerning the birth of new states. At a practical level, the derecognition of 
states driven by self-interest and by a marriage of convenience with former 
base states seriously undermines the international credibility of derecog-
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nizing states at the forefront of this controversial anti-diplomatic practice. 
Checkbook diplomacy and rental recognition are not sustainable practices. 
They turn the significant norm of international recognition into a tradable 
diplomatic commodity that can be shifted depending on self-interest, gov-
ernmental change, or the highest bidder. As already mentioned, Chen (1951: 
259–60) warned decades ago that there is “no greater threat to international 
legal order than the unrestricted notion of the revocability of recognition.” 
Similarly, Lauterpacht (1947: 349) maintains that “the very idea that the legal 
personality of a State or the representative capacity of its government should 
be dependent on the continued goodwill of other States is deemed to be 
derogatory to the independence and the dignity of the State and inimical 
to the stability of international relations.” Derecognition has also become a 
tradable asset for small and underdeveloped states that sell recognition to the 
highest bidder, be that the parent state and a great power ally or the emerg-
ing state and its great power ally.

The act of derecognition for domestic personal, political, or economic 
interests while blatantly disregarding the norms, values, and principles gov-
erning statehood in international politics may constitute an act of interna-
tional delinquency, according to this line of reasoning (Lauterpacht 1944: 
391). In other words, insofar as the state withdrawing recognition restricts 
other states’ rights and obligations under international law, failing to uphold 
international law and causing international anarchy and conflict, derecog-
nition of states resembles delinquent acts in international law. States that 
frequently rent diplomatic recognition as a result are pariah states and a 
source of unrest in global society. Derecognition is anti-diplomacy because it 
widens and deepens the gulf between societies. By putting personal interests 
ahead of the shared interests of peace, justice, and development, it fosters 
global disorder. Furthermore, it violates the conventions of proper diplo-
matic conduct by taking advantage of weaknesses, promoting unfair terms 
of relations, and disregarding the institutions, norms, and laws that gov-
ern diplomatic relations internationally. By questioning the effectiveness of 
international institutions, of which diplomacy itself is a particularly impor-
tant one, pariah diplomacy “undermines international order” (Banai 2016: 
657). Abuse of state derecognition runs the risk of transforming recognition 
from an important aspect of external certification and acceptance of new 
states into a politically and economically driven tool of states’ foreign policy. 
In conclusion, it is abundantly clear that derecognition of states is based on 
unjustified legal and normative grounds and entails unnecessary interference 
and intervention in the internal affairs of the claimant state.
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The Multiple Effects of State Derecognition

The derecognition of states produces multiple effects, which are often unin-
tentional, unplanned, and detrimental. State derecognition’s impact span 
political, economic, and security realms and affect not only the claimant state 
but also other protagonist states. Since the derecognition of states performs 
different functions for all implicated states, it tends to also produce different 
outcomes and effects. A narrow reading of its effects shows that the act of 
derecognition does not cause the factual and political existence of a claimant 
state to change or vanish, nor does it remove the state’s international subjec-
tivity. As in most cases the reasons for derecognition of claimant states con-
tradict the original reasons for recognition, and if those original conditions 
for recognition are still in place, the act of derecognition is nothing but a 
declaration of the intent to discontinue relations between the claimant state 
and derecognizing state that does not threaten the existence of the claimant 
state. In other words, the claimant state can exist and perform almost all the 
key functions of independent statehood regardless of shrinking diplomatic 
relations. With the act of derecognition, the derecognizing state declares it 
is no longer ready to deal on a state-to-state basis with the claimant state, 
continue diplomatic relations, or exchange support in multilateral organiza-
tions. In ordinary circumstances, state recognition results in mutual respect 
and reciprocity. Derecognition involves a break in these fundamental prin-
ciples of state relations. The sum of all derecognition instances results in the 
expansion of the estrangement between states—a contemporary prototype 
of anti-diplomacy. Thus, state derecognition can be conceived of as a politi-
cal act that does not result in the extinction of the claimant state despite 
shifting recognition to another competing authority. Derecognition may 
result in the vanishing of the claimant state’s legal existence only in relation 
to this particular (derecognizing) state. Its legal existence may continue in 
relation to other states that still recognize the claimant state as an indepen-
dent and sovereign state. In this regard, state derecognition undermines the 
ability of the claimant state to enter diplomatic relations with other states, 
especially those that withdraw the recognition, thus diminishing its inde-
pendence and capacity to enter into relations with other states, as prescribed 
in the Montevideo Convention (Lowe 2007: 157).

However, this narrow and bilateral effect of derecognition is only half 
the story. The broader negative impact of derecognition is its crippling of 
the claimant’s statehood. Derecognition can create political conditions that 
inhibit the claimant state from exercising some of the core functions of sov-
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ereign statehood, especially in deterring the former base state from domestic 
interference and securing access to multilateral organizations. In this regard, 
like the process of recognition, which in specific instances has constitutive 
functions (Vidmar 2012: 362), derecognition can also play a role in ruining 
the statehood of the claimant state. Therefore, the derecognition of states 
is constitutive because it withdraws the claimant state’s agency in interna-
tional affairs. This takes the shape of disaffirming state identity, shrinking 
diplomatic allies, and narrowing access to multilateral organizations for 
the aspirant state. Derecognition can seriously affect a state’s identity, self-
esteem, and the public’s perception of its status, even though it doesn’t nec-
essarily undermine the fundamental elements of statehood or the claimant 
state’s actual existence as a sovereign entity. In other words, derecognition 
as counter-acknowledgment and disowning of the claimant state’s place in 
international affairs can result in ontological insecurity for the derecognized 
state. Derecognition delegitimizes the claimant state’s government and gives 
its opposition a pretext to push for no-confidence votes and early elections. 
For the claimant state, derecognition deepens disrespect, dissatisfaction, 
resentment, and anxiety. This discourages it from engaging in international 
mediation processes in good faith and ruins normalization and confidence-
building measures, thus pushing both sides toward conflict. This runs con-
trary to external actors’ desire to use derecognition for conflict ripeness, thus 
creating the necessary conditions for initiating negotiations and making 
mutual concessions toward resolving the self-determination dispute.

Derecognition narrows down the claimant state’s opportunity to enjoy 
access to rights and goods provided by the international system and member-
ship in multilateral bodies. It undermines the ability of the claimant state to 
perform its sovereign agency and equality in bilateral and multilateral affairs 
and to enjoy the many rights and benefits of admission to international 
treaty bodies, assistance programs, and, most important, much-needed 
protection from foreign intervention and breach of sovereignty. Therefore, 
derecognition as a manifestation of the exclusion of the claimant state from 
the goods provided by the international system reproduces state inequality. 
Lora Viola (2020: 73) defines inequality as “exclusion from formal member-
ship in the system and its institutions, and exclusion from equal voice rights 
in the deliberations and decision-making processes undertaken by the politi-
cal community.” Inequality among states denies nonrecognized or derecog-
nized states the ability to protect themselves against “arbitrary judgements”; 
they do not “enjoy the right of nonintervention and are not subject to the 
international laws of war” (Viola 2020: 75). Derecognition creates a distorted 
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struggle for equality among states. It reproduces hierarchical orders where 
some states are more entitled and equal than others. Ultimately, derecog-
nition results in the gradual closure of the claimant’s international space 
because of the reduced scope to exercise international legal sovereignty and 
its inability to meet the required votes and thresholds set for membership 
and participation in international organizations (Viola 2020: 23). Moreover, 
with access to the international system denied, derecognized states may not 
get to enjoy the right of nonintervention and sovereignty. They become sub-
ject to interference both by the former base state and by other unfriendly 
states, thus weakening further claims to sovereign and independent state-
hood and foreign policy, which are considered important prerequisites for 
modern sovereign statehood.

For the former base state, the act of derecognition has mostly a posi-
tive impact both domestically and internationally. Since derecognition 
is perceived by the former base state as a reaffirmation of its sovereignty 
over the claimant state and thus respect for territorial integrity—at least 
symbolically—such moves tend to boost the domestic legitimacy of the 
incumbent government and strengthen its diplomatic position internation-
ally. In some instances, as with Serbia, the campaign for the derecognition of 
Kosovo improved its bargaining power vis-à-vis Kosovo in the EU-led dia-
logue for normalization of relations. It also undermined Kosovo’s ability to 
apply for membership in international organizations. In this case, together 
with the weaponization of its kin community within Kosovo, Serbia used 
derecognition as an important diplomatic instrument to curtail Kosovo’s 
independence and sovereignty at home and abroad. Derecognition mainly 
serves as a reaffirmation of symbolic claims over Kosovo without formal 
and physical access to the territory. To a certain extent, this also applies to 
Taiwan, the derecognition of which has not resulted in expanding mainland 
China’s empirical sovereignty over the territory. South Ossetia’s and Abkha-
zia’s situations are comparable. Georgia and its allies cannot enter these areas 
because of the military presence of Russia.

However, in instances where the former base state has physical control 
over certain parts of the claimant state, derecognition serves as external 
legitimation of the prolonged presence or a green light to expand control 
and occupation of the rest of the territory. State derecognition can be taken 
as a signal that derecognizing states are permitting the former base state to 
reassert control over the contested territory through invasion, use of force, 
or other violent methods. For instance, Morocco has perceived the derecog-
nition of the SADR as legitimation of its prolonged occupation of Western 
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Sahara and as permission to continue to politically, economically, and mili-
tarily control the territory it occupies. Morocco has stepped beyond this, in 
fact, and exploited the derecognition of the SADR to consolidate its power 
in the occupied territories of Western Sahara. Morocco also encouraged the 
derecognizing states to open general consulates in major Western Saharan 
cities to symbolize Morocco’s sovereignty over the occupied and contested 
territory. Diplomatically, Morocco was able to capitalize on the derecogni-
tion of the SADR to shape the UN agenda on the long-overdue referendum 
in Western Sahara. With the backing of the United States, a majority of 
European powers, and other regional actors, Morocco could limit the abil-
ity of the UN special envoy’s access and scope of engagement in Western 
Sahara. Thus, the derecognition of the SADR has helped Morocco solidify 
its control over Western Sahara and shape international diplomatic efforts 
for conflict resolution. So, state derecognition—as much as it might be seen 
as a move to respect and restore the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 
the former base state over the contested territory—can also be a prelude to 
invasion and, thus, a breach of the norm against territorial conquest (Fazal 
2022).

While these short-term gains benefit the former base state, the derecog-
nition of the claimant state does not resolve the conflict. On the contrary, 
it deepens hostilities and sets back peacemaking efforts. In the Serbia and 
Kosovo dispute, the campaign for derecognition seriously undermined the 
process of normalization of relations and intensified unilateral actions on 
both sides of the border, deepening hostilities and returning to the rhetoric 
of war. In the Morocco-SADR dispute, the campaign for derecognition was 
crucial to ending the thirty-year ceasefire arrangement between them, caus-
ing them to return to low-intensity conflict in 2020. In the China-Taiwan 
dispute, derecognition negatively impacted cross-strait relations. China has 
openly threatened to use force to regain control over the contested island, 
whereas Taiwan has intensified militarization and preparations for even-
tual war. The conflict intensified—at least discursively for now—when the 
United States openly backed Taiwan’s struggle for a distinct political exis-
tence and self-defense. Thus, contrary to the official policy discourse, third 
countries get implicated in self-determination disputes through their acts of 
derecognition and contribute to conflict escalation.

The act and process of state derecognition appears to also have double 
effects for third countries implicated in this controversial practice. On the 
one hand, derecognition is a profitable endeavor for third countries that use 
their capacity to recognize other states to generate foreign aid, strengthen 
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security provisions, accrue personal profit, and compensate for the lack of 
domestic resources and self-reliance. In this sense, derecognition is an inex-
pensive diplomatic asset that brings high-value goods to derecognizing states. 
Yet this is only one side of the coin. The other side is grim. The practice of 
derecognition tends to trigger a negative chain effect on third countries. 
Dependency on the transactional culture of derecognition makes third states 
vulnerable to the sudden loss of diplomatic allies and the withdrawal of for-
eign assistance. For example, countries that have switched recognition from 
Taiwan to China have suffered from discontinued developmental projects 
and investments in local economy and society. The transactional nature of 
derecognition—centered on corruption and political favors—often results 
in domestic political competition for resources and power, which can end 
with early elections, the collapse of government, nonviolent or even vio-
lent coups. Therefore, derecognizing states not only export conflicts through 
their foreign policy decisions but also import them by risking domestic sta-
bility and political order.

Finally, states’ derecognition tends to have systemic and global implica-
tions. Across all contemporary cases examined in this book, derecognition 
has bolstered rivalry among global and regional powers. The derecognition 
of states plays a crucial role in changing the geopolitical interests of major 
powers and signals shifts in political alliances and spheres of influence among 
the implicated states. Therefore, regional and global powers often engage 
in reactionary politics and intensify their diplomatic and military engage-
ment to minimize and utilize such geopolitical changes. For instance, the 
derecognition of Taiwan by Latin American and Pacific states has deepened 
the hostility between the United States and China. Similarly, the derecogni-
tion of SADR has worsened the relationship between Algeria and southern 
European countries. In response, global and regional powers have deepened 
their strategic investment in constructing new regional alliances to protect 
their interests. This involves greater diplomatic and military investment in 
certain regions, as well as sanctioning actions to subvert the legitimacy and 
functionality of governments implicated in the derecognition saga. In such 
geopolitical constellations, claimant states tend to deepen their dependency 
on their regional and global allies and are often forced to make domestic 
decisions contrary to their national interests. Therefore, derecognition tends 
to produce double effects, which promote more disorder than order, encour-
age more counter-peace than peace, and enable vassal status more than inde-
pendence among nations.
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Escaping the State Derecognition Trap

Considering the findings in this book, the final question that needs to be 
addressed concerns the pathways for escaping the derecognition trap. The 
derecognition of states is symptomatic of the lack of normative and insti-
tutional rules governing the granting, withholding, and withdrawing of 
recognition. As an uninstitutionalized and anti-diplomatic practice, state 
derecognition further erases rule-based international order. Most impor-
tant, hypocrisy surrounding the derecognition of states plays a major role 
in weakening the political significance of state recognition as a diplomatic 
practice of acknowledging and legitimizing new states in the international 
system. If the lack of normative consensus and policy regulations play a role 
in permitting the use and abuse of derecognition with the discretionary right 
for granting, withholding, and withdrawing the recognition of states, what 
are the prospects and constrains for regulating it in the international sys-
tem? Ultimately, responding to this question requires searching for solutions 
already present in international law and policy and envisaging new ones 
outside the existing normative, policy, and regulatory frameworks. There 
are three potential policy and institutional responses to state derecogni-
tion. They concern measures from needing new substantial rules and norms 
governing the derecognition of states to those requiring incremental norm-
building measures.

This first option for escaping the derecognition trap is to fully regu-
late the recognition and derecognition of states through a collective legal 
and institutional mechanism. The case for regulating the recognition and 
derecognition of states is overwhelming. Diplomatic derecognition is symp-
tomatic of the fact that as long as there is no consensual institutional regime 
governing the recognition of states, and for as long as it remains a mat-
ter left to the discretion of individual states, we are likely to see situations 
where states use and abuse their status as members of the club of sovereign 
countries to exclude other aspirant states. Derecognizing states tend to be 
selective law-abiders but exploit loopholes in the international system and 
exercise their sovereignty through them. So far, the international commu-
nity has been unable to establish a regulatory regime (normative and insti-
tutional) on state recognition that would serve as an instrument for global 
conflict resolution (Dugard 1987). Instead, discretion on state recognition 
has become a platform for justifying and battling over conflicting interests 
and norms among existing sovereign states and newcomers (Takashi 2010). 
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The lack of precise normative and institutional regulatory mechanisms on 
state recognition and derecognition permits the commercialization of sov-
ereignty and allows the perseverance of discorded conduct in world politics.

The need for regulating state recognition and derecognition becomes 
more obvious when considering that “the struggle for recognition takes place 
between unequal parties, in which the stronger party is in a position to grant 
or withhold recognition to the weaker one, and in which the stronger party 
is likely to perceive demands for recognition as challenges to its standing” 
(Bartelson 2013: 111). Thus, there is strong support for regulating state recog-
nition. As Ryngaert and Sobrie (2011: 490) argue, “Legal norms . . . reduce 
the complexity of the choices with which states are confronted, thus further 
adding to international stability.” Moreover, as exemplified by the current 
Russian aggression against Ukraine, unregulated state recognition prac-
tices serve the interests of dominant powers and systematically undermine 
the struggle to preserve the rules-based international order, which is under 
unprecedented threat. Regulating when and under what conditions new 
states should be recognized would provide legal predictability and political 
stability to the international system and constrain the arbitrary actions of 
dominant states that assault other states’ sovereignty and territorial integrity.

As a solution to the arbitrary nature of state derecognition, scholars 
have proposed collective mechanisms to set principles and rules in place 
that regulate the recognition of states under international law (Lauter-
pacht 1944: 419; Peterson 1997: 51). The international law has the scope 
to open up again to the possibility of regulating state recognition through 
legal mechanisms, as it did with many other issues, including decoloniza-
tion and nonuse of force (Orford 2012: 281). The UN has often been seen 
as the appropriate body to administer collective recognition of states. Paul 
Taylor (1999: 562) has proposed that “responsibility for the recognition 
and de-recognition of states  .  .  . be transferred to the UN and exercised 
under a special procedure.” This was attempted when the UN was founded 
but lacked wide international support. This could entail establishing a spe-
cially designated body within the UN responsible for dealing with state 
derecognition cases. However, international norms have usually emerged 
only after catastrophic events occur. This is the story with the prohibitory 
norms concerning genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and the arms 
race, as well as regulatory norms such as peacekeeping, protection of civil-
ians, humanitarian intervention and the responsibility to protect, transi-
tional justice, and peacebuilding. The emergence of the collective nonrec-
ognition practice has been a response to the creation of new states with the 



Conclusion  ✦  231

2RPP

use of force, as exemplified by Manchuria, Southern Rhodesia, Northern 
Cyprus, and Crimea more recently. With regard to state creation and rec-
ognition, such momentum has been missed despite the occurrence of wars 
for independence and escalation of violence following the recognition or 
nonrecognition of specific entities as sovereign states (as exemplified by 
the wars following the dissolution of Yugoslavia and in certain parts of 
the former Soviet Union). The renewed global rivalries between the West, 
Russia, and China could provide critical momentum for addressing the 
regulation of state recognition and derecognition in world politics. How-
ever, the existing setup and power-driven institutional setting with veto 
powers make the UN a less favorable venue for implementing the duty 
to recognize states unless fundamental changes take place (Weller 2009).

Regulating state recognition and derecognition inevitably involves 
addressing broader questions related to the right to self-determination, the 
procedure for secession and state creation, other issues related to power 
politics and institutional interventions, and the appropriate authority for 
granting, withholding, or withdrawing the recognition of states. Concern-
ing the rules governing state recognition, Martti Koskenniemi (2005, 2011) 
highlights the difficulties in having a strict regulatory framework. He pro-
poses a middle ground, a nuanced approach that combines elements of 
normativity (rule) and effectiveness (policy) as the most viable pathway for 
regulating state recognition. This entails developing normative instruments 
such as declarations, agreements, and guidelines that states can endorse and 
apply in guiding their foreign policy conduct. And it involves using existing 
international organizations and other treaty bodies to seek effective applica-
tion and linkage with different international norms and legal rules. Allen 
Buchanan (1999: 59) has made a case for a justice-based approach to regu-
lating the recognition and derecognition of states, claiming that such acts 
should be extended to “those entities that treat their own populations justly, 
and withholds those advantages from entities that fail to do so.” Buchanan 
(2004: 260) argues for “a normativized practice of recognition according to 
which new entities ought to be incorporated into the society of states only 
if they satisfy justice-based criteria, that is, only if they do a credible job of 
protecting the basic human rights of their citizens and refrain from serious 
violations of the basic human rights of those beyond their borders.” If these 
normative criteria of justice, democracy, and human rights were the basis of 
a regulatory framework for state derecognition, then derecognition would 
only be permitted when the claimant state failed to satisfy specific norma-
tive standards. Thus, when third countries derecognized a claimant state that 
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met these normative standards, the decision would be considered null and 
a breach of the nonintervention principle (Jamnejad and Wood 2009: 373).

The second option would be to reject the derecognition of states as a 
norm and practice in world politics. The starting base for promoting an 
anti-derecognition position is to see recognition as irrevocable and irrevers-
ible unless original conditions for recognition disappear, and to agree to 
call derecognition “severance” or “break up of diplomatic relations” instead 
of labeling it a drastic step of ceasing or withdrawing recognition. In other 
words, the anti-derecognition consensus would entail disregarding the with-
drawal of recognition, especially when the original conditions for recogni-
tion are still in place and the claimant state still satisfies statehood criteria, 
including viability and legitimacy as an independent state. Of course, third 
countries would be free to sever or discontinue bilateral relations in line with 
international diplomatic law, but such an endeavor would not be regarded as 
derecognition. Disregarding derecognition as a viable and credible practice 
enjoys broad scholarly support, as discussed in Chapter 2, and some state 
support, as demonstrated throughout the empirical chapters. Many states 
either remain silent or unwilling to get implicated in the derecognition of 
states. So the anti-derecognition practice already exists, but it requires greater 
scholarly and policy consensus to agree on the irreversibility of diplomatic 
recognition and the declaratory character of recognition in the first instance.

The norm-building on state derecognition could start with an interna-
tional commission comprising influential global figures who would produce 
a landmark report offering intellectual and policy guidance. This could take 
the shape of a declaration or charter of principles governing the recogni-
tion and derecognition of states, whereby third countries would voluntarily 
endorse it to guide their future diplomatic practices on the subject mat-
ter. Although such a pledge would not have a legal and binding effect, it 
could promote self-restraint and set the practical and normative contours 
for an anti-derecognition norm. Only a few countries with long-standing 
diplomatic traditions have created guidelines and instructions for recogniz-
ing other states. States that are part of larger regional political and economic 
unions, such as the EU, are more likely to have their own or follow collec-
tive policies and guidelines on state recognition or derecognition. The EU’s 
explicit guidelines on recognizing new states in the former Yugoslavia and 
Soviet Union are an example (Caplan 2005). The EU also has specific guide-
lines for nonrecognition of Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Crimea (Newman 
and Visoka 2018a). The United States has passed special bills on the nonrec-
ognition of Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Crimea and against the derecogni-
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tion of Taiwan. Thus, precedents exist that can be used to develop guidelines 
against the unprincipled and unjustifiable derecognition of states.

The third option for escaping or responding to derecognition hypoc-
risies is an extension to the second option. It can take the shape of scru-
tiny, including sanctioning, of premature and unprincipled withdrawals of 
recognition. Improvement of the justifications that third countries use for 
derecognition would be the first set of measures that could rectify the legal 
and political ambiguity and quandaries surrounding derecognition. Recog-
nition of states is fundamental to administering the expansion of interna-
tional law, acknowledgment of the collective right to self-determination, and 
affirmation of political emancipation of peoples who have been suppressed 
and denied freedom by the base state. Existing states are inadvertently abdi-
cating their obligations to denounce international wrongdoing by refusing, 
delaying, or withdrawing their recognition of the claimant states that have 
experienced these illegal practices. Derecognition frequently raises questions 
about whether the claimant state actually meets the requirements for state-
hood, so the decision to deny recognition should also include a justifica-
tion for the derecognizing state’s decision. With few exceptions, as this book 
demonstrated, derecognition’s process and result are still poorly understood. 
Thus, to ensure that derecognition is justifiable, derecognizing states must 
be transparent about the legal and political rationales behind the decision 
to reconsider. They must be transparent about their deliberative processes, 
and the domestic and international legal grounds upon which the decision 
to freeze, suspend, or fully withdraw the recognition of the claimant state 
must also be transparent. For example, a decision for derecognition would 
be more credible if it were accompanied by a detailed legal note outlining 
the breaches of bilateral agreements that the claimant state has committed 
and the objective evidence that justifies the discontinuance of diplomatic 
relations and withdrawal of recognition. The derecognition process would 
also be more credible if it were not entirely unilateral and arbitrary and if 
it showed that efforts had been made during the process to establish diplo-
matic relations and cultivate bilateral ties in good faith and in accordance 
with principles and norms of international law. Thus, derecognition should 
not be entirely driven and influenced by the diplomatic narrative and finan-
cial incentives the former base state and its allies provided. To put it another 
way, derecognition would be more accepted internationally if it were seen as 
a last resort, used only after all other attempts to forge bilateral ties with the 
claimant state had failed.

In most cases, the process, and the ultimate act of state derecognition 



234  ✦  The Derecognition of States

2RPP

tends to legitimize the power of the occupying or former base state, which 
considers this act an external certification of its right to rule over the seces-
sionist population seeking independent statehood. As Buchanan (2004: 270) 
maintains, “If we confer legal powers that support and enhance the unjust 
exercise of political power, we act wrongly.” For example, the derecognition 
of Western Sahara and subsequent acceptance of Morocco’s occupation of 
this territory represents a breach of international law on the obligation of 
states to nonrecognition of situations arising from the violation of peremp-
tory norms of international law. The unjustified and unprincipled derecog-
nition could amount to aggression toward the claimant state and broader 
international peace and stability. In an international environment where 
state derecognition goes unpunished and implicitly permitted, it allows 
states to violate other related international norms and principles without 
suffering reputational costs. Condemning or sanctioning the unjustifiable 
derecognition of states complements and nurtures the anti-derecognition 
norm outlined above. It could also prove to be an effective mechanism to 
mitigate the adverse effects of such a practice.

Under the third option discussed here, the international response to 
derecognition could take the shape of either bilateral or collective sanctions 
against the derecognizing states or more affirmative measures of suspending 
or removing them from global institutions. Calling out the derecognizing 
states and revealing the transactional aspects of selling, renting, or trading 
recognition would inflict reputational costs on those defecting states and 
discourage other states from following a similar path. Withdrawing bilateral 
cooperation or assistance and suspending their membership in regional and 
international organizations could equally play a role in indirectly constrain-
ing the abuse of the right to recognize other states. A handful of postcolonial 
states in Latin America, Africa, and Pacific islands are at the forefront of such 
abusive behavior. Their independence and international recognition have 
endowed them with the power to command domestic politics within their 
territory and the opportunity to shape international politics.

A more far-fetched option for sanctioning the irresponsible derecogni-
tion of states would be to withdraw recognition of states who abuse their 
discretionary right to recognize or derecognize other states. States that rent 
recognition for self-interest are not peace-loving nations, and, consequently, 
their own statehood and position within international organizations should 
be brought into question and potentially be outlawed by the wider interna-
tional community. Grounds for derecognizing pariah states can be found in 
the very practice of collective nonrecognition of states complicit in aggres-
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sive acts. This option has already been proposed by other scholars, who have 
suggested withdrawing the recognition of nondemocratic and failed states 
that have abused unconditional international recognition, “reproducing the 
horrors of colonial-era domination under the guise of freedom” (Englebert 
2009: 5–6). However, this option isn’t without problems. As Robert Dela-
hunty and John Yoo (2005: 149–50) point out, “The international commu-
nity may fear that the derecognition of a particular failed state—i.e., the 
withdrawal of the recognition of its international legal sovereignty—risks 
‘domino’ effects, leading to the derecognition of other states, and thus weak-
ening the (fictitious, but arguably salutary) conception that the entire globe 
is and should be divided up into nation-states.” Notwithstanding these 
dilemmas, creating a collective response to derecognition could contain the 
scope third countries have to abuse state recognition and derecognition by 
inflicting significant political and diplomatic reputational costs. Stephen E. 
Gent and Mark J. C. Crescenzi (2021: 36) show that “reputation costs tend 
to be greater when international rules are formalized, as the institutional 
commitments of the states are clearer and more visible and outside actors 
can more easily identify acts of noncompliance.” In this regard, if there are 
more precise guidelines on state derecognition, third countries will likely 
avoid engaging in such a practice, significantly when the original recogni-
tion circumstances haven’t changed, and such a decision would be identified 
as purely for self-interest.

While the first regulatory option might be hard to pursue, the two 
options discussed later in this section would be a suitable starting point to 
encourage states to make principles—not political expediency—their guide 
to exercising the right to recognition and derecognition of other states. Such 
norm-building practices form the basis of customary international law and 
could be a starting point for generating political consensus to develop a 
legal and binding norm. Since the derecognition of states manifests some 
of the most destabilizing features of contemporary world politics, it is 
symptomatic of broader global developments related to the rise of reversal 
politics and the unmaking of the current global order. Thus, there is not 
much room for optimism when it comes to regulating and constraining 
derecognition. Derecognition appears to be driven by the broader dynamics 
of transitional international order, where we see the rise of deglobalization, 
de-democratization, and counter-peace, among other tectonic shifts, reshuf-
fling normative and geopolitical grounds and laying the foundations of a 
new and fragmented global order anchored by multiple regional hegemons 
and extralegal and arbitrary diplomatic practices.
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Table 3. Abkhazia
No. Derecognizing state Recognition Derecognition

1 Tuvalu 2011 2014
2 Vanuatu 2011 2013

Table 4. South Ossetia
No. Derecognizing state Recognition Derecognition

1 Tuvalu 2011 2014
2 Vanuatu 2011 2013

Table 5. Kosovo
No. Derecognizing state Recognition Derecognition 1 Re-recognition 1

1 Sao Tome and Principe 2012 2013
2 Suriname 2016 2017
3 Guinea-Bissau 2011 2017 2018
4 Burundi 2012 2018
5 Liberia 2008 2018 2018
6 Papua New Guinea 2012 2018
7 Lesotho 2014 2018
8 Comoros 2009 2018
9 Dominica 2012 2018 2022
10 Grenada 2013 2018 2023
11 Solomon Islands 2014 2018
12 Madagascar 2017 2018
13 Palau 2009 2019 2022
14 Togo 2014 2019
15 Central African Republic 2014 2019
16 Ghana 2012 2019
17 Nauru 2015 2019
18 Sierra Leone 2008 2020

Note: According to the president of Serbia in January 2023, the following states had withdrawn their 
recognition of Kosovo: Somalia, Burkina Faso, Gabon, Eswatini (formerly Swaziland), Libya, Guinea, 
Saint Lucia, Antigua and Barbuda, and the Maldives (Tanjug 2023). The MFA of Kosovo has refuted 
this assertion and argued that at least five of these nations have not derecognized it, providing docu-
mentation of meetings between Kosovo ambassadors and their counterparts from Somalia, Eswatini, 
Gabon, the Maldives, and Libya (Balkan Insight 2023).
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