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armed conflict, such as Kosovo and Bosnia. And the costs 
accrue to both sides during a war of secession. For example, 
in a 1975 paper, Claudia Goldin of Harvard University and 
Frank Lewis of Queen’s University evaluated the costs of the 
U.S. Civil War by examining, among other things, changes 
in per capita consumption. According to their estimates, 
it took the North until 1874 to catch up to its level of per 
capita consumption in 1860, the year before the war started 
— and the South did not return to its 1860 level until 1904, 
nearly four decades after the war’s end.

Seceding regions may face opposition from the interna-
tional community as well. In the 1999 book The Dynamics 
of Secession, Viva Bartkus of the University of Notre Dame 
noted that the international response to secession can 
be mixed, as international organizations like the United 
Nations (U.N.) recognize both the right to self-determi-
nation (which favors the seceding entity) and the right to 
territorial integrity (which favors the parent). On the whole, 
Bartkus found that international support for territorial 
integrity is stronger, particularly in cases where the secession 
is contested. Kosovo, for example, is not recognized by the 
U.N. as an independent country, despite having the support 
of key U.N. members like the United States.

In some cases, seceding countries can find themselves 
cut off from the rest of the world. The Turkish Republic of 
Northern Cyprus, for example, is a self-declared state recog-
nized only by Turkey. This has greatly limited its ability to 

Rebellion and Resistance
Becoming a newly independent nation is rarely a straight-
forward process. “Most countries will fight tooth and nail to 
keep hold of their territory,” says James Ker-Lindsay, a senior 
research fellow at the London School of Economics who stud-
ies secession. Orderly referendums like the ones in Quebec 
and Scotland are more the exception than the rule, he says. 

Resistance can usually be expected if the parent coun-
try would be made economically worse off by a region 
leaving, but economics isn’t always the motivating factor. 
Ker-Lindsay notes that when Kosovo unilaterally declared 
independence from Serbia in 2008, Serbia would have been 
economically better off letting the territory go. “But even if 
there are good, rational, economic reasons to divest yourself 
of a territory, it doesn’t always play out that states will sit 
down and make that rational calculation,” he says. States may 
resist because the seceding region has cultural or historical 
importance, or because they don’t want to set a precedent for 
allowing further disintegration of their borders.

In either case, when resistance comes in the form of 
armed conflict, the costs can be devastating. In a 2014 
working paper, Rodríguez-Pose and Marko Stermšek of 
the London School of Economics studied the breakup of 
Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Unsurprisingly, regions that were 
able to break away quickly with minimal conflict, such as 
Slovenia and Macedonia, suffered smaller dips in economic 
performance than regions that were embroiled in protracted 

Divided States of America
The United States faced its biggest secession threat during 
the American Civil War. But there have been cases where 
states broke away from existing ones while still remaining 
part of the country. This has only happened successfully four 
times in America’s history, with the creation of Kentucky in 
1792, Tennessee in 1796, Maine in 1820, and West Virginia 
in 1863. There have, however, been hundreds of unsuccessful 
attempts over the years. Under the Constitution, the divi-
sion of any state must have the approval of both the state 
legislature and Congress. 

In late 1941, a handful of counties in southern Oregon and 
Northern California briefly declared themselves the indepen-
dent state of Jefferson. The movement died out following the 
attack on Pearl Harbor little more than a week later, but it has 
enjoyed periodic revivals since then. California, the most pop-
ulous and third-largest state, has been the subject of hundreds 
of proposals to break it into multiple states since it first joined 
the union in 1850. Most recently, venture capitalist Timothy 
Draper launched a campaign in 2014 to divide it into six states. 

And similar movements have occurred at the city level 
too. In 1969, Norman Mailer campaigned for mayor of New 
York City on a platform of making the city the 51st state. 
Residents of San Fernando Valley in the city of Los Angeles 
failed to secure the votes in a 2001 referendum to secede and 
form their own city.

The driving forces behind these movements are often 
similar to the ones that motivate secession at the country 
level. Disaffected residents argue that their tax dollars are 
misspent or that local or state governments are not respon-
sive to their needs. Differences in culture also play a major 
role. But these movements face many of the same challenges 
as country-level secessions. For example, the recent proposal 
to split California into six states raised questions about how 
public debt and services would be apportioned. Water is 
currently distributed across the state; splitting the state into 
six pieces would create the challenge of somehow dividing 
that infrastructure across new state lines. Economic dispar-
ities between different regions could be exacerbated as well. 
Critics of Draper’s California proposal contended that it 
would have created both some of the wealthiest and some of 
the poorest states in America.

Proponents of splitting states or cities do avoid some of 
the headaches involved in splitting countries, though. The 
new entities would retain the same currency, language, and 
national laws, which would likely make trade between newly 
split states somewhat easier than between newly separated 
countries. But given that partitioning states requires both 
local and congressional support to succeed, it is likely to 
occur as infrequently as national secessions. 
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