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“Towards a New Sovereignty” 
Carl Bildt 

 
 
The charter of the Liechtenstein Institute on Self-Determination states, 
that “struggles over self-determination, secession, sovereignty, and other 
issues concerning the autonomy or independence of communities are 
among the most important issues in the contemporary international 
system,” and in addition notes, that “countless conflicts have arisen 
because of them,” and that “horrible human suffering and large-scale 
destruction have resulted.”  I’m certainly not the one to disagree with this.  
Far from it. 
 
During the past decade, I have served in a number of international 
positions dealing with the conflicts in Southeastern Europe: European 
Union Special Representative for Former Yugoslavia, Co-Chairman of the 
Dayton Peace Conference, High Representative in Bosnia, as well as 
Special Envoy of the UN Secretary-General to the Balkans.  These 
struggles and the conflicts they have resulted in have been my daily work. 
 
Today, most of the international attention has moved from these conflicts 
that so dominated the 1990’s to the wider issues concerned with the issues 
of global terrorism.  The Balkans is considered the issue of yesterday – the 
so-called global war on terrorism is considering the issue of today and 
tomorrow. 
 
But I would argue that conflicts of the type we have repeatedly seen in the 
Balkans remain as large a challenge as ever, and that success or failure in 
dealing with these types of issues can not be seen in isolation from efforts 
to contain and defeat the forces of global terrorism.  They have been, are, 
and will remain linked.  Failure in one area will lead to failure in another. 
 
The most critical task in our efforts to contain and defeat the forces of 
international terrorism is to stop the recruitment of new persons into these 
proliferating networks of evil.  Victory that defeats the present generation 
of hard-line terrorist, but fails to prevent a new and even large generation 
to come to the fore will truly be Pyrrhic.  The road to long-term defeat will 
then be paved with short-term victories. 
 
We now know a great deal about how terrorists are recruited. It’s often a 
long process, but what triggers the decision of the individual to accept 
moving from just strong sympathy for a cause to being prepared to 
sacrifice his or her life for it is often the wish to join a particular fight, the 
causes of which are far more likely to be primarily national than 
ideological or religious.  Mohammed Ata and the key September 11 
operators went over that critical tipping point because they wanted to go 
and fight in Chechnya – it was only later that they were diverted to 
Afghanistan, and it was only there that they were recruited to the mega-
operation planned against the United States. 
 



And that story of Mohammed Ata is repeated over and over again across 
the world.  It’s still in many cases Chechnya.  But we all know that 
Kashmir, Palestine, and Iraq also have figured or figure prominently on 
this list.  The handling of national conflicts of the sort identified in the 
charter of this Institute, and which we were so brutally confronted with 
during the past decade and half in Southeastern Europe, is thus one of the 
preconditions for ultimate success also in the fight against the forces of 
global terrorism. 
 
These issues are certainly not new, but I would argue that they have 
become more and more important during the past century, and that the 
rise of their prominence makes it important that we rethink not only the 
way in which we deal with them, but perhaps also some of the core 
principles of the approach we have taken towards them during the past 
century.  When discussing issues of self-determination, there is no way 
around President Woodrow Wilson and the Fourteen Points for a 
peaceful settlement of the First World War that he expressed in January 
1918.  Looking at them today, we can see both what has been achieved 
during the decades since then, and what has not. 
 
The “restoration” of Belgium was at the top of his list.  Indeed, “no other 
single act will serve as this will to restore confidence among the nations.” 
Then, all French territories had to be freed, which was another way of 
saying that Alsace-Lorraine should return to French sovereignty.  Also, the 
frontiers of Italy should be readjusted “along clearly recognizable lines of 
nationality.”  And of key importance was obviously that “the peoples of 
Austria-Hungary . . . should be accorded the freest opportunity to 
autonomous development,” although exactly what that meant was left 
somewhat vague.  In the Balkans, the relationship between the states 
should be “determined by friendly counsel along historically established 
lines of allegiance and nationality.” An independent Polish state should be 
restored. 
 
The Wilsonian program was certainly radical. In essence, a principle of 
national self-determination was to seal the fate of previous more or less 
successful attempts to build more complex multi-national empires.  If 
Europe could be reformed by the setting up of national states “along 
clearly recognizable lines of nationality” and the relationship between 
them based on “historically established lines of allegiance and nationality” 
peace should be secured – that, at least, was the theory. 
 
In practice, it turned out somewhat different.  Centuries of open borders 
and multi-national empires and dynasties had in large parts of Europe left 
as its legacy a mosaic of peoples that couldn’t really be separated along 
clearly recognizable lines of nationality.  And although there was organized 
a series of referendums to decide the fate of some contested territories, 
and the League of Nations that was also set up included elaborate 
instruments for the protection of minorities, the solutions achieved very 
rarely proved to be either satisfactory or long-lasting. 



There were many reasons why the Great War of 1914-1918 turned out to 
be just the first phase of the great European civil war that resumed in 
1939, but there is no doubt that the approach taken to these nationality 
issues was also among the reasons for the resurgence of open fighting.  
Hitler was among the masters of playing on the fears and hopes of 
minorities that had found themselves on what they considered the wrong 
side of state borders in the great settlement.  When war resumed, Poland 
and Belgium was against among the very first casualties. 
 
Among the many tragedies of that war and its immediate aftermath was the 
effect it had on the national diversity of different areas of Europe.  We saw 
massive ethnic and national dislocations that unfortunately brought the 
continent somewhat closer to the perceived ideal of “clearly recognizable 
lines of nationality.”  But the human costs of this was immense – among 
many it is still felt today. 
 
But last half century have been different, as we have launched and 
continued along the path of integration between states and nations.  I still 
remember when the then Prime Minister of Belgium, Jean-Luc Dehane, 
told me that his country, firmly embedded in the European Union, 
nowadays didn’t really have any security problems.  And although Polish 
leaders might phrase themselves somewhat less certain in that respect, 
there is no doubt that the processes of Atlantic and European integration 
has brought security and stability to countries and regions of Europe that 
in the past knew conflict, division and occupation in practically every single 
generation. 
 
It has been done not by the redrawing or readjusting borders of national 
states – as was the Wilsonian process - but by the agreeing on trans-
national rules and institutions of integration that seek to reduce at the least 
the practical impact of these borders on our societies.  In a way, you can 
argue that Europe has started a discreet but important retreat from the 
principles of Wilsonianism.  The perceived simplicity of the Wilsonian 
approach has been replaced with the obvious complexity of the 
integrationist approach.  And although history rarely reaches final verdicts, 
the record so far certainly points at this as the way towards the future. 
 
There is no denying the complexity of this approach, irrespectively of if we 
speak about institutions of the European Union or about the constitutional 
and institutional arrangements set up in some of the more complex areas 
of our continent.  And without making any other comparisons, you might 
note that neither the details of the Good Friday Agreement on Northern 
Ireland, nor the constitutional arrangement of Belgium or the multitude of 
institutions of Bosnia are particularly clear-cut or straightforward. 
 
This has its obvious difficulties, and we will all have to struggle with them 
as the twenty-five nations of the European Union in the next two years will 
have to proceed with ratification of the new Constitutional Treaty.  Meant 
primarily to consolidate and simplify the existing patchwork of treaties - 
the Rome, Single European Act, Maastricht, Amsterdam, and Nice 
treaties – it is still a rather massive document of more than three hundred  



pages with sometimes rather complex structures for dividing powers and 
laying down the details of different decision-making mechanism on a wide 
range of different issues. 
 
But in spite of these complexities, this approach of what I would like to 
call multi-layered sovereignty is much more likely to produce solutions 
that are stable over time than the sole emphasis of national sovereignty of 
the past.  In few areas are we confronted with such complex problems as 
we are in the Balkans. 
 
Indeed, much in the same way as the first decade of the last century in 
Europe was dominated by the conflicts of the area, the last decade turned 
out to be. The Balkan conflicts during the 1990’s redefined important 
parts of the international system and forced us to rethink issues that often 
had been forgotten during the decades when international affairs often 
become synonymous with the counting of nuclear warheads.  In essence, 
we are still seeking to achieve a stable balance, and one in accordance with 
principles we can uphold in other areas as well, between the forces of 
integration and the forces of disintegration in the region. 
 
Not without reluctance, the international community agreed to the break-
up of the former state of Yugoslavia, although it clearly limited its 
acceptance of disintegration to the constituent republics of the former 
federation.  And it has since tried to prevent that disintegration from 
moving on and endangering these further as well, notably in the cases of 
Bosnia and Macedonia. 
 
In Kosovo, we went to war without much of an idea of how we could 
achieve some sort of peace. Since then, we have seen a situation in which 
the Albanians were a repressed minority in Serbia being turned into a 
situation in which the Serbs feel themselves as a threatened minority in 
Kosovo.  We have turned the tables of the conflict, but so far we have 
failed to resolve it, and you might even argue that we have even steered 
clear from trying to do so. 
 
This will not work for long.  There is a realization that the issue will have 
to be dealt with soon.  And how we deal with it will be critical not only for 
Kosovo, but will also go to the heart of our entire, decade-long effort to 
stem the tide of disintegration and assist the currents of integration in the 
region.  Here, as well as in the entire region, the task of true statesmanship 
in the year to come will be to devise region-wide solutions and structures 
that can achieve a balance between the forces of integration and 
disintegration that is both stable and in conformity with our long-term 
vision for the region as well as for Europe as a whole. 
 
This might well require more innovative approach than we have seen so 
far.  We must look at ways to go beyond the Wilsonianism of single-
focused national independence to the more complicated but more durable 
solutions of European layered sovereignty.  Each level of sovereignty will 
then be embedded in a higher level of sovereignty.  You can perhaps see a 
model in which local sovereignty along the model of the Ohrid Agreement  



for Macedonia is embedded in a Kosovo-wide state sovereignty that is 
embedded in a region-wide structure of economic integration that is 
embedded in the wider European structures of integration and 
sovereignty.  And you could of course go on and see these structures of 
European sovereignty embedded in the Atlantic structures of security that 
are embedded in the global structures defined by the numerous 
international treaties and obligations that seek to regulate international life 
for the common good. 
 
While a lot of our attention has been focused on the issues of the Balkans 
– and we will see them coming back in the headlines next year as we try to 
address some of the outstanding political issues of the region – we must of 
course be aware of the fact that we are confronted with very much the 
same issues in much wider areas.  For me, it is natural to refer to the post-
Ottoman area that stretches from Bihac in Bosnia in the northwest to 
Basra by the Gulf in the southwest.  These are all areas that for long 
periods were under the loose rule of Istanbul, where thousands of years of 
interaction left a mosaic of cultures and peoples and beliefs, and where we 
have been struggling to achieve some sort of stability for almost a century. 
 
And you could argue that this post-Ottoman area is just a part of a wider 
area that Zbigniew Brzezinski recently call the Grand Balkans, and that 
can be seen as stretching from Agadir to Amritsar and from Aden to 
Astrakhan.  All through these areas we are confronted with complex issues 
of state-building, sovereignty, self-determination, and possible clashes that 
could well lead to wider conflicts.  From Kosovo over Cyprus to the issues 
of Kurdistan the issues are more or less the same. 
 
At the center are the twin immensely complex state-building projects of 
Iraq and Palestine. In both cases, we are dealing with the legacies of efforts 
to set up states or create homelands immediately after the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire.  In both cases, we are dealing with the problems of 
setting up structures of sovereignty that will allow people of different 
beliefs and nationalities to live peacefully together in the same wider 
region. 
 
The one way or the other, we must succeed with the twin state-building 
efforts of Iraq and Palestine.  The liberation of Iraq from its past and the 
liberation of Palestine from its present, thus giving security also to Israel, 
can never be separated from each other.  This is the Fertile Crescent of 
the age of Abraham.  A decade ahead it will be fertile with either 
democracy or with despair – with either reform or with rage. 
 
The stakes for all of us are high. And the key instrument is obviously the 
instrument of state-building. In areas of ethnic and religious mosaic like 
these, the art of state-building must be ready and able to move well beyond 
the more simplistic notions of Wilsonianism of the past. There are 
numerous reasons why state-building of this more complex variety will be 
critical to the years and decades ahead. 



The wider transformation of the international security situation is clearly of 
importance in this respect.  While in the past we were threatened by the 
strong states and the strong armies, we are now far more endangered by 
the weak states and the shadowy structures that seek their home in them.  
And our security in the decades to come – on both sides of the Atlantic – 
will be determined far less by our ability to destroy strong states than by 
our ability to repair weak states and, in extreme cases, even build new 
ones. 
 
State destruction is a relatively straightforward exercise.  Some states even 
do it to themselves.  And bombing is an easy business. But state-building – 
often in complex multi-ethnic areas – requires an abundance of policy, 
purse, and patience – often more than our sometimes too impatient 
democracies can muster.  I believe that in much the same way as nuclear 
deterrence was the key function in the old international order, state-
building in difficult and demanding areas will be the key function in the 
era we have now entered. 
 
And here - for all the heroic rhetoric in this country - the appetite for 
unilateralism is likely to be limited in the extreme.  Not even Haiti is small 
enough for the United States alone to volunteer for this responsibility.  It is 
obvious that we must develop both the policies and instruments of state-
building far more than we have been able to do so far. 
 
Our success or failure in the immediate Balkans will determine whether 
we will see war or peace in that region in the generations to come.  But our 
success or failure in the wider Grand Balkans might well be of even greater 
significance as we try to look into the future.  It is here that the struggle to 
drain the reservoirs of recruitment of the terrorists of the future is waged, 
and where its outcome will be determined. And it is here that a large part 
of the wider issue of our relationship with the wider Muslim world will be 
decided. 
 
For more than a generation, we Europeans were threatened by the 
strength of Soviet power coming out of Russia.  But for the generation to 
come, our most difficult challenge will be to handle the consequences of 
the convulsions of the wider Muslim world.  These convulsions have 
different roots. 
 
The misery and failure of large parts of the Arab world has as much to do 
with the failure of Arab socialism as it has to do with religion.  But the end 
result is a region where demographic and social strains are building up in 
such a way as to make explosions as well as implosions – threatening the 
stability and strength of existing state structures - more than likely in the 
years ahead. 
 
But whatever the roots of the problems it is a fact that this is the region at 
the hearth of the religion of Islam and the culture it represents.  What we 
are witnessing is a great clash within a civilization.  We see 
fundamentalists, traditionalists, reformers and secularists each providing 
their answers to the questions their faith and their peoples are facing.  It’s a  



struggle of scholars, of statesmen, of soldiers and, sometimes, of suicide 
bombers. 
 
Our task is twofold: first to prevent this clash within a civilization to 
develop into a clash between civilizations; then to seek to try help those 
arguing for open societies and an open world to prevail in this clash.  And 
the success or failure in using the instruments of state-building to bridge or 
to resolve conflicts rooted also in issues of self-determination, sovereignty, 
and secession will obviously be a very important part of these processes. 
 
In much the same way as I believe that we must move beyond the 
simplistic Wilsonian notions of national self-determination if we will ever 
be able to create structures that can bridge the tensions of areas like these, 
I believe we in the years ahead will have to overcome a more absolute 
Westphalian respect for state sovereignty.  In a world in which we so 
clearly see a marriage between ancient hatreds and modern technologies, 
and in which humanitarian concerns can never stop by your own old 
borders, there is simply no way in which we can or should accept a notion 
of state sovereignty as absolute as often in the past. 
 
When we are building structures of layered – and thus shared – 
sovereignty, we are also building structures of what we might call soft 
interventions.  There are numerous interstate and international bodies and 
treaties that interfere with and thus intervene in the way in which different 
states are treating different issues.  And the more globalization accelerates, 
the more numerous will these instruments of what might be called soft 
intervention have to be. 
 
In the important field of international trade – key to economic growth, to 
the prosperity and the overcoming of poverty throughout the world – the 
instruments of the World Trade Organization are certainly intrusive.  In 
the same area, we see the interaction between the competition control 
authorities on the different sides of the Atlantic rewriting old and creating 
entirely new and essentially global rules in this important area. 
 
But this also covers other areas.  We might gradually be moving to a 
situation in which states that want to be fully partners of the international 
community will have to be part of the Non-Proliferation agreement and 
also accept inspections that can sometimes be of a very intrusive nature.  
The threat of nuclear terrorism is a threat that no state can ignore, and that 
might well require us to rewrite rules dating from an era when this 
particular threat did not exist. 
 
There will always be cases in which all the intrusive instruments of soft 
interventions will not be enough, and when there will be discussions on the 
necessity of the international community to resort to instruments of hard 
interventions in order to prevent or stop developments that would be truly 
threatening to the wider international order or to values of human rights 
and dignity that we all share.  Such instances are likely to be rare, but they 
will continue to occur. We would all prefer that they all take place based 
on explicit decisions of the Security Council of the United Nations, but we  



must all recognize that there might well be cases where this will not be the 
case.  Rwanda, Kosovo, Somalia, Iraq, Haiti or – most recently – Darfur in 
Sudan – show the dilemmas we are confronted with in these different 
cases. 
 
But it has demonstrated again that the military intervention is just the first 
phase of a prolonged period of heavy involvement in the economic and 
political affairs of the region or the country in question.  If one regime is 
destroyed by military intervention, ultimate responsibility for building a 
different and better order or regime often rests with the power responsible 
for the intervention.  The sometimes-popular phrase “regime change” 
hides both the comparatively easy first phase of “regime destruction,” and 
the much more complex and demanding phase of “regime construction.”  
If this second phase is not successful, the risk is that the attempted regime 
change results in a situation of chaos and disorder – “regime absence” – or 
a situation in which a fragile regime has to be kept from failing completely 
be an extensive international support mechanism. 
 
Again, the issues of state-building in areas of ethnic and cultural mosaic 
come into focus.  For the debate on humanitarian interventions, the report 
in December 2001 by the International Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty has been most important. Its central thesis that state 
sovereignty is dependent on a “responsibility to protect” paves the way for 
a right, perhaps even an obligation, for the international community to 
intervene if a state manifestly does not live up to its responsibility to 
protect its population, and other means to affect the situation are not 
available. 
 
Using this concept, a hard intervention must be seen as a transfer of the 
responsibility to protect from the state structures of the area in question to 
the international community or those intervening.  That responsibility then 
rests with the intervening coalition until such time that state- or institution-
building efforts have led to a situation that the responsibility to protect can 
safely by transferred back to more indigenous authorities. 
 
If we see humanitarian interventions as an enforced transfer of the 
“responsibility to protect” to the intervening body, this has the advantage 
of focusing more attention on the task of living up to that responsibility 
until such time as it can be transferred back again than on the short-term 
intervention in itself.  Such a focus on the efficiency over a longer time in 
ensuring the effectiveness of the intervention could help in focusing 
planning and preparation efforts on the essential post-intervention tasks 
more than so far often has been the case. 
 
It is not only the immediate situation that has to be addressed, but also the 
underlying political issues that lead to the emergency. 
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