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1 
Introduction 
Valpy FitzGerald, Frances Stewart and Rajesh Venugopal 

Globalization, self-determination and violent conflict 

Economic and cultural globalization is the defining characteristic of our
world in the early twenty-first century. Yet in the closing decades of the
previous millennium the apparent end to conflicts between the major powers
was accompanied by continued and increasing pressure for ‘self-determination’
in developing and transition countries – usually accompanied by violent
conflict. The opening years of this new century have already seen similar
events, ranging from the conflicts in Bolivia, Chechnya, Ivory Coast and
Sudan to the attacks by Al Qaeda and similar groups in the US, Indonesia,
Spain and the UK. This process has not been halted – and indeed may be
stimulated – by the temporary dominance of a single super-power technically
capable of military interdiction across the globe in a ‘unipolar moment’. 

This book explores the connections between these three phenomena of
our time: that is, how global factors have affected violent conflict and
movements for self-determination. In doing so we seek both cultural and
economic explanations, focusing particularly on how these two interact to
affect the politics of self-determination. Our central propositions are three: 

• that the global economic and cultural dimensions of ‘self-determination
movements’ (SDMs) are far more important than previously recognized,
and cannot simply be reduced to the ‘criminal greed’ of rival local elites
or to age-old ‘ethnic rivalries’; 

• that SDMs have an essentially political dimension that involves both the
contestation of state power and the construction of legitimacy, both of
which have international dimensions and that cannot simply be
condemned as ‘terrorism’; 

• and that both concerted action from the international community and
extensive institutional change are essential in order to reduce the viol-
ence of both SDMs and incumbent states, of which the main victims are
the poor and vulnerable. 
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This book aims to provide the evidence upon which these propositions are
based, while this chapter provides the analytical framework within which
the individual contributions should be understood. We start by explaining
how the concept of self-determination has been constructed in the specific
historical context of changing global institutional conventions, which have
moved from colonial and territorial concepts towards a definition based on
human rights and the representation of peoples. Our own definition
extends and clarifies this logic in order to encompass movements aspiring
to fundamental social transformation as well as territorial autonomy. The
history of SDMs is bound up with the successive geopolitical phases of colo-
nialism, the cold war and the present unipolar hegemony that seems to have
reduced the space for self-determination. However, the processes of economic
and cultural globalization have also tended to strengthen SDMs both by
weakening existing states and generating spontaneous popular reaction to
change. We thus explore the nature of violence as an inherent dimension of
self-determination, the way that this dimension has changed over time, and
how globalization itself has altered the political and cultural role of violent
conflict. Such a discussion also demands a clear conceptualization, which
we attempt to provide, of the form that war takes in developing countries,
in terms of the way in which it is waged and the consequences for the
population. 

This chapter also summarizes the arguments of the four cross-cutting
studies in this book of the mechanisms by which the spread of a single
global trading, financial and cultural system affects self-determination
movements. We show that the relationship is not simple, and that global
hegemonic forces are effectively contested and undermined at the local
level, while SDMs find ways to turn global tensions and rivalries to their
own advantage. Our five country studies of the Democratic Republic of
Congo, Somalia, Algeria, Burma, and Sri Lanka are not representative of all
SDMs or even of their geographic spread. This is for two reasons: first,
because the cases of the Balkans and Palestine have been studied in great
depth in the academic and policy literatures; and second, because our
chosen cases illustrate the central economic, social and cultural characteris-
tics of self-determination and violent conflict in developing countries subject
to the pressures and constraints of globalization. In consequence, it should
be possible to generalize our findings to other regions. 

In order to address such a complex issue, we have combined a number of
scholarly disciplines and research methodologies. On the one hand, the
research team combined backgrounds in development economics, social
anthropology, political sociology and political science. On the other hand,
we have combined selected country cases from across the globe with cross-
cutting thematic studies of global influences. This approach has a number
of obvious strengths, but we are also conscious of a number of problems
that it creates in comparability, and in drawing simple inferences from our
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case studies. The various streams of academic literature on globalization that
have emerged across the social sciences have developed quite distinct
conceptual categories to address their specific theoretical, methodological,
and empirical preoccupations. The explanation that follows of what we
understand by key concepts such as ‘self determination’, ‘globalization’
and ‘violence’ thus serves to clarify not only the way they are used in this
book, but also how distinct disciplinary approaches to these issues can be
reconciled. 

Self-determination 

The concept of self-determination can be understood at two very different
levels. The first is drawn from the reality of existing movements for self-
determination, which have been among the most dynamic and important
factors in the reshaping of world politics over the past century. The second
relates to the way the term self-determination has itself been abstracted and
interpreted, often with great ambiguity and inconsistency, within the
conservative realm of international power politics and international law.
Our focus here is predominantly on the former aspect, although the latter
forms an important part of the global dimensions that we seek to explore. 

We understand an SDM to be an organized popular movement which
aims to institute fundamental structural changes bearing ideological, repre-
sentational and/or territorial consequences for an existing state or states.
This change may take the form either of the creation of a new sovereign
state entity from within existing empires or multi-national states, or that of
the substantial replacement of the constitutional structure and social func-
tions of the state within its present territory. In many cases the two are
combined.1 

The first type relates to the issue of self-government for groups defined by
distinct linguistic, cultural, ethnic or religious identities. For the most part,
such SDMs have emerged either in the context of colonial rule or repre-
senting dissatisfied minority groups within large multi-ethnic states. The
second type of ‘replacement’ refers to movements that seek to institute
radical ideo-political transformations in societies that may or may not be
already considered self-governing. During much of the twentieth century
this form of self-determination involved revolutionary socialist movements
that sought the transformation of state power in order to institute far-reaching
socio-economic changes. Such movements continue to form the basis of a
number of contemporary insurgent wars, for example in Colombia and
Nepal. However, other types of ‘replacement’ have since arisen, and the end
of the twentieth century was marked by the replacement of ‘real socialism’
by capitalism (Eastern Europe), the overthrow of dictatorships in favour of
liberal democracy (Ukraine, Philippines, Chile) and the transformation of
states that institutionalized the racial supremacy of a colonial–settler
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minority (South Africa, Zimbabwe). Finally, the establishment of theocratic
states (Iran, Afghanistan) has returned as an objective, most vividly under
the rubric of ‘political Islam’ in its many forms. 

For both types, self-determination implies changes at the level of the
state, not just a change of government. The very fundamental nature of the
socio-political or territorial agenda of self-determination movements means
that they are almost by definition pitted in sharp and often violent political
conflict against an existing state or states. Indeed, unresolved disputes over
self-determination have formed the basis for the vast majority of violent
conflicts in the world since 1945, mostly in the developing regions of Asia,
Africa and Latin America. Some examples of varying duration over these six
decades are: Indonesia (1945–50), Vietnam (1948–75), Kenya (1952–6),
Cuba (1952–9), Algeria (1954–62), Mozambique (1962–92), Angola (1962–02),
Colombia (1964–), Nigeria (1967–70), East Pakistan (1971), Zimbabwe
(1971–9), Ethiopia (1974–91) and Sri Lanka (1983–02). After the end of the
cold war, such processes of self-determination and state-transformation in
the developing world continued and even accelerated, as is evident in a
number of new conflicts that have erupted since 1990, such as in Algeria
(1992), Democratic Republic of Congo (1996), Chechnya (1994), various
parts of Indonesia (1997) and Bolivia (2004). 

As an explicitly recognized internationally legitimate claim, the concept
of self-determination is usually attributed to US President Woodrow Wilson
at the Versailles negotiations after the First World War. Self-determination
was intended to be a new democratic principle for the definition of states
and their political borders, in explicit contrast to territorial conquest,
dynastic inheritance or diplomatic treaty, and was one of the cornerstones
upon which the League of Nations was established. The League itself, of
course, foundered on the reefs of renewed global war, but it did mark a clear
historical break from the previous system of de facto recognition of territo-
rial conquest by states independently of the wishes of the populations
concerned. In the aftermath of the Second World War, the UN Charter
recognized the ‘principle’ of self-determination and the duty to support
legitimate claims. Later, the UN General Assembly Resolution on the
Granting of Independence to Colonial Territories and Peoples (1960) made
an even more explicit recognition of self-determination as a right under
international law, further confirmed in subsequent covenants over the
following decade. 

However, these apparently radical advances in international law2 had
important limitations and ambiguities that meant that they were in effect
extending support to only one category of SDM (anti-colonial movements),
and that too, at a time when decolonization was already a fait accompli.
Although ‘all peoples’ were held to have the right to self determination,
there remains to this day no clear sense of who or what could comprise
such a people, and which, if any, agency would enforce such a right. This
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ambiguity in itself did not lead to any subsequent clarification of the requisite
criteria, but rather to a blanket limitation on the right to self-determination
in cases where they interfered with the territorial integrity of existing states.
In effect, the prestige of the title ‘self-determination’, and the weight of
international legitimacy, support, and advocacy came to apply not to ‘all
peoples’ as such, but to ‘all territories’. Self-determination thus came to
describe the formalistic process by which ‘non-self governing territories’
were converted into ‘self-governing territories’, irrespective of the depth of
popular participation, or the extent of state transformation that this process
actually embodied. 

Since 1945, more than 80 territories held under colonial rule and trustee-
ship have achieved independence, and at the turn of the century, there
remained only a handful of ‘non-self governing territories’ left on the
agenda of the UN Decolonization Committee – most of which are small,
thinly populated islands in the Caribbean and Pacific.3 With the substantial
completion of the decolonization process, the predominantly territorial
aspect of self-determination has effectively been exhausted, and interna-
tional law has come under pressure to reflect better the reality of actual
SDMs and their demands. 

The limitations imposed on the applicability of self-determination were
first breached by the separation of Bangladesh from Pakistan in 1971, and
then even more definitively by the unilateral declarations of independence
by Yugoslavia’s constituent units in 1991. Furthermore, with the dramatic
change in the international superpower equation following the end of the
cold war, the consensus on issues such as self-determination is shifting still
further through the challenges to state sovereignty posed by the human
rights agenda, the doctrines of humanitarian intervention and pre-emptive
military action. We would also argue that this changing consensus and the
reshaping of norms should take into account the claims of SDMs. As we
shall argue in Chapter 11, these evolving issues are central to the policy
proposals derived from our study. 

Globalization and self-determination 

Contemporary explanations for violent conflict have tended to be rooted
in local events, often presented as the product of the economic aspirations
of some and the losses of others (‘greed and grievance’)4 or else simply
ethnic rivalry.5 When global developments are considered, it is cultural
explanations that predominate in the so-called ‘clash of civilisations’.6

In contrast, we argue that both cultural and economic factors are involved,
at both local and global levels, and that a better understanding of the
relationship between globalization and self-determination is essential in
order both to reduce the human costs of conflict and promote sustainable
development. 
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While the external dimensions of an internal conflict are more readily
visualized in terms of such diplomatic or military interventions by outside
powers, localized conflicts are increasingly networked to the outside world
through a plethora of less visible forms of external intervention.7 We do not
argue that such conflicts are uniquely and directly caused by globalization,
but rather that it is essential to take the global into account in under-
standing contemporary conflicts and developing policies towards them. 

We understand globalization as the process by which a single market
system spreads across the world and integrates all societies into a single
system of production and exchange. This process has been under way for
many centuries, and was one of the main products of colonialism and impe-
rialism. It was, however, interrupted for some seventy-five years between
1914 and 1989 by the two world wars and the installation of regimes antag-
onistic to this process from both the left and right of the political spectrum.
In consequence, although the renewed integration process in recent decades
is often seen as something new, in fact it is not. 

This overtly economic process of globalization is most evident in patterns
of trade and investment. Trade in goods is now virtually liberalized world-
wide, with few import quotas and trade taxes remaining. A new system of
international trade law and arbitration has been established under the
auspices of the World Trade Organization to regulate this system, and all
countries are now members or aspire to become so. There are of course
exceptions, particularly in areas of interest to developing countries such as
agricultural and textile products, where developed countries still protect
their declining industries and low productivity employment. Interestingly,
trade in services is less integrated because distinct legal and regulatory
systems are exercized by national states, so that much of the integration in
this field is in fact implemented thorough foreign investment. 

A similar, but less institutionalized process is under way with respect to
capital flows. The spread of multinational corporations out of their traditional
natural resource enclaves in developing countries, into industry, banking,
transport, public utilities and entertainment has made their presence much
more apparent, and their influence on local societies much greater than in
the past. There is no global regulator for this flow as there is for trade, but
international financial institutions such as the International Monetary
Fund, the World Bank and the Bank for International Settlements in effect
ensure that capital is able to move freely and that investment contracts are
enforced.8 As in the case of trade, all countries are now committed to
freedom of capital flows, although the degree of regulation varies with
considerations such as national security and macroeconomic stability. 

The implications of this renewed and accelerating globalization of trade
and finance for SDMs are considerable. First, the establishment of a single
world system of rules has the effect of constraining the ability of developing
states to direct the domestic economy in support of their own legitimacy
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and stability, by protecting specific production sectors (and thus regions of
the country) or directing public expenditure towards particular social
groups. In the case of those middle-income countries classified as ‘emerging
markets’ these rules are reinforced by the sensitivity of international capital
flows to any policy not approved by the IMF. These constraints are strength-
ened by the conditionality imposed by ‘donors’ of development assistance
led by the World Bank in the case of less-developed countries. 

Second, the increased visibility of multinational corporations in devel-
oping countries and the support for liberalization from domestic elites tends
to mobilize opposition among trades unions and small producers who are
(or feel) threatened by the rapid modernization of production systems and the
exposure to world markets. Third, the liberalization of world trade and reduced
transport costs have also facilitated cross-border smuggling and interna-
tional transactions in ‘unregulated’ products, ranging from narcotics and
gems to arms and timber, creating a large and porous informal trading
system in which SDMs can generate their own funds without relying on the
exploitation of the local population. A similar process has taken place with
financial flows, where unregulated channels such as offshore tax havens
and informal transfer systems provide SDMs with the means to fund inter-
national operations. 

The cultural dimension of globalization is closely linked to market inte-
gration. At the most immediate level, the spread of global consumer brands
and explicitly cultural products has a direct and visible impact on local
cultures. Such images also transform the aspirations of the young and
portray a ‘modern’ view of social values – particularly gender roles. The
communications technology revolution – first radio, then television and
now the internet – allow people in developing countries not only to consume
new images, information and ideas but also to communicate directly with
the world without the intermediation of local authorities. This is not just an
incidental product of economic globalization: it is a necessary foundation.
Advertising is crucial to market integration and thus access to the media is
intrinsic to globalization. The effect, in some cases, is to reduce the appeal
of cultural nationalism – particularly among urban youth – and, in other
cases, to intensify the attempt to protect ‘traditional values’. This latter
has been a potent source of legitimacy for some SDMs – particularly those
associated with religious movements. 

Because globalization is as much an ideological as an economic concept,
for it to become legitimate – particularly in the form of open markets and
liberal democracy – there must be a cultural shift in the national elite of
developing countries, if not the population as a whole. Such a cultural shift
does not occur naturally. To be effective, dedicated institutions such as
universities, the media and international development agencies must delib-
erately transfer the new liberal economic doctrine.9 This transfer generates
social reactions rooted in the dislocations and vulnerability associated
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with globalization, which may take a variety of forms ranging from new
political opposition movements to religious fundamentalism. These in turn
cross frontiers and become in effect globalized through international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs) which have become the main ‘informal’
and unregulated transmission mechanisms for non-hegemonic ideas. These
INGOs, of course, include not only those concerned with poverty reduction
and human rights, but also religious organizations and political parties, and
have become a vital link between SDMs and the outside world. 

Finally, while the market in goods, capital and ideas has become increas-
ingly globalized, the global labour market is still very asymmetric. Funda-
mentally, there is global freedom of movement for citizens of industrialized
economies only. However, the domestic elites of poorer countries can and
do send their children to study abroad, and they can then move freely if
they become employees of multinational corporations or international
agencies. The poor cannot move so easily, except as temporary workers to a
limited number of richer countries, although the informal flow of interna-
tional ‘economic’ migrants is clearly increasing. Although the flows of ‘forced
migrants’ from conflict zones are allowed to move on humanitarian
grounds, the vast majority of these only reach neighbouring poor countries.
Nonetheless, the accumulated size of these ‘diaspora communities’ is
considerable both in developed countries and within developing regions.
These communities provide a means for SDMs not only to raise funds but
also to get information to the press and civil society in other countries. 

In sum, the political history of SDMs is bound up with the successive geopo-
litical phases of colonialism, cold war and the present unipolar hegemony. This
last would seem to have reduced the space for self-determination. In
contrast, the process of economic globalization seems to have the oppo-
site effect. It tends to strengthen SDMs both by weakening the ability of
the state to control its own economy and by providing means of funding
armed conflict and generating international political support. However,
by generating spontaneous yet complex popular reaction to change
through the spread of universal cultural concepts such as human rights,
democratic representation and gender equality on the one hand, and
through defensive response to the impact of global culture on local
values on the other, the cultural effect of globalization on SDMs is more
ambiguous. 

The changing role of violence in self-determination movements 

We have sought to direct the analytical focus of our study to those cases
where movements for self-determination are combined with situations of
violent conflict. While these share many of the characteristics of those
operating in more peaceful environments, the atmosphere of violent
conflict and civil war significantly affects the character and operations of
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many self-determination movements: for example, much of their political and
economic activity is illegal and underground; they generate special financial
needs for the support of military activities; they generally give rise to forced
migration which leads to diasporas; and they have a more disruptive
economic and social impact. 

Almost all political conflicts relating to self-determination in developing
countries are embroiled in violent conflict, or contain a latent potential for
an escalation to violence – hence our focus on this phenomenon. Our
understanding of violence in this context is not restricted to killing or
wounding (whether of civilians or soldiers) or indeed the use of arms, but
extends to the coercion of civilians by threat of force, imprisonment or even
starvation to do the bidding of particular groups – whether by the incum-
bents of the state apparatus or those in opposition to it. This violence is by
definition non-democratic but can exist in nominal democracies where
representation – or even basic human rights – is denied to particular subor-
dinate groups. Indeed, self-determination movements are often excluded
ab initio from the political process, or become so because the majority (or
even a minority) consider their claims for autonomy to be illegitimate,
‘unconstitutional’ and ‘unpatriotic’. Thus violence – real or potential, by
state or opposition – is likely to occur among self-determination movements. 

Violent conflicts over self-determination in developing countries do not
involve formal military operations in the usual sense of pitched battles for
specific territorial positions and the objective of forcing formal military
surrender of the enemy. They are thus not easily fitted into the formal rules
of war established in international law in general and the Geneva Conven-
tions in particular. Armed conflict in developing countries today – leaving
aside military intervention by foreign powers – involves lightly armed
ground troops in small units, few if any pitched battles and extensive
involvement of civilians and paramilitaries on both sides. These wars are
relatively inexpensive in the sense that weapons are assault rifles and
mortars, communications technology is based on cellular phones, transport
relies on civilian-type vehicles and both sides ‘live off the land’ to a consid-
erable extent. The main victims are civilians, but not (apart from some
thankfully rare incidents of genocide) by direct involvement, but mainly
through hunger and sickness due to the disappearance of commercial
networks, forced migration and the collapse of public services.10 

These ‘low intensity conflicts’ may seem like a new phenomenon to aid
agencies and academics whose point of reference is the Second World War.
But they were well known as ‘small wars’ by colonial administrators (in
order to distinguish them from ‘proper wars’ between the Great Powers)
before 1939, and as ‘counter-insurgency’ during the cold war. Moreover in
developing countries (as in developed countries in the past) everyday life is
intrinsically violent, and the borderline between ‘peace’ and ‘conflict’ is
thin and hazy. Over a lifetime, a person’s direct experience of violence may
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cover the whole spectrum from robbery and rape, through forced eviction
from land and housing, and police repression of strikes and demonstrations,
to military coups and regional uprisings to full-scale civil war and foreign
intervention. Only this last pair is usually classed as ‘conflict’ by researchers,
but from the point of view of ordinary people (both rich and poor) violence
and the threat of violence is an endemic aspect of social and political
relations. 

We obviously reject the simplistic view that all political violence is
irrational (or criminal and simply motivated by personal gain) but we have
tried to avoid the opposite danger of seeing it in merely instrumental terms
as a Clausewitzian extension of politics by another means. This is for two
reasons. First, because the use of violence by an SDM or incumbent state is
never a simple choice or even strategy – rather, it is the outcome of specific
historical circumstances that build up over time to produce (and legitimize)
the armed confrontation. Second, because violence cannot be employed by
either side without a considerable degree of social support – in the form of
either political legitimacy for military repression by the incumbent or the
provision of support networks for the rebels. It is true that any one point in
time both sides may choose non-violent or violent means to pursue their
ends, but effectiveness of either depends on specific circumstances. 

Violence has generally been central to the construction of ‘national’ cultures.
In the history of almost all societies (European ones in particular)11 the
imagined national identity is closely related to a collective picture of a violent
past, whether as state expansion, collective defeat or individual heroism. In
SDMs as well as national liberation movements and anti-colonial struggles,
military gestures and selfless martyrs are usually an integral part of the
iconography, literature and songs passed on from one generation to the
next. It is essential therefore not to underestimate the symbolic role of viol-
ence, which often has a far greater political effect than any direct military
damage. On the one hand, dramatic acts of violence against the state – of
which the attacks on the Twin Towers and Pentagon are only the latest
examples – are intended to undermine the sense of invulnerability of those
in power and hearten the opposition. On the other hand similarly symbolic
acts of torture and repression – of which Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo are
only the latest in a long tradition – are intended to do the exact opposite.12

Both have been illuminatingly termed ‘the theatre of violence’.13 
The persistent use of violence clearly has a corrupting effect on both sides

in the conflict for a number of reasons. The sense of impunity generated by
the repeated breaking of social rules can frequently become a justification
for criminal behaviour and repressive leadership within both state and
SDM. The individuals concerned become psychologically conditioned to
violent behaviour, which they find difficult to abandon subsequently. Last
but not least, the mounting toll of victims on both sides makes it difficult to
agree to a compromise settlement that might, as it were, betray the dead. 
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It is, of course, the case that ‘non-violent’ movements based on mass
mobilization and civil disobedience can be very effective in achieving
change, but this is only true when the incumbent state is already very weak
and unable to repress the movement, or where in fact only a change in
government (as opposed to a major social change or a territorial separation)
is involved. Important examples in recent decades have been the collapse
of communist regimes in Central Europe on the one hand and the transi-
tion from military dictatorship to parliamentary democracy in Latin
America on the other. However, in the case of territorial separation in
particular, the armed forces will usually defend the status quo even if they
will not defend a particular government, because their own corporate cohe-
sion and identity are in question. Again, while the regime change itself can
be relatively peaceful, it is usually preceded by armed conflict, which has
resolved the issue by making change inevitable – as in the case of South
Africa. 

Moreover, there is some reason to believe that the role of violence in
SDMs has changed in recent times. The Enlightenment concept of human
rights has been a long time in taking root, but has gradually spread from the
industrialized democracies to the developing world – and to the interven-
tions of the former in the latter. The establishment of the United Nations
was a key step in this process, and the recent international recognition of
human rights over and above state rights has profound implications for the
use of violence by SDMs.14 While the cold war (and now the ‘war on terror’)
made progress difficult, the defence of human rights has increasingly been
taken up by non-governmental organizations, trades unions and other social
organizations. This has undoubtedly curtailed the ability of many govern-
ments to use overt violence against civilians, and limited the legitimacy of
SDMs to do the same. In this context, the modernization and globalization
of the media – starting with the radio but particularly television and
internet – have allowed such human rights pressure to be exercised more
effectively. On the one hand, television – much more than newspapers, its
predecessor in this respect – has allowed the nature of violence to be
conveyed dramatically and directly to voters in the industrialized countries.
On the other hand, the internet – whose predecessor in this context was the
radio – has allowed SDMs and other subordinate groups in developing coun-
tries to communicate directly with other news media, and indeed with the
electorate of the developed world. This means that acts of violence by either
side can be used as propaganda almost in real time. 

From global to local 

In Chapter 2, an overview on the global economic dimensions of self-
determination, Stewart examines how the global economy interacts with
the fundamental political causes of SDMs, and the subsequent effects of the
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global economy on the resourcing of conflict. Two opposing views are
considered: that globalization reduces the probability of conflict due to the
economic opportunities it offers to opposing groups and the democratiza-
tion that international culture promotes; or that globalization promotes
conflict due to the economic marginalization of groups without financial or
human capital, and the reduced ability of the state to redistribute resources
domestically. She concludes that globalization has both positive and nega-
tive effects, but the balance varies in different parts of the world, so that
those areas that have been negatively affected have seen high and rising
levels of violent conflict. Moreover, the growth of the global economy
generally provides easier access by contending parties to arms and finance
through diverse sources such as natural resource rents, emergency aid and
diaspora remittances. 

Economic conditions of stagnation, high inequality, widespread unem-
ployment, and cutbacks in social services occurred in many countries: but not
all experienced violent conflict. Where they did so, it was generally because
cultural, political and ideological factors were also present, serving to mobilize
large numbers of people. Strong and developing horizontal inequalities –
where the gains from aid, natural resources or growth are unevenly distrib-
uted among different groups – have been particularly likely to generate
violent conflict. Stewart notes that international efforts have been mainly
targeted at the interdiction of financial resources such as ‘conflict diamonds’,
with less attention to addressing fundamental economic factors such as
economic stagnation, poverty and inequality. Measures to control the
financial sources are not only inherently difficult to institute and monitor,
but they are highly unlikely to be effective in preventing or stopping SDMs
without measures to address the structural causes of conflict. 

In Chapter 3, Dudley and Lloyd consider the principal ‘pathways’ for
global influences on SDMs, including diasporas, transnational movements
and the global media. The objectives and methods of SDMs are continually
being redefined and renegotiated. Crucial to this process are power, educa-
tion, language and culture that together shape the channels through which
ideas about identity and purpose are communicated. Migration and trans-
national solidarities, strengthened by the new media, are pathways of
multidirectional cultural influence between the local, regional and global.
They suggest that although the pathways themselves are broadly common
to all SDMs, the global cultural influences that travel along them are
myriad, while the self-image and contested vision of the world constructed
by the SDMs themselves is similarly complex. Dudley and Lloyd show that
an essential component of this self-image is the notion of a shared bond of
suffering. Nationalism and religion exert a powerful hold over certain social
groups and play a key role in these processes of identity formation and
reformation. They can also have major impact upon how outsiders conceive
and interact with members of SDMs, and thus ultimately upon the strategy
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and trajectory of SDMs themselves. Global media networks thus play
important roles in this process of SDM identity formation by shaping
perceptions of, and responses to, SDMs in a transnational context, and thus
become in turn the object of political control by powerful states. 

FitzGerald explores conflict finance further in Chapter 4, examining the
difficulties experienced by the international community in policing such
flows due to systemic features inherent in the global financial system.
Conflict-related funds are easily transmitted within international unregu-
lated (or ‘informal’) systems, such as offshore financial centres used by
global wealth holders and hawala transfer networks that service expatriate
and migrant worker populations. There also exist numerous weak links – such
as correspondent banks – within the regulated financial networks that have
historically been exploited for money laundering and other clandestine
‘civil’ purposes, and also thus provide cover for conflict finance. 

In the period following the 9/11 attacks in the USA, international
regulatory authorities sought to monitor both formal and informal
networks as a means to interdict potential terrorist finances, imposing much
more stringent reporting requirements on financial institutions. However,
FitzGerald shows that systemic features of the international financial system
resulting from the process of globalization render this effort ineffective.
Multilateral regulatory efforts in this direction have had limited success
largely because of the economic disincentives involved in the disclosure of
transactions by wealthy individuals (who seek to evade tax) and the high
cost of international banking to migrant workers (who use informal transfer
mechanisms) – both of which, along with the narcotics and arms trades,
underpin the ‘global informal financial sector’ within which clandestine
conflict funding can move. Established and broad-based SDMs with known
and visible international networks of sympathisers and representatives are a
much easier target for financial interdiction – which leads in turn to undem-
ocratic governments exploiting the tide of international anti-terrorism in
order to neutralize popular opposition movements. 

In Chapter 5 Venugopal shows how the profusion of state collapse and
civil wars since the end of the cold war has been largely blamed on internal
causes, or due to an absence of adequate external integration or interven-
tion. Instead, he argues that such conflicts should be viewed as a result of
the way in which countries and groups have been integrated into the global
system. First, global circumstances and developments can contribute
towards (or inhibit) the rise and sustenance of self-determination movements
through economic, cultural, ideological, or other means. Second, the global
dimensions of self-determination relate to how the actual content of state-
hood is defined, fashioned and constrained globally in economic, political
and normative terms, and how this in turn determines the shape and scope
of self-determination movements. The first mechanism is illustrated by the
case of Colombia, where the dynamics of a long-standing rural insurgency
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are closely embedded within the global drug economy and global political–
military interventions. The second is exemplified by East Timor, which under-
went ‘self-determination from above’ under UN auspices, followed by the
construction of new state institutions by the international aid community. 

From local to global 

In contrast to the first five chapters, designed to assess the importance of
global influences on SDMs, the next five contain in-depth country studies
designed to distinguish external from internal factors and thus understand
how the interaction between the global and the local works out in different
historical contexts. The five case studies – three in Africa and two in Asia –
were chosen in order to reflect the multiple dimensions of SDMs, including:
religious (Algeria) and ethnic (Sri Lanka, Burma) drivers in strong states;
weak states that have broken up (Somalia) or survived (Congo); and the
quest for democratic representation (Algeria, Burma). To the extent that
these countries have all been exposed to broadly similar global economic
and cultural forces, these case studies allow us to identify the interaction
between these forces and domestic dynamics. 

In Chapter 6, on the Democratic Republic of Congo, Englebert explores
the relationship between global norms and self-determination by examining
the paradox of the Congolese state. Despite a history of secessionist insur-
gencies with numerous ethnic divisions, the military occupation of large
areas by regional powers, and a bankrupt state offering almost no public
services, security or economic development there are as yet no serious
movements that seek to pursue political independence either through seces-
sion or fundamental replacement. Rather, a fragile state persists and is
reproduced in weak, dysfunctional form. It lacks authority or territorial
control and yet it still commands the support both of predatory political
elites and the large mass of Congolese. 

The explanation Englebert suggests for this paradox lies in global cultural
norms of statehood and global flows of aid and investment. Despite lacking
territorial control or functioning institutions, the Congolese state continues
to enjoy the prerogatives of international recognition, and the attendant
benefits of a sovereign state. Sovereignty grants the weak state a powerful
source of external legitimacy that is a valuable resource for state elites as it
both provides them with access to foreign aid and legitimizes their plunder
of Congo’s resources, obviating the need to cultivate domestic legitimacy.
Ethnic elites realize that they stand little chance of gaining international
recognition for a secessionist state, and have instead found it more beneficial
to negotiate for the spoils arising from the monetization of international
sovereignty within a weak state. Thus, the violent conflicts in the Congo’s
periphery revolve around the terms of the rebels’ integration with the state
rather than over the nature or composition of the state itself. 
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Does the example of Congo suggest that there is a trade-off between
external recognition and internal substance? In Chapter 7, Reno presents a
compelling counter-factual to the Congo that might answer this question in
the affirmative. Following the violent collapse of Somalia in 1991, the south
remained embroiled in violence and uncertainty while an apparently
enduring, stable and peaceful political authority has arisen in the far north
under the self-declared state of Somaliland. What accounts for these diver-
gent post-collapse outcomes? 

Reno argues that Somaliland’s success in re-establishing order is due
precisely to its marginality in the colonial and post-colonial periods. The
continuing violence in the south is a legacy of the centralized patronage
politics of the 1970s and 1980s, based on the selective distribution of
economic opportunities arising from the export trade and foreign aid. But
northern entrepreneurs and clan leaders remained largely marginalized
from the failing regime’s political and economic networks. Consequently,
northern clan leaders were forced to preserve local sources of legitimacy that
later proved useful in exerting authority over armed groups. Northern entre-
preneurs developed clandestine business opportunities outside the regime’s
patronage networks, and forged early links with local clan leaders and local
armed groups to protect themselves. Reno argues that the differences
between the north and south relate to the social control of violence and
economic opportunity. International economic links can be disruptive to
this relationship as can international mediation efforts. 

In Chapter 8 Lloyd identifies two distinct forms of cultural global
influence in Algeria as new axes of conflict opened between the West and
the Muslim world after the cold war. On the one hand, the world-wide
movement of political Islam inspired and sustained the rise of the Front
Islamique du Salut (FIS). On the other, Western (predominantly French)
identities influenced the perceptions, objectives and actions of both the
military backed government and the ethnic Berber movement. Algeria’s
search for a post-colonial and post-cold war identity has thus engendered
tensions that cannot be understood without reference to these global forces.
Gender relations, language and religion all reinforce the cultural roots of
conflict; but behind these lies an acute economic crisis. Algeria’s vast gas
and oil resources have cushioned the regime but the impact of rapid demo-
graphic growth and economic liberalization on youth unemployment and
reduced standards of living for unskilled groups have proved fertile ground
for mobilizing protest. 

Lloyd demonstrates that global cultural forces heavily influence the iden-
tities constructed or strengthened by local leaders in Algeria. The single
most important global cultural force has been political Islam, which spread
through a variety of ‘informal’ channels, such as Standard Arabic teachers
from Egypt who were influenced by the Muslim Brotherhood. However,
while culture and ideology defined the contested arenas of conflict, popular
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disillusion arising from mass unemployment and deterioration of social and
economic conditions undermined the legitimacy of the regime and thus its
ability to contain or resolve these conflicts. 

The problematic impact of external sources of legitimacy upon domestic
actors also informs Dudley’s analysis of the relationship between the state
and the pro-democracy movement in Burma in Chapter 9. Since the cancel-
lation of the 1988 election results, Burma’s military government has come
under world-wide condemnation, while the opposition pro-democracy
movement has enjoyed strong world-wide recognition and support: its
leader, Daw Aung Sang Suu Kyi, has become a global media icon. The
growth of electronic media and the expansion of international civil society
groups in the past decade have fuelled international activism from exiled
Burmese and non-Burmese solidarity activists against the military regime. In
response the Burmese government has sought to capitalize on the interna-
tional popularity and legitimacy of their opponents by stigmatizing them as
foreign in inspiration and support. 

Dudley also discusses the role of international non-governmental organi-
zations on Burma’s ethnic separatist movement, particularly with respect to
refugee camps on Burma’s borders. Foreign aid workers in these camps have
provided refugee populations with a window to the outside world that has
heightened awareness of their own identity and of their place in the larger
world. The presence of INGOs lends authority and legitimacy to the Karenni
political groups in charge of the camps, while on a more subtle level it is
influencing and changing the perceptions of what it means to be Karenni.
Paradoxically, the spread of electronic media has increased the distance
between those outside groups who have gained legitimacy from it and those
on the inside who lack almost all access to world opinion and support. 

In Chapter 10, Venugopal shows how the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka
spanned a number of distinct historical phases in global and regional
politics, all of which played an important role in its dynamic. He locates the
trajectory of the conflict within different phases in the integration of the Sri
Lankan economy into the global market, from the dirigisme of 1956–77 to
the subsequent market reforms of the 1980s, and the way that these have
affected the advancement of the political conflict through a variety of
mechanisms. The Sri Lankan conflict was also affected by regional develop-
ments in the South Asian subcontinent in a number of ways, particularly in
the 1970s and 1980s. In 1971, India’s support for the secession of East
Pakistan changed the geopolitics of South Asia, and triggered anticipation
that a similar scenario could unfold for Sri Lanka’s Tamils, who enjoyed
close cultural ties with India’s much larger Tamil population. With the
onset of civil war in 1983, hundreds of thousands of Tamil refugees sought
refuge in India, and this led to a massive escalation of India’s role in the
conflict – both as war-maker and peace-maker – that ended in much rancour
in 1990. 
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In the post-cold war period, India’s abrupt withdrawal from Sri Lanka
dramatically changed the internal and external dimensions. For this entire
period, the remaining Tamil insurgent organization, the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) survived without any overt state patronage by tapping
into new sources of external economic, diplomatic and military support. An
important element was the huge Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora, accounting for
almost a quarter of all Sri Lankan Tamils, comprising substantial communi-
ties in countries such as Canada, Britain, USA, France and Australia. At the
same time, the Sri Lankan government worked hard to disrupt the LTTE’s
external network and has benefited more recently from the growing force of
international anti-terrorism, as a result of which the LTTE was proscribed in
the US and UK. 

The international policy response to self-determination 
and violent conflict 

As the previous two sections have demonstrated, the studies in this book are
designed to assess the importance of global influences on violent SDMs, to
explore the mechanisms through which these influences operate, and to
analyse the interaction between the economic and the cultural. However,
our aim as researchers is not just to establish the truth – or at least a
convincing version of it – but also to identify realistic policies that are
derived from our findings and that might reduce the human costs among
vulnerable peoples in countries and regions with contested SDMs. Global
influences are already so pervasive – or to put it another way, SDMs form
such an integral part of the global polity – that we cannot frame interna-
tional policies in terms either of avoiding any global influence, or only in
terms of local outcomes. 

A new approach is thus likely to require both institutional reforms and
changed objectives at the global level and these are the topic of the
concluding chapter of this book. Chapter 11 argues that although local
conditions are critical in the development of SDMs, global forces – economic
and cultural – condition the resulting trajectory as much as overt political or
military interventions, even though the latter have appeared to be domi-
nant since 9/11. Potentially, global actors can help contain and channel the
conflicts over self-determination towards less violent means, and reduce the
incidence of violence on the poor and vulnerable. But this will require
major changes in international institutions, particularly a more central role
for the United Nations as the only representative global institution. Above
all we argue that it will be necessary to influence attitudes and beliefs in the
North as well as the South, and to do so requires challenging official
discourse and shifting the dominant paradigm, a long-term task which has
as much to do with education and culture as with policy choice and global
governance. 
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Notes 

1. For instance, the indigenous movement in the Andes is mobilized around both the
creation of separate territorial state (Collasuyo – one of the regions of the Inca empire
comprising parts of Bolivia, Peru, Argentina and Chile) and a distinct social,
economic and political organization based on pre-capitalist communitarian principles. 

2. On this complex topic, see Dixon (1993), Duursma (1996) and Falk (2002).
3. With the notable exception of Western Sahara. 
4. See Keen (1998), Berdal and Malone (2000), Collier and Hoeffler (2000). 
5. DfID (2001). 
6. Huntington (1996). 
7. Such as those mapped by Duffield (2001) or Kaldor (1999). 
8. See FitzGerald (2001). 
9. For a study in depth of how liberal economic doctrine has been transmitted over

the last two centuries in Latin America and then contested and embedded, see
FitzGerald and Thorp (2005). 

10. See Stewart and FitzGerald (2000). 
11. Schoolbook ‘national heroes’ such as Washington and Lincoln, or Nelson and

Wellington, or Napoleon and de Gaulle were all military commanders of course. 
12. The bombing campaign against Iraq before the 2003 invasion was officially

named ‘Shock and Awe’ (Woodward 2004). 
13. See Foster and others (2005) on this interpretation of violence in South Africa. 
14. It also has profound implications for the role of international organizations in

protecting the victims of conflict, as we shall argue in Chapter 11. 
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