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State-Building 
 
Introduction 
 

 The modern concept of the state came into being in 1648 when the Treaty of Westphalia 

ended the 30 Years religious war whereby monarchs in Europe broke away from the rule of the 

Roman Catholic Church to have autonomy over their territories. These territories were 

recognized as states1 because the leaders achieved sovereign rule over their territories, people, 

and resources, not having to recognize any higher authority. As such, they held the highest level 

of decision-making power, no longer having to answer to, pay taxes to, or acquiesce to the 

Pope’s demands. A state is therefore defined as an actor that has recognized sovereign control by 

the majority of the world’s other states, legitimately controls its territory, has a population, and 

either controls or obtains the resources necessary to function. 

Interaction between the states created the modern international system, now with 194 

recognized sovereign countries; 193 of which are members of the United Nations. Until World 

War II, in order to maintain their sovereignty, states had to be able to defend their territories, 

protect and at least minimally satisfy their citizens (to avoid revolts), and acquire the resources 

necessary to generate income and development. When states proved vulnerable in any of these 

areas, they were susceptible to being invaded and overthrown by another state.  

The complexion of the system changed dramatically after World War II, with the 

formation of the United Nations, at which time states were granted their sovereignty. This 

change was largely due to the introduction of the guiding principle of self-determination to 

give colonies the right to be self-determining- that is, self-governing. Even though they are 

sovereign, an overwhelming majority of the world’s countries are not self-sufficient. They 

cannot independently protect their territories when challenged, a significant portion of the 

population struggles to meet its basic needs, and they are heavily reliant on foreign support to 

meet their resource requirements. Inability to exploit their own resources, reliance on foreign aid 

and investment, and corruption perpetually challenge their development. Countries that 

encounter these challenges are considered developing or global south (GS) states. Some of the 

GS countries are on the higher end of development, making them emerging economies (EEs). 

                                                 
1 A state is the same a country in modern lingo, but note that a nation is a very different concept. The terms state and 
country can be used interchangeably, but state/country and nation cannot.  
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Among these countries are China, Russia, Mexico, Brazil, Turkey, and South Africa, where more 

people have a better standard of living, but significant portions of the population are agrarian and 

struggle to satisfy their basic needs. Despite these challenges facing the overwhelming majority 

of the world’s countries, states remain the primary organizer of people, and therefore the most 

significant actors in the international system. 

4 Characteristics that Define the State 

By definition, states must have sovereignty, territory, population, and resources to be 

considered a state. As mentioned above, the majority of the world’s countries are not self-

sufficient. Nevertheless, they still work to meet these requirements and build their states. Global 

north (GN) states (including the U.S., Australia, New Zealand, Japan, South Korea, Israel, and 

the western European countries) are those that are developed. They are self-sufficient in that 

while they are heavily interconnected with other countries to meet their resource needs 

(importing petroleum, finished goods, raw materials, etc.), the overwhelming majority of their 

citizens have a comfortable standard of living.  

1. Sovereignty 

 Recognizes no higher authority 

 Holds ultimate decision making-power 

 Has recognition by enough other states to be deemed sovereign 

 Has enough domestic support/ consent of the citizens to exist 

 Has organization and infrastructure to run the state 

 Organization is based on institutions (branches of government, 
bureaucracy) that run the government  

 Infrastructure provides the necessary physical elements to run a country 

 Transportation systems  

 Roads, airports, traffic lights, etc. 

 Communication systems 

 Public services 

 Electrical grid, waste disposal, sewage treatment, schools, 
hospitals, etc. 

Countries face numerous challenges to their sovereignty that impede their ability to 

effectively build their states and negotiate in global affairs. Infrastructural development is a huge 

factor in determining the success of a country. In order to be considered a GN country that is 
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developed and industrially advanced, the whole country needs to have adequate infrastructure. 

Just because a country has a few fancy cities, like China or the U.A.E., doesn’t mean the country 

is developed. Most countries in the world are challenged by ineffective government organization 

and inadequate infrastructure, resulting in difficulties adequately meeting citizens’ needs, making 

it difficult to govern diverse populations, and giving states less leverage in international affairs. 

Corruption is endemic in the GS, acting as one of the biggest obstacles to development. 

Domestic challenges are more difficult to address in developing countries because their 

institutions of governance are not as well established, and plagued by corruption, giving fewer 

people faith in the system. As a result, they may be more likely to resort to violence or form 

rebel groups to make a political point or challenge a ruling power. Similarly, where minority 

groups are oppressed or locked out of the political system, they may also feel the need to turn to 

violence to raise awareness about their situation.  

International challenges to a government’s authority come in many forms. Foreign or 

terrorist threats or attacks create a hostile diplomatic environment where armed conflict is 

imminent or already in progress. Adversarial relations also challenge states, though they are very 

unlikely to devolve into armed conflict. Instead, these are the political, economic, and social 

issues that beleaguer countries with political sanctions, trade disputes, and threats of extinction to 

whales due to cultural differences.  

2. Territory 

 Have recognized control of the territory 

 Control the legitimate use of force to protect the territory from threats- whether 
domestic or foreign 

Inability to effectively control a country’s territory decreases its domestic prosperity and its 

potential to leverage other countries during negotiation. Territorial problems arise from border 

disputes (i.e. where the cut-off line really is), foreign claims on another country’s land, and 

protecting the country from foreign/terrorist invasion or attacks. International threats are not the 

only territorial issue that governments face; global south countries are particularly fragile due 

competing domestic interests over running the government that may result in political unrest.  

3. Population 

 Ability to minimally take care of enough citizens 
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 Enough support for the government 

 Sense of nationalism 

 Nation- group of people with common history and cultural bond who may 
or may not want to be self-governing, but want recognition 

 Ex. of a few nations of people who want independence from or 
recognition in their country: Palestinians, Kurds, Chechnyans, 
Basques, Uighurs 

Population issues introduce a variety of hurdles when working toward domestic 

development and engaging in international negotiation. Factions can emerge due to religious, 

national, ideological, and/or clan differences. A country like India, for example, is very diverse, 

with people practicing different religions, speaking various dialects or even languages, and 

adhering to political beliefs as diverse as democracy and communism. Some identify themselves 

as an entirely different nation of people. Now imagine trying to get people to agree to a leader 

and support a government (executive, legislative, and judicial branches, and the civil servants 

who run the bureaucratic machine) when these diverse citizens’ main concerns are their self-

interests, not cooperation for the betterment of the whole.  

Corruption interferes with effectively implementing and enforcing policies that could 

promote development, and thus, a better standard of living for more citizens. When people’s 

basic needs aren’t being met, the quality of life is below standard, or people in authority 

positions see those above them on the take, they’re going to be more likely to accept bribes. 

Living in poverty, the denial of rights and freedoms, and oppression of minority groups or 

political factions potentially leads to political unrest or even conflict, also challenging a 

country’s authority to rule over its citizens. Some citizens turn to protests, some choose to align 

themselves with a different country (the Crimeans choosing to join Russia), while others revolt, 

igniting civil war (rebel groups in Syria).  

4. Resources 

 Resources come in a variety of forms 
o Primary resources are natural resources such as agricultural products, fuels, 

fibers, minerals, and even water.  
o Manufactured goods are primary goods that have been made into something else  

 Minerals made into machines that process cotton into textiles using 
electricity derived from petroleum 
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 The ability to manufacture goods requires industrialization and thus 
technology 

o Labor is also a resource, though the skill of workers varies, tied to the ability of 
states to educate citizens.  

o Intangible resources are assets like leadership ability, level of corruptibility, 
ability to negotiate, diplomatic tact, charism, sense of patriotism, and so on. These 
are unquantifiable traits that leaders and citizens may or may not have or be able 
to effectively cultivate.  

 Factor endowments are what a country has that it can exploit to its benefit 
o The type of territory a country has offers differing factor endowments  

 Island versus on a continent 
 The type of natural resources the land has to offer 
 Topography 
 Climate 

o Natural resources  
o The natural tendencies and talents of the population 

 Sustainable development is the goal of economic develop that does not degrade the 
natural environment 

o By extension, needs to include promoting human security for a decent standard of 
living 

 Collective goods (also called common good) are something that no one owns and 
everyone can benefit from, such as air, oceans, space, and the ozone layer. 

o For people to benefit from collective goods, they have to be preserved 

The ability to effectively tap into a country’s resources affects its ability to grow and be a 

significant global player. Just because a country has natural resources available, doesn’t translate 

into wealth. To truly benefit from natural resources, countries also need to be able to extract 

them, refine them, and manufacture them into something of value. Availability of intangible 

resources also impacts a state’s ability to function domestically and have international leverage.  

Another resource challenge states face is the need to pursue sustainable development. 

The global economy requires that all countries—whether GN or GS—find ways to grow and 

develop. Countries find themselves struggling to make ends meet, keep voters happy, and stick 

to long-term plans. Instead, they fall into the trap of using whatever’s available to meet 

immediate demands rather than a plan of conserving natural resources. During the Industrial 

Revolution, countries (that are now developed) demolished forests, polluted water, and burned 

endless amounts of coal, causing immense devastation and destruction to both humans and the 

planet. In some cases, they exhausted whatever factor endowments they had in the name of 
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economic progress. Fast forward to today where GS countries are trying to compete in a global 

economy. These countries exploit whatever resources they have to try to propel them into 

development. Thanks to GN and GS countries’ irresponsibility, the planet is now facing a 

plethora of environmental challenges that only cooperative efforts can address.  

Protecting collective goods is a challenge that states face just by being part of the 

international system. Pollution from one country can affect its neighbors. Excessive unclean 

burning of coal releases greenhouse gases that affect everyone worldwide. States are sovereign, 

self-interested actors, which makes cooperating on collective goods issues challenging. GS 

countries are further limited by not having achieved development. They are still attempting to 

help meet the majority of their citizens’ basic needs, and their population has little incentive to 

preserve something that could help them survive.  

The constituent elements that define the state therefore determine diplomatic advantages 

and disadvantages a state has when entering into negotiations. Access to, and the ability to turn 

natural resources and human capital into something useful, has played an important part in 

countries’ development. Having factor endowments alone does not necessarily lead to 

development without the means to capitalize on them economically. Consider the resource curse. 

Plenty of countries, especially in sub-Saharan African, are lush with natural resources, yet they 

struggle to move beyond agrarian states. This inability, in turn, reduces human capital potential; 

that is, the means to fully offer the physical and social infrastructure necessary to promote human 

security and welfare that allows a society to thrive and develop. Ultimately, what a country has it 

its arsenal either makes it ripe for exploitation or puts it on more equal footing when it enters the 

diplomatic realm. 


