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DIVIDED NATIONS  

 

Most of the current major nations of Europe have been created from a union of smaller territories, mainly 

between the 16th-19th centuries, while many of the smaller nations, in both Europe and the rest of the world, 

have been created by the dissolution of large empires, mainly in the 20th century. Some nations share similar 

names and can be easily confused, other nations share similar names because they have been divided, while 

some divided territories have differing names.  

 

The modern boundaries of European countries were largely decided by the most powerful nations in 1815 after 

the defeat of Napoleon and again in 1919, after the end of World War I. The modern boundaries of African 

countries were largely decided by the most powerful European nations in 1885 and again during the 1960s. 

 

486 

France, perhaps uniquely, has existed as a single nation with a continuous succession of rulers since 486 AD, 

achieving control over most of its current territory within the following century. However the nature of this control 

was incomplete between 1066-1453, during the period when Norman and Angevin dukes of France were also 

monarchs of England. 

 

1516 

Originally named Hispania by the Romans, the creation of Spain began in 1230 with the joining of the kingdoms 

of Leon (established 910) and Castile (established 1065). Aragon was added in 1469, Granada 1492 and 

Navarre 1512, the country becoming a great power under the Austrian Habsburgs from 1516. Portugal 

established its independence in 1139, but was absorbed into Spain for a period between 1580-1668. 

 

1482 

Since 1482, Guinea is the Portuguese name for the south facing part of the coast of West Africa, taken from the  

Berber word for "burnt" or black people. Sudan (the Arabic word for black people) described the region now 

known as the Sahel, between the Sahara and Guinea, but extending east into the country still named Sudan. 

The territory of French Guinea (from 1898) was the first nation on the coast to gain its independence in 1958 

and was named Guinea, later also known as Guinea-Conakry (after its capital). Other territories held on the 

Guinea coast include Portuguese Guinea (from 1765) which became independent as Guinea-Bissau in 1973, 

and Spanish Guinea (from 1778) which became independent as Equatorial Guinea in 1968. The territories of 

German Guinea (1884-1916) were individually named as Cameroon and Togo.  

 

Parts of the Guinea coast were named by the Portuguese in the 15th century according to the produce 

extracted from that particular region for trade. Thus the British territory in Guinea was named the Gold Coast 

from 1621, which became a colony in 1821 and upon independence in 1957 was renamed as Ghana, a name 

which may have origins related to the name Guinea. Other French territories in Guinea included the Ivory 

Coast (from 1843) and Dahomey (French from 1894-1958), renamed Benin in 1975, but originally named the 

Slave Coast by the Portuguese. The Pepper Coast (or Grain Coast) became a home for liberated African-

American slaves and was named Liberia, which declared itself independent in 1847. 

 

1545 

In 1545, the Spanish gave the name New Guinea to the island on the other side of the world known by the 

Malays as Papua and by the Indonesians as Irian. Lost by the Spanish to the British and Dutch, the island was 

divided between them in 1848. The Dutch western part was renamed West Irian when it became part of 

Indonesia in 1963. The British eastern part was under Australian jurisdiction, but the neglected northern half 

was seized by Germany in 1883 to become the first overseas territory in its empire. The whole eastern part 

remained under Australian jurisdiction from 1914-1975, when it became independent as Papua New Guinea. 

 

1594 

Unconnected to Guinea, the similar name Guiana was given by the Spanish to the region on the northeast 

coast of South America, with territories now spread across five countries. Since 1811, Spanish Guiana has been 

part of Venezuela, while Portuguese Guiana has been part of Brazil since 1808. Dutch Guiana was established 

in 1621 and became independent as Surinam in 1975. Explored by Raleigh in 1594, British Guiana was ceded 

from the Dutch in 1814 and became independent as Guyana in 1966. French Guiana was established in 1643 

and remains a department of metropolitan France. 
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1565 
Portuguese explorer Magellan sailed east around Africa and India to reach the "Spice Islands" (Molucca) 

between 1505-1512 and then sailed west around South America in 1521 to the Philippines, to claim the territory 

for the Spanish empire. Named the Spanish East Indies in 1565, the Spanish territories included the 

Phillippines, Marianas, Carolines and for a short period the northern part of Formosa (Taiwan). The Philippines 

were lost to the USA in 1898 and the other remaining islands sold to Germany the following year, to be seized 

by Japan in 1914. The Dutch arrived in the East Indies in 1595, establishing the Dutch East Indies in 1816, later 

to become Indonesia. 

 

1492 

Commencing with the voyages of Columbus between 1492-1503, the Spanish took control of most of the island 

and continental coastland territories of the Caribbean, but from the early 17th century many of these were 

progressively lost to England, which named them collectively as the West Indies (but known by Spain and other 

countries as the Antilles). Various attempts at federation were made between 1627-1958, but from 1962-1983 

most colonies gained their independence, including Jamaica, Trinidad, Barbados, Bahamas, Windward 

Islands, Leeward Islands. A small number remain under British control, including Bermuda, Montserrat, 

Caymans.  

 

1581 

In 1556 the Low Countries came under Spanish control until the Dutch Republic was declared in 1581, 

creating the separate northern nation also known as Holland, but now known as the Netherlands. The Low 

Countries were briefly re-amalgamated in 1815, but the southern region gained independence as Belgium in 

1830, from which Luxembourg seceded in 1839. 

 

1707 

The British nation dates back to King Arthur around 539 AD, King Alfred in 871, then the establishment of 

England in 927. Wales was added in 1284, Ireland in 1603 and Scotland (established 843) in 1707, when the 

united kingdoms became Great Britain and in 1801 the United Kingdom. Between 1066-1453, under the 

Norman and Angevin (from Anjou) monarchs, the realm of England at various times extended from the Scottish 

border to the Pyrenees, including territories in France (but under French sovereignty), ranging from two-thirds of 

the country to just one province, reduced now to only the Channel Islands. 

 

1795 

Established as a kingdom in 1025, Poland built and shared a vast Commonwealth with Lithuania from 1569, but 

during the 18th century its territory was progressively seized by the neighbouring empires of Russia and Austria, 

until in 1795 the whole of the remaining country was divided between Russia, Austria and Prussia. The kingdom 

of Poland was re-established in 1815, but remained entirely under the control of the Russian empire until 1918, 

when the country became independent, gaining Galicia and parts of Silesia. In 1945, Poland also regained the 

remainder of Silesia and much of Pomerania, seized by Prussia and absorbed into Germany until then. 

Lithuania gained independence from Russia between 1918-1940, but not again until 1991. 

 

1804 

Named the "Spanish Island" when discovered by Columbus in 1492, the western part of Hispaniola was ceded 

to France in 1625 and became independent as Haiti in 1804, while the Spanish part became independent in 

1821 as the Dominican Republic (not to be confused with Dominica, a different island in the east Caribbean). 

 

1811 

From 1521 onward, the Spanish empire in the Americas encompassed all of South America (except Brazil) and 

Central America, extending north to include California, Texas, Louisiana, Florida and Cuba. Between 1811-

1830, the empire was divided into independent nations by a chain of popular revolutionary movements, inspired 

by the 1804 revolution in Haiti, then by each other, but in particular by Simon Bolivar, gaining successive 

independence for each country. The territories north of Mexico eventually became part of the United States, 

while Spain held Cuba until 1898, when it lost control of the island to the USA, along with Puerto Rico and the 

Philippines. Spain retains the Canary Islands but in 1975 relinquished Spanish Sahara, its last territory in Africa 

(also called Rio de Oro, 1884-1969), which as Western Sahara is now the only autonomous territory in the 

world that is not generally recognised as a nation. 
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1814 

In 1397 the three Nordic countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden were united as one nation. Sweden 

seceded in 1523, but the union of Denmark-Norway endured until 1814, when Norway was ceded to Sweden 

until gaining independence in 1906. Denmark-Norway included Iceland (Norse from 872, Danish from 1814-

1918) and Greenland (Norse from 986, Danish from 1814), while previously Norway had also owned the 

Hebrides and the Isle of Man, Orkney and Shetland, ceding them to Scotland only in 1266 and 1468 

respectively. Between 1249-1809 Sweden incorporated Finland (then absorbed into Russia until 1918) and 

between 1629-1721 also modern Latvia and Estonia.   

 

1824 

In 1824 the Dutch and British divided the island of Borneo between them, with the Dutch eventually taking the 

southern two-thirds. Perhaps the oldest continuous monarchy in the world, the Bolkiah family has ruled Brunei 

on the island of Borneo since 1485. Brunei and Sabah came under full British control in 1888, following 

Sarawak in 1841. The British territories became part of the British federation of Malaya in 1895, until Malaysia 

became independent in 1963, incorporating Sarawak and Sabah. Singapore seceded from Malaysia in 1965, 

while Brunei regained its independence from Britain in 1984. 

 

1859 

The Portuguese arrived on east Timor in 1509, the Dutch on west Timor in the 18th century. The island was 

officially divided between them in 1859. West Timor became part of Indonesia in 1949 and East Timor became 

independent in 1975. 

 

1861 

Within the Holy Roman Empire, the kingdom of Italy at various times encompassed the separate northern states 

of Savoy, Piedmont (Turin), Lombardy (Milan), Genoa (including Corsica), Tuscany (Florence) and the Papal 

states (Rome), while Venetia (Venice) to the east retained its independence from 697-1797. The combined 

kingdoms of Sicily and Naples (including southern Italy and Sardinia) were founded by the Normans in 1130 and 

subsequently came variously under German, French, Spanish and Austrian control. The unification of the whole 

peninsula (and islands) to create the modern nation of Italy did not take place until 1861 (excluding Corsica, 

which became part of France in 1769). At the end of World War I, Italy gained South Tirol, Istria and parts of 

Dalmatia, losing the latter two after World War II. 

 

1862 

The British settled on the coast of Guatemala in 1670, but the territory did not officially become a British colony 

until 1862, when it was named British Honduras, despite being unconnected to the separate country of 

Honduras, which had been independent since 1821. British Honduras became independent in 1981 as Belize. 

 

1871 

The kingdom of Germany developed in 843 from the eastern half of the former Carolingian empire and began as 

an assemblage of a number of separate peoples and jurisdictions. From 962 it formed the greater part of the 

Holy Roman Empire, which subsequently also included the kingdoms of Italy, Bohemia and Burgundy. The 

separate significant states of Bavaria (in 555) and Saxony (in 850) were established before the Holy Roman 

Empire, subsequently followed by Bohemia in 1085 and Brandenburg in 1157. The Teutonic Order was 

established in 1224 and Prussia in 1525, both combining in 1618. The Holy Roman Empire was disbanded in 

1804, but the separate German states did not become become a confederation under the name of Germany 

until 1871. After World War II, the country was divided between East Germany and West Germany until 

reunification in 1990. 

 

1882 

After the French seizure of Algeria in 1830, the Ottoman empire in Africa comprised the Mediterranean coast 

from Alexandria to Tunis (including Tunisia, modern Libya and Egypt), and the Red Sea coast from Suez to 

Djibouti (including Sudan and Eritrea). To protect the Suez Canal sea route to its empire in India, Britain took 

control of Egypt in 1882, while France had seized Tunisia in 1881 and Italy seized Eritrea in 1889, then Tripoli 

(renamed Libya) in 1912. Egypt remained under full British control until 1922 (partial until 1956), including 
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Sudan from 1899. Eritrea came under British control from 1941-1950 and Libya 1943-1951. Eritrea was then 

absorbed into Abyssinia (renamed Ethiopia in 1974) until it regained its independence in 1993. 

 

1913 

From the 13th century the western (including Corfu) and southern (Crete) Greek islands came under Venetian 

control, while the remainder of Greece was absorbed into the Ottoman empire in the 15th century. Southern 

Greece regained its independence between 1821-1832, recovering the western Venetian islands from Britain in 

1864 and Thessaly in 1881. But only in 1913, after the Balkan War, was the divided country re-assembled by 

the recovery of Epirus, southern Macedonia, Crete and the Aegean islands. Western Thrace was regained from 

Bulgaria in 1919 but the Venetian eastern islands (including Rhodes) were not recovered from Italy until 1947. 

 

1918  

Between 1440-1804 Austria was the seat of the Holy Roman Empire which also extended over much of 

Germany and Italy. The confederation of Swiss cantons (later called Switzerland) was established in 1513 and 

seceded from the empire in 1648. United in 1526, Austria, Bohemia and Hungary eventually became in 1867 

the empire of Austria-Hungary, which was dismantled at the end of World War I. Smaller independent countries 

were created in 1918, including Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. Romania (Walachia and 

Moldavia) doubled in size by the addition of Transylvania, Bukovina and Bessarabia, while Poland regained 

Galicia and parts of Silesia and Italy gained South Tirol, Istria and parts of Dalmatia. 

 

On the northern perimeter of the former Austrian empire, the new country of Czechoslovakia was created in 

1918 as a union of the provinces where Czech and Slovak were the most common languages. These were the 

Czech provinces of Bohemia and Moravia and the Slovak provinces of Bratislava, Kosice and western Ruthenia. 

Apart from the transfer of Ruthenia to Ukraine after World War II, the remaining union survived until 1992, when 

it was divided into the separate Czech and Slovak republics. 

 

On the southern perimeter of the former Austrian empire, the new country of Yugoslavia was created in 1918  

as a union of the provinces of Carniola, Croatia-Slavonia, Dalmatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, with the former 

Ottoman province of Serbia (until 1882) and Montenegro, including northern Macedonia. The federation of 

Yugoslavia disintegrated in 1991, eventually resulting in the separate nations of Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-

Herzegovina, Serbia (including Kosovo), Montenegro and Macedonia. 

 

1920 

Following World War I, the former Ottoman territories of the northern part of the peninsula of Arabia were 

divided by the British and French into protectorates which later became nations. The French created and took 

control of Syria and Lebanon, while the British created and took control of Mesopotamia (independent in 1932 

as Iraq) and Kuwait (independent 1961), Transjordan (independent as Jordan in 1946) and Palestine, the 

major part of which gained independence as Israel in 1948. The southern part of the Arabian peninsula was not 

controlled by the British or French and eventually came to be dominated by the Saud family which created the 

kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932. 

 

1922  

After the founding of Dublin by Viking Danes, Ireland was ruled by the English from the Norman invasion in 

1169. During the 16th-17th centuries, Irish Catholic land was confiscated and given to Scottish Protestant 

settlers. The Protestant minority dominated political power by 1691 and in 1801 Ireland was absorbed into the 

United Kingdom. Self-government was granted to the Catholic majority in 1914, then the 1922 war of 

independence resulted in the secession of 26 southern counties to form the Irish Free State (renamed Ireland 

in 1937), leaving only 6 counties (as Northern Ireland) still part of the United Kingdom, although Ireland 

remained a British Dominion until 1949. 

 

1945 

An independent kingdom since the 10th century, Korea was annexed by Japan in 1910. Liberated jointly in 

1945 by USSR and US troops, the country was divided between USSR-controlled north and US-controlled 

south. This resulted in a civil war between 1950-1953, since when North Korea has remained communist and 

South Korea democratic. 
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1947  

British influence in India developed from 1617 to full control in 1857. However in 1947 the British empire in India 

was dismantled and divided into the separate nations of India, Pakistan, Ceylon and Burma. Pakistan was 

created as a homeland for Muslim people, but they lived on two opposite sides of the subcontinent, so the new 

country was divided between east and west, 1700km apart. The states of Punjab, Kashmir and Bengal were 

each divided to be part in India and part in Pakistan. Control of Kashmir remains disputed, while East Pakistan 

gained independence from West Pakistan in 1971, and was renamed Bangladesh (land of Bengal). Ceylon 

(British since 1802)  was renamed Sri Lanka in 1972 and Burma (British since 1824) was renamed Myanmar in 

1989, but the old name is still used by many of its people. 

 

1948 

After World War I, Britain took control of the former Ottoman region of Palestine. The territory was increasingly 

occupied by Jewish immigrants who established the state of Israel in 1948 when the British departed, dividing 

the land between themselves and the indigenous Arab inhabitants. Boundaries were changed by the wars of 

1948 and 1967, since when the Arab territories (known as Palestine) have remained under military occupation 

by Israel. 

 

1949 

The territory named Newfoundland by explorer Cabot in 1496 was originally discovered by Viking explorer 

Ericson in 1001. In 1869 the people of Newfoundland and Labrador (named after explorer Lavrador) voted not 

to  become part of Canada and in 1931 the colony became one of six separate British Dominions, along with 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and the Irish Free State, remaining separate from Canada until 

1949. 

 

From 1782, the Dutch East Indies comprised Java and the Molucca islands, increasing between 1824-1862 to 

include Sumatra and southern Borneo, finally including Celebes (now Sulawesi), central Borneo, west Papua 

and west Timor by 1920. The combined territories became independent as Indonesia in 1949, except west 

Papua, which joined Indonesia in 1963. 

 

1954  

France took control of Indochina from 1887, but Vietnam declared independence in 1949, which developed 

into a war which forced the French out of Cambodia and Laos in 1953 and Vietnam in 1954. Communist North 

Vietnam then sought to take control of democratic South Vietnam in a civil war from 1955 which also engulfed 

Cambodia and Laos, for 20 years until 1975 when Vietnam was re-united under communist control. 

 

1960 

The former French empire in Africa was divided into four vast regions, but was not further divided into separate 

countries until the empire was dismantled in 1960 when many of the newly created nations were given names 

for the first time. 

 

Starting in 1848 from Senegal, by 1895 "French West Africa" was created, comprising the territories which 

became independent in 1960 and were renamed Mauritania, Guinea (independent 1958), Mali (formerly known 

as French Sudan), Volta (later renamed Burkino Faso) and Niger, as well as Ivory Coast, Dahomey 

(previously and now Benin) and Togo (since 1919). "French Equatorial Africa" comprised the territories which 

became independent in 1960 and were renamed Gabon (since 1875), Congo (since 1880), Central African 

Republic (Ubangi since 1894), Cameroon (since 1919), and Chad (since 1920).  

 

Meanwhile "French East Africa" included the Comoros islands (1841-1975), Madagascar (1883-1960) and 

French Somaliland (1896-1977), now named Djibouti. However, the nations of "French North Africa" were all 

well established before the French took control of Algeria (1830-1962), Tunisia (1881-1956) and Morocco 

(1904-1956), which three countries (together with Libya) comprised the Maghreb (previously known as the 

"Barbary States"). 

 

The Belgian controlled territory named Congo Free State in 1885 became the Belgian Congo between 1908-

1960, when it became independent as Congo, also Congo-Leopoldville (later Congo-Kinshasa), named after its 

capital. From 1971-1997 the country was renamed Zaire, to which it has recently reverted. From 1880 French 

Equatorial Africa included a smaller Congo territory which also gained independence in 1960 and confusingly 
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was also named Congo (but Congo-Brazzaville, after its different capital). This smaller (previously French) 

nation is technically the Republic of Congo, while the much larger (previously Belgian) nation is the Democratic 

Republic of Congo. 

 

From 1884, the German empire in Africa comprised Cameroon, Togo and South West Africa, until Tanganyika 

and Ruanda-Urundi were added in 1891. After World War I, Cameroon and Togo were placed under the control 

of France, Ruanda and Burundi with Belgium (until independence in 1962), South West Africa with South 

Africa (until independence as Namibia in 1990) and Tanganyika under British control. 

 

Somalia straddles the north and east coasts of the Horn of Africa. The north coast was British Somaliland 

between 1884-1960, the east coast Italian Somaliland between 1889-1941, then a British protectorate until the 

whole country was united as independent Somalia in 1960. The furthest northern coast of French Somaliland 

(from 1894) became independent as Djibouti in 1977. 

 

1960s 

Most of the colonies comprising the British empire in Africa have retained their original boundaries and many 

have retained their original names, however some have been amalgamated or divided and a number have 

replaced their British names with African ones.  

 

Established in 1821, "British West Africa" eventually comprised Gambia (1765-1965), Sierra Leone (1787-

1961), the Gold Coast (1821-1957) renamed Ghana, and Nigeria (1861-1960). Like adjacent Liberia, Sierra 

Leone was first settled by liberated slaves returned to Africa from America by the British. 

 

In 1920 the territories of "British East Africa" were renamed Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika. Tanganyika 

became independent in 1961 and when joined by Zanzibar in 1964, the combined nation became Tanzania. 

Uganda gained independence in 1962, Kenya in 1963. 

 

In southern Africa, Britain took control of Cape Colony from the Dutch in 1806 and renamed it Cape of Good 

Hope. Many of the Dutch then migrated north and founded Natal in 1838, Transvaal in 1852 and the Orange 

Free State in 1854, all of which were combined in 1910 to form the Union of South Africa, which in 1961 

became independent as South Africa. In 1966 the adjacent British territories of Bechuanaland (since 1885),  

and Basutoland (since 1868) became independent as Botswana and Lesotho. Swaziland became a British 

protectorate in 1906, but regained independence in 1968. 

 

Rhodesia, named in 1895, was divided to create Northern Rhodesia in 1911 (which was renamed Zambia 

upon independence in 1964). The remainder of Rhodesia became Southern Rhodesia in 1923, but was 

renamed Rhodesia between 1964-1980, when it gained independence as Zimbabwe. Both parts of Rhodesia 

had been federated with Nyasaland in 1953, which became Malawi upon independence in 1964. 

 

1967 

Established in 1229, the kingdom of Yemen lost control of its south coast to the British in 1839. Yemen became 

a republic in 1962, while in the same year the eastern coast gained its independence as South Arabia, which in 

1967 merged with South Yemen, granted independence from the British. In 1990, Yemen, South Yemen and 

South Arabia were re-amalgamated as the single nation of Yemen. 

 

1970 

The largest homeland of a single people that does not exist as a separate nation, Kurdistan is divided between 

adjacent areas of the modern countries of Turkey, Iraq, Syria, Iran and Armenia. The Kurdish people have been 

fighting for independence within eastern Turkey since 1920, but were granted autonomy within Iraq in 1970. 

 

1971 

The Arabian coast of the Persian Gulf was largely controlled by ten principalities, from Bahrain and Qatar in the 

west, to Oman in the east. The seven smaller states signed a truce with Britain in 1853 and became known as 

the Trucial States, while Bahrain came under British control in 1868. Qatar gained independence from Bahrain 

in 1878 but came under British control again in 1916. All these Gulf States gained their independence in 1971 

(Kuwait in 1961), the Trucial States forming a federation as the United Arab Emirates. Muscat gained its 

independence in 1650 but was absorbed into independent Oman in 1741. From 1698, its territory extended 
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4000km down the coast of east Africa to include the island of Zanzibar (until 1963). Named "Muscat and Oman" 

from 1870-1920, Oman has always remained independent.   

 

1972 

Ottoman Egypt invaded and annexed Sudan in 1821, which from 1899 came under joint British and Egyptian 

control until independence in 1956. From 1972 the African people of South Sudan fought a civil war against the 

Arabic people of the north to finally gain independence in 2011. 

 

1975  

The island of Cyprus was populated by Greeks under Venetian rule until 1570, when the Ottoman empire took 

control and encouraged Turkish settlement. The island was ceded to British control in 1878 with a one-fifth 

Turkish population. Independence in 1960 was followed by armed conflict between Turks and Greeks from 

1964. A military coup in 1974 resulted in an invasion by Turkey to protect the Turkish population, creating the 

separate state of Northern Cyprus in 1975. 

 

1991  

Since the 16th century, the Russian empire was created by the progressive annexation of peripheral territories 

which, along with Russia, in 1922  became the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR or Soviet Union), 

with the further addition of the Baltic States in 1940. The Soviet Union disintegrated In 1991 and was replaced 

by the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), which includes Russia, Belarus, Moldova, Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kirghizstan, and Tadjikistan, while Ukraine and Turkmenistan are 

associate members of the CIS. Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, (the "Baltic States") and Georgia have re-asserted 

their independence from Russia. Siberia is a province of Russia, without separate nation status. Karelia, (part of 

Finland) also annexed in 1940, remains a province of Russia. 

 

 

 

For more details of specific countries, see also the following separate pieces: 

Arab nations 

Austrian empire and the Balkans 

Colonisation of Africa 

European colonial empires 

Empires within Europe 

India and Pakistan 

Islamic empires 

Latin America 

Low Countries 

Russian empire and Poland 

Scandinavian nations 

Southern Africa - the nations 

Spanish empire 

Sunni and Shia 

Turkish empire 
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