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9. SELF- DETERMINATION  
AND U.S. CHOICES
 Will Todman

Nine days  after the Demo cratic Republic of Timor- Leste declared in-
de pen dence in late November 1975, Indonesia crushed it. The timing 

was no coincidence. On December 5, President Gerald Ford and Secretary 
of State Henry Kissinger visited President Suharto in Jakarta and signaled 
that the United States would not oppose an Indonesian invasion of the 
aspiring state.1 The Americans’ logic was that supporting Timorese 
self- determination would have jeopardized the United States’ strategic 
relationship with Indonesia, a key ally in Southeast Asia and a bulwark 
against the spread of communism, while bringing no obvious bene-
fits. Permission in hand, Suharto’s troops swept into East Timor the fol-
lowing day.

But over the next 15 years, Indonesia’s increasingly violent repression 
of the Timorese and a changing global context ate away at U.S. support. 
Amid mounting international outrage following the Santa Cruz massacre 
in 1991, Congress restricted weapons sales to Indonesia.  Under the admin-
istration of President George H. W. Bush, the State Department and the 
Pentagon both opposed  these punitive mea sures and strove to maintain 
strong bilateral ties, given Indonesia’s strategic importance. Even so, com-
peting U.S. government priorities often meant bureaucracies pulled 
policy in contradictory directions. When it came into office in 1993, the 
Clinton administration conditioned military assistance to Indonesia on 
 human rights per for mance, and it increased diplomatic pressure to reach 
an autonomy settlement. The end of the Cold War reduced fears of Timor- 
Leste emerging as a communist state, and the United States went from 
being an opponent of Timorese in de pen dence to a supporter. Meanwhile, 
the 1997 Asian financial crisis increased economic pressure on Indonesia, 
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and the financial burden of occupying East Timor became increasingly 
unjustifiable. The context continued to shift. Fi nally, with both U.S. and 
UN support, Timor- Leste gained its in de pen dence in 2002.

The United States government can neither engender new states nor 
prevent them from coming into being, but it does possess a range of policy 
tools to influence the trajectory of new or aspiring states. While U.S. his-
tory creates a certain amount of empathy for self- determination groups, as a 
general rule the U.S. government views most in de pen dence movements 
skeptically. This is appropriate, in part  because few such movements are 
 viable. Economies are small or fragile (or both), the cause enjoys limited 
internal support, or the forces arrayed against it are too massive.

In addition, the United States is tied diplomatically to some 190 coun-
tries around the world, and it usually privileges intergovernmental ties 
over  those with nongovernmental groups. Supporting secession would 
threaten U.S. relations not only with countries fighting U.S.- backed move-
ments, but also with other countries that feared that the United States 
might come to support secessionists elsewhere. For the United States, some 
sort of decentralization or autonomy arrangement is often a less costly 
option. It is also more agreeable to partner governments and reduces the 
risk of regional instability. However, exceptions can occur when seces-
sionist movements take root in countries where the United States has 
more difficult relations, or where repression of minority groups or some 
other humanitarian  factor weighs heavi ly in the scale.

In order to shape U.S. policy, the United States must first determine if 
the outcome of an in de pen dence movement would have a bearing on U.S. 
national or strategic interests. For most self- determination movements 
around the world, the answer is no. If it is yes, U.S. policymakers  will then 
have to confront a series of difficult choices throughout the movement’s 
trajectory. Lessons from the case studies in this volume provide insights 
into where U.S. influence may be most efective, which tools can be used, 
and when international partners must be mobilized  behind the U.S. 
strategy.

It is useful to consider three phases through which such movements 
pass. For the United States, each phase has dif er ent tools and pres ents 
dif er ent opportunities and considerations. In the early phase— when the 
group first emerges—it rarely makes sense to support in de pen dence, and 
U.S. eforts generally should be dedicated to resolving grievances. In the 
intermediate phase— when the group is taking serious steps  toward 
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in de pen dence— the United States has the most options of ofering sup-
port or discouragement. By the late phase— when in de pen dence has been 
won or nearly so— the United States should focus principally on how to 
shape the terms  under which the fledgling state joins the international 
system. At each stage, the United States must work to tie regional and 
international organ izations and partners to what ever efort they decide 
to pursue to share the burdens effectively and add to the weight of its 
advocacy.

Support for—or opposition to— in de pen dence movements is a fraught 
endeavor for the United States. Like the movement in Timor- Leste, in de-
pen dence eforts tend to outlast both the circumstances and the contexts 
in which they  were born, let alone the U.S. administrations that may take 
a view on their  future. Some movements that took shape in the Truman 
administration are still struggling for their  future  today; arguably, sev-
eral date back to the presidency of Woodrow Wilson. In the meantime, 
the Cold War began and ended, jet travel became mundane, and what 
was once considered a supercomputer can be found in almost every-
one’s pocket.

Throughout, U.S. government consensus has often been elusive. Even 
the most basic question of assessing  whether the situation is something 
that touches on U.S. national security interests often produces disagree-
ments. Influencing self- determination movements also requires tremen-
dous investments, and irrespective of  whether the Executive Branch can 
reach consensus, Congress is often reluctant to authorize large- scale mil-
itary or civilian funding for such eforts. And Congress can also seek to 
move U.S. policy on in de pen dence movements in the other direction. 
Power ful constituencies or efective lobbying campaigns may lead Con-
gress to pressure the administration into acting in a one- sided way, even 
when it is reluctant to do so. What it all amounts to is unclear. Even if the 
United States and its partners devote sufficient resources and po liti cal 
capital to a cause, the movements often follow unpredictable trajectories 
with no guarantee of success.

And yet such movements do provide opportunities. They can advance 
direct U.S. strategic interests, and they can substantially improve human-
itarian conditions among oppressed  people. Addressing humanitarian 
conditions not only serves moral imperatives; it also helps reduce fragility 
and enhance stability. Many self- determination movements are worthy 
of sustained attention, even if it is unwise to provide unqualified support.
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The following sections synthesize the lessons learned from the pre-
vious chapters and outline the principal tools of influence U.S. policy-
makers possess during each phase. Each of  these tools has multiple 
subparts, and it is not within the scope of this chapter to provide a com-
prehensive list of the precise tools U.S. policymakers possess. Rather, this 
chapter serves to frame policymakers’ choices when approaching self- 
determination movements and encourage policymakers to think outside 
their given areas. At the end of the chapter, we pres ent a checklist of  factors 
policymakers can use as a reference to facilitate a more holistic assess-
ment of a new state’s per for mance.

PHASE ONE: THE MOVEMENT EMERGES

When a self- determination movement emerges in an area of importance 
to U.S. interests, policymakers—in most cases— should work with in-
ternational partners to bolster the original state’s capacity to meet its 
international commitments and advance the rule of law. In addressing 
perceptions of economic or po liti cal discrimination, the United States can 
help remove the root  causes that animate secession movements. Simply 
by engaging on the issue, the United States signals its attention, which 
represents an impor tant aspect of its diplomatic influence.

History shows us that even when significant U.S. resources are com-
mitted, in de pen dence movements rarely yield outcomes that are aligned 
with U.S. interests. Still, the United States may benefit in certain cases 
from encouraging a secessionist movement as a means of countering an 
adversary, supporting a partner, or advancing other specific interests.

Influencing the Original State

If a leader is struggling to consolidate his or her power within a state, the 
mere fact of U.S. engagement can confer significant legitimacy and bol-
ster the leader’s standing. In addition to diplomatic engagement, the 
United States can also work to mobilize international partners to join it 
in providing the original state with economic incentives. Ofers of in-
creased military support could also encourage the original state to live 
up to its international commitments. Concurrently, U.S. policymakers can 
raise the cost of the original state’s persecution of a minority or a region 
by threatening to implement punitive po liti cal or economic mea sures. 
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However, threats should be mea sured  because maintaining bilateral ties 
with the original state is essential to sustaining influence. The case studies 
show that at this early stage, self- determination groups are unlikely to 
represent a serious threat to U.S. strategic interests.

Influencing the Self- Determination Group

Secessionists gain stature when international powers engage them. U.S. 
policymakers should be particularly aware of what actions enhance se-
cessionists’ legitimacy, and they should be alert to what signals they are 
sending about the possibility of more substantial U.S. assistance in the 
 future. Given the United States’ diplomatic power and po liti cal influence, 
even hints of support may encourage a group to radicalize its aims and 
to accelerate a push  toward in de pen dence. Raising the specter of in de pen-
dence could have dangerous implications for the United States’ relations 
with its allies. For example, U.S. support for Syrian Kurds fighting the 
government of Bashar al- Assad in 2017–2018 raised Turkey’s fears of 
Turkish Kurds’ secession, prompting the Turkish government to take mil-
itary action against the Syrian Kurds and drastically increasing the chance 
of a direct military confrontation between two NATO allies. The Syrian 
Kurds also withdrew for a time from the U.S.- led  battle against the Islamic 
State group to defend themselves from the Turkish assault, weakening the 
U.S. military efort.

At the early stage, U.S. officials should gather as much information as 
pos si ble from open sources, intelligence reporting, and diplomatic en-
gagement to assess a group’s aims, capabilities, and level of unity at this 
stage. They can then judge the speed at which a group may attempt to 
pursue in de pen dence and the likelihood of its success.

In certain situations, it may be in the United States’ strategic interests 
to provide quiet support to a self- determination group to encourage it to 
mobilize. An adversary’s ability to pursue policies that  counter U.S. in-
terests is reduced when it is forced to commit po liti cal and economic re-
sources to preserve domestic stability. Weakening the original state may 
also be a means of reducing a rival  great power’s influence in an area of 
strategic competition. However, Congress may prove unwilling to sup-
port  these eforts, and this kind of support also carries  great risks. The 
United States could inadvertently get drawn into a civil war that is out of 
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its control, as was the case with Syria; it could result in an alliance with 
an unsavory partner, as was the case with apartheid South Africa through 
the United States’ support for UNITA in Angola; and it could risk embold-
ening violators of  human rights and destabilizing the broader region, as 
was the result of support for the Contras in Central Amer i ca.

Protecting Regional Interests

It is essential that U.S. policymakers consider the politics of neighboring 
states when assessing their options. Nearby states may host groups from 
the same minority and could fear a domino efect as they also agitate for 
self- determination. If the United States opposes the group’s in de pen dence, 
U.S. diplomats must clearly articulate that opposition to neighboring states 
and to key regional powers. The U.S. government should use its member-
ships in multilateral organ izations and its relationships with regional 
organ izations to mobilize the international community to help maintain 
regional stability.

In situations in which policymakers determine that it is beneficial for 
the United States to support a group’s secession over its relationship with 
the original state’s government, U.S. diplomats, together with other parts 
of the U.S. government, should seek to secure the support of key regional 
allies and friends, especially  those powers that share borders with the 
separatist region. The case studies show that  these states  will become crit-
ical conduits of U.S. and international support to the self- determination 
group, for example, through military training, funneling arms to sepa-
ratists, providing their leaders with safe haven, and exerting other forms 
of diplomatic and economic pressure on the original state. Policymakers 
should consider  whether it is beneficial or necessary to ofer increased 
economic or po liti cal incentives to regional states bordering the seces-
sionist region to support U.S. aims.

PHASE TWO: APPROACHING IN DE PEN DENCE

If grievances are not efectively resolved, a group’s eforts may gain mo-
mentum and it could take concrete steps  toward in de pen dence. At this 
intermediate stage, the United States has a wide range of options to ofer 
support or discouragement, and its overriding priority should be to 
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protect U.S. security interests given the heightened risk of armed con-
flict. U.S. policymakers should wield tools of influence more forcefully 
with both the original state and the self- determination group. As the 
stakes rise, disputes between U.S. principals regarding approaches are 
more likely, with some favoring the use of more carrots and  others 
more sticks. Gaining the support of Congress for the U.S. government’s 
preferred approach often becomes more delicate at this stage, as civil so-
ciety groups and other constituencies seeking to influence U.S. policy 
coalesce and become more public.

Influencing the Original State

U.S. policymakers can attempt to influence the situation by increasing 
U.S. government support to the original state. Often, the United States, 
in collaboration with its international partners, should continue attempts 
to address the root  causes of the group’s grievances. One option is to ofer 
the original state substantial diplomatic or economic incentives in 
exchange for granting the minority greater po liti cal rights or a more eq-
uitable share of the state’s economic resources. Meanwhile, increasing 
military support for the original state or sharing intelligence with friendly 
ser vices raises the costs to rebels, and this may encourage secession-
ists to pursue their aims peacefully or even put their push for secession 
on hold.

If the original state resists calls to improve the minority’s situation, 
the United States can turn to tools of coercion to pressure it to address 
their grievances. The threat of punitive diplomatic or economic mea sures 
may encourage the original state to provide the self- determination group 
with more rights, an autonomy settlement, or even a  legal path to in de-
pen dence. The Obama administration used sanctions (and the promise of 
sanctions relief) as part of a carrot- and- stick approach to encourage Sudan 
to end vio lence in Darfur and the semi- autonomous south, and to allow 
southerners a referendum on secession. However, the United States 
should only encourage a  legal path to in de pen dence when an autonomy 
arrangement would no longer be sufficient to quell demands for self- 
determination given the risks and costs associated with in de pen dence. 
As previously mentioned, the case studies show that newly in de pen dent 
states require vast amounts of international support, and even with that 
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support, their trajectory is unpredictable. As such, an arrangement that 
falls short of in de pen dence is nearly always preferable.  After legislative 
mechanisms for secession have been established and the original state 
has committed to a demo cratic referendum on in de pen dence, inter-
national powers lose a key aspect of their influence, as they are forced 
to support what ever the demo cratic pro cess delivers. Once the United 
Kingdom granted Scotland an in de pen dence referendum, it was difficult 
for the Obama administration to make public statements dissuading Scot-
tish in de pen dence, even though that outcome would have weakened its 
key ally.

If the United States is especially favorably disposed to the group 
seeking self- determination (or especially hostile to the state from which 
it is seeking in de pen dence), the United States has the option to provide 
direct or indirect military support to the group, overtly or covertly. This 
can be done in de pen dently or in conjunction with allies, with a view to 
forcing the original state to the negotiating  table. Although President Bill 
Clinton did not  favor direct U.S. military action against Sudan, he autho-
rized arms sales to neighboring states that then  were funneled covertly 
across the borders to support southern separatists, increasing pressure 
on Sudan to negotiate.

When humanitarian considerations weigh most heavi ly on the scale, 
direct U.S. military intervention can also be considered. Former secretary 
of state Madeleine Albright was one of the foremost proponents of armed 
intervention against Slobodan Milosevic to end the humanitarian crisis 
in Kosovo. She believed that Milosevic himself was the prob lem and that 
engaging in negotiations with Yugo slavia would simply prop him up. The 
NATO bombing campaign forced Milosevic to withdraw from Kosovo and 
was ultimately successful in ending severe  human rights abuses.

Influencing the Self- Determination Group

U.S. policymakers should quietly begin to build interpersonal relation-
ships with the leaders of the self- determination group and members of 
its diaspora. Such relationships  will prove an impor tant source of influ-
ence at a  later stage if the self- determination movement continues to mo-
bilize. However, the United States should remain cautious in promising 
any degree of support to a self- determination group at this stage. The 
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prospect of U.S. support would embolden secessionists, perhaps even to 
the extent that it makes settlement impossible. A lower- cost option would 
be for U.S. policymakers to ofer to exert diplomatic pressure on the orig-
inal state to improve the group’s rights or to help negotiate an autonomy 
settlement on certain conditions. Support should encourage the group to 
maintain a peaceful strug gle, to achieve internal consensus on its ambi-
tions, and to commit to pursuing realistic goals.  These tools of leverage 
grant the United States influence over the group’s aims and methods. U.S. 
policymakers should also consider  whether providing indirect military 
or covert support for the self- determination movement would be an ef-
fective means to the objective of self- determination success. In the late 
1990s, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) reportedly trained and sup-
ported the Kosovo Liberation Army before the NATO bombing of the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugo slavia (SFRY), providing American 
military training manuals and field advice to enhance the secessionists’ 
capabilities.2 Encouraging Kosovo’s secession advanced the United States’ 
strategic interests in the broader region as a way to weaken a Rus sian 
client preying on U.S. allies.

Protecting Regional Interests

As a group takes steps to approach in de pen dence, the U.S. government 
should devote greater diplomatic pressure to align regional and global 
powers with the U.S. strategy. In cases of violent strug gle, the United 
States can ofer humanitarian support to neighboring states to help them 
cope with influxes of refugees. Obtaining the support of neighboring 
states greatly enhances the efectiveness of U.S. policy  because a neigh-
boring state could undermine U.S. influence in vari ous ways. For example, 
it could harbor rebel fighters or allow adversaries to circumvent sanc-
tions. As part of the U.S. strategy, policymakers have the option to consider 
punitive mea sures, including economic sanctions, against neighboring 
states that frustrate U.S. objectives.

PHASE THREE: DECLARING IN DE PEN DENCE

When a self- determination group declares in de pen dence, the United 
States’ principal focus should be on how to work with international part-
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ners to shape the terms  under which the fledgling state enters the inter-
national community. A key ele ment of U.S. leverage is the decision to 
recognize the new state or not. Without formal U.S. recognition, a new 
state cannot join the United Nations and is barred from accessing critical 
support from international financial institutions such as the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund. Somaliland has sufered this fate, 
despite fulfilling many of the functions of an in de pen dent state. If U.S. 
policymakers decide to recognize the new state, they should be cognizant 
of the high costs of supporting its development and seek to advance U.S. 
interests in conjunction with other states by sharing the burden with in-
ternational and regional allies.

Influencing the Original State

If U.S. policymakers decide that it is in its national security interest to 
recognize the new state’s in de pen dence, in most cases they should at-
tempt to maintain bilateral ties with the original state. The case studies 
show that original states often continue to exert significant influence 
over the new state. Maintaining all pos si ble sources of leverage and in-
fluence over the original state is impor tant. Working with the interna-
tional community, the United States can provide the original state with 
incentives to recognize the new group’s in de pen dence and may con-
sider pursuing coercive action if it resists. In certain historical cases, the 
threat of military action— either by arming secessionists or conducting 
air strikes— has proved decisive. For this approach to be successful, the 
administration  will likely need to work with congressional representa-
tives to achieve their backing—if Congress restricts the freedom of mili-
tary operations to a significant mea sure, the efectiveness of the military 
approach  will be greatly jeopardized. Without international backing, 
military action lacks legitimacy and can result in the new state being 
heavi ly dependent on the United States, as was the case with Kosovo. 
Rus sia continues to block Kosovo’s entry into the United Nations, con-
tributing to this dependence. If the United States fails to achieve the 
backing of the United Nations, U.S. policymakers should at least work to 
build a substantial international co ali tion to support its military objec-
tives. However, the military option should be taken with extreme caution. 
It may be so decisive that it negates the need for negotiations, meaning 
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sensitive issues go unresolved. In Kosovo, military action left no room 
for serious negotiations about the  future of the Serb population, and 
this has continued to represent a significant challenge for Kosovo’s 
government.

Threats of punitive economic or military mea sures against the orig-
inal state, such as sanctions or halting arms sales, may help tip the bal-
ance and convince it to recognize the new state’s in de pen dence. Threats 
should be combined with incentives, such as promises of humanitarian 
support, po liti cal support, direct investment, and military cooperation, 
to help incentivize positive be hav ior and assure the original state of the 
United States’ desire to maintain strong bilateral ties  after the group has 
seceded.

In certain cases, if the group’s secession is judged to harm U.S. stra-
tegic interests, U.S. policymakers can work with the original state to block 
secession. As with Indonesia’s invasion of East Timor in 1975, providing 
 either tacit or direct support for the original state to quash a secession at-
tempt militarily can prove decisive. Once unleashed, forces that drive a 
group to seek in de pen dence are often difficult to silence. The United States 
should consider how the group may continue its strug gle and weigh the 
potential impact of a prolonged insurgency on regional stability. If the 
original state resorts to extreme vio lence to quash the self- determination 
group, as Indonesia did in East Timor, it may prove no longer in the United 
States’ interests to continue to provide support.

Influencing the Self- Determination Group

The range of tools of leverage the United States can employ to influence a 
self- determination group shifts significantly if it is no longer acting to 
deter in de pen dence but rather to shape its entry into the international 
community. As previously mentioned, the United States can provide 
strong diplomatic support by choosing to recognize the new state’s in de-
pen dence and establishing formal diplomatic relations. The United States 
should continue to encourage the group’s unity, the rule of law, and the 
creation of mechanisms for peacefully resolving internal disputes, as the 
case studies show that divisions often arise soon  after in de pen dence has 
been won. Such divisions proved especially destructive in South Sudan. 
Diplomats and other U.S. policymakers should carefully and attentively 
evaluate leaders’ efectiveness, ascertain the level of support they actu-
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ally enjoy and from where, and be careful not to equate English- language 
skills or charisma with moderation.

Economic tools are a key way to advance U.S. interests, and the United 
States has many options regarding the level of support, even if securing 
consensus within the government to commit the necessary resources is 
often challenging. At a minimum, the United States should work with the 
international community to ensure the new state receives humanitarian 
relief, as well as a means of providing the new state with the necessary 
conditions of security. In the first instance, this assistance should come 
through a U.N. or other regional organ ization. Such support helps pre-
vent the emergence of power vacuums that could threaten regional sta-
bility and U.S. security interests. Although policymakers should consider 
contributing to  these activities, building a broad multilateral interna-
tional co ali tion is often preferable as it helps share the burden.  There 
may be certain situations in which the stakes for U.S. national security 
interests are so high that the United States wishes to have a more direct 
role. In such situations, it should be wary of losing its influence by being 
part of too broad a co ali tion with competing interests. Policymakers 
should also ensure that economic support acts to enhance the new state’s 
capabilities rather than efectively creating a rival bureaucracy that is un-
accountable and undermines the state’s authority. The case studies show 
that new states frequently sufer from debilitating corruption, and U.S. 
policymakers should be careful to ensure that  legal checks and balances 
are implemented to keep it in check. Beyond direct aid, nurturing bilat-
eral trade with the new state and encouraging U.S. investment increases 
the United States’ economic leverage, while also promoting the new state’s 
economic stability.

The United States can also draw upon the Department of Defense to 
help shape the new state. Specifically, building military- to- military ties 
with the new state’s security apparatuses can reinforce diplomatic eforts to 
ensure the emergence of efective and accountable government institu-
tions. It can also enhance U.S. officials’ ability to detect divisions within 
 those institutions early on and then act to bridge them. Timor- Leste’s 
rapid descent into vio lence in 2006 reveals how serious such splits can 
be. The United States also can ofer to provide expertise to build the new 
state’s capabilities, encouraging the security ser vices’ professionalization 
and preventing politicization. If the decision is made to build the capacity 
of the new state’s military institutions or support military training and 
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education, the Department of Defense should utilize the U.S. military to 
do so rather than relying on private contractors,  because that  will more 
efectively reinforce the deepening of ties.

Protecting Regional Interests

The United States must also use its tools of influence and mobilize the in-
ternational community to promote stability in the broader region. Neigh-
boring states should be ofered diplomatic or economic incentives for 
recognizing the new state’s in de pen dence, where potentially efective. It 
is in U.S. interests for  these states to institutionalize relations, some-
thing that failed to happen between Eritrea and Ethiopia and contributed 
to the return to conflict shortly  after in de pen dence. The United States 
should also work with international partners and regional organ izations 
to encourage economic integration in the region as a means of raising the 
cost of  future conflict. The United States can use its diplomatic influence 
to encourage the international community to join it in ofering emergency 
humanitarian support to neighboring states to lessen the burden of ref-
ugees and encourage their return. U.S. policymakers should be attentive 
to the need for an efective mediator between the new state and its neigh-
bors, helping resolve border disputes and disagreements over natu ral 
resources. Such mediation can be performed by the United Nations or a 
regional organ ization with U.S. support. Options  will need to be evalu-
ated carefully.

Neighboring states have vari ous ways to frustrate U.S. eforts to sup-
port a new state. If they refuse to recognize the new state or continue to 
harbor armed actors, its stability  will be jeopardized. In such situations, 
the United States could turn to the punitive diplomatic or economic mea-
sures described above.

SIGNS OF SUCCESS: CHECKLISTS AS POLICY TOOLS

Although the United States can help shape the outcome of self- determination 
movements in vari ous ways, nothing is assured when it comes to new 
states. The following thematic checklists draw on the lessons from the 
case studies and are intended as a reference point to help policymakers 
identify areas where a new state may be underperforming. They cover 
eight themes: international environment, regional environment, economic 
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context, institutions, security context, social context, po liti cal climate, and 
leadership.

Judging the per for mance of a new state is an art and not a science, and 
the vari ous  factors presented  here are not evenly weighted. This is not 
intended as a mathematical exercise. However,  these checklists seek to 
visualize a new state’s per for mance in a more holistic and systematic 
way to help identify unexploited possibilities and areas of par tic u lar 
concern.

When we used the checklists to investigate how the case study states 
fared at in de pen dence and then again six years  after in de pen dence, we 
noticed how many states sufered a crisis in the early years. Bangladesh 
strug gled with a series of bloody coups; Eritrea’s border dispute with 
Ethiopia led to renewed conflict; divisions between Timor- Leste’s se-
curity forces precipitated a nationwide conflict; and South Sudan de-
scended into full- scale civil war.  These crises underscore new states’ 
fragility, even when they receive large levels of international support. 
As a result, U.S. policymakers should constantly evaluate per for mance across 
vari ous sectors. The following checklists are designed to facilitate such 
evaluations.
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Figure 9.1. Bangladesh 1972
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Figure 9.2.  Bangladesh 1977
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Figure 9.3. Eritrea 1994



Self- Determination and U.S. Choices 177

Figure 9.4. Eritrea 1999
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Figure 9.5. Timor- Leste 2002
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Figure 9.6. Timor- Leste 2007



180 Will Todman

Figure 9.7. Kosovo 2009
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Figure 9.8. Kosovo 2014
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Figure 9.9. South Sudan 2011
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Figure 9.10. South Sudan 2016
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Thematic Checklists

For each theme, tick the number of statements that apply to the new state. 
If a statement is not applicable, tick so as not to penalize. Tally the scores 
(with 0 the lowest figure and 8 the highest) and fill them in on the dia-
gram. Connect the dots between each of the thematic lines. The larger the 
area inside the markers, the more likely the new state  will succeed.

INTERNATIONAL ENVIRONMENT

¨ Membership in the United Nations. As well as the legitimacy 
associated with UN membership, UN members gain access to 
economic assistance from the World Bank, the International 
Monetary Fund, and other forms of assistance through UN 
agencies such as the World Health Organ ization. This 
international support was a  great boost to Bangladesh.

¨ Support of  great powers for in de pen dence. If a  great power opposes 
in de pen dence, as Rus sia has done for Kosovo, it can problematize 
or block the path to in de pen dence and then act as an irritant to the 
newly in de pen dent state by blocking international resolutions.

¨ No close links between  great powers and opposition groups in the new state. 
If a  great power has close links to an opposition group in the new 
state, the opposition group  will have greater ability to challenge 
the state’s authority and legitimacy. Indonesia’s links with the 
opposition in Timor- Leste continued to represent a challenge to 
the new government.

¨ International willingness to provide po liti cal or military support to the new 
state. As the cases of Timor- Leste and Kosovo show, international 
support for a new state, often in the form of a peacekeeping 
mission, can prove critical. International support can help end 
conflicts, maintain peace, and build the capacity of local 
bureaucrats and nascent institutions.

¨ Coordination between international donors. If donors have competing 
priorities that dictate what aid targets, they can pull a new 
government in contradictory directions and reduce its 
efectiveness. The lack of coordination between donors in South 
Sudan was particularly acute.
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¨ International aid provided with benchmarks. International aid is  
more efective when donors have clear benchmarks by which  
to monitor the efectiveness of aid provided. Better- defined 
benchmarks could have helped combat corruption in  
South Sudan.

¨ Sustained attention by international community. Timor- Leste’s descent 
into vio lence in 2006 shows that if the international community 
does not sustain its support beyond the short term, conditions in a 
new state can deteriorate rapidly.

¨ A po liti cally and eco nom ically supportive diaspora. Kosovo’s active 
diaspora exemplifies the key form of po liti cal and economic 
support a diaspora can provide by lobbying foreign powers and 
sending remittances to the new country.

REGIONAL ENVIRONMENT

¨ Membership in a regional organ ization. A regional organ ization can 
provide an impor tant arena for solving disputes that arise 
between neighboring states, while often bringing trade benefits 
and the diplomatic support of foreign powers. Bangladesh’s 
membership in the Organ ization of Islamic Cooperation and the 
Asia Pacific Trade Agreement aforded some of  these benefits.

¨ Recognition by neighboring states. If a neighboring state does not 
recognize the new state, as Serbia has done with Kosovo, it may 
challenge the new state po liti cally or militarily, and economic ties 
 will be harder to develop.

¨ Institutionalized relationship with neighboring states. If a relationship 
with a neighboring state is built on personal rather than 
institutional ties, it can break down swiftly in the event of a 
change in leadership or a change in conditions, as was the case 
with Eritrea and Ethiopia when the border war broke out.

¨ No unresolved border disputes with a neighboring state. Unresolved 
border disputes can problematize border security and the 
provision of state ser vices to the disputed area. Border disputes 
continue to be a challenge for South Sudan.

¨ No unresolved dispute over owner ship or management of natu ral resources 
with a neighboring state. Disputes over natu ral resources limit a state’s 
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ability to capitalize on wealth from natu ral resources and raise the 
threat of broader po liti cal disputes. Timor- Leste has had an ongoing 
dispute with Australia over oil deposits in the Timor Sea.

¨ No minority groups with irredentist aims with neighboring state. If a 
minority group has ethnic ties with a neighboring state, it may 
attempt to secede and join with the neighboring state through 
violent means. The Serb population in Kosovo has provided an 
ongoing challenge for the government.

¨ No large refugee population in a neighboring state. As has been the case 
with South Sudan, if a large refugee population remains in a 
neighboring state, it represents a waste of potential manpower for 
the new state and could be the cause of negative relations with the 
host state.

¨ No armed rebels being harbored in a neighboring state. If a neighboring 
state harbors armed rebels, they can continue to undermine the 
new state’s authority and prove difficult to oppose, as was the case 
with Timor- Leste and armed rebels who took refuge in Indonesia.

ECONOMIC CONTEXT

¨ Broad economic parity between diff er ent regions. If a certain region is 
marginalized, economic grievances could evolve into a security 
challenge if its population becomes restive. Perceptions of 
economic discrimination contributed to the outbreak of civil war 
in South Sudan.

¨ Perception of a positive climate for foreign investment. A climate that  
is favorable to foreign investment can help produce new  
economic opportunities and ties with foreign powers. Eritrea’s 
slide into authoritarianism is a key  factor dissuading foreign 
investment.

¨ High levels of trade with neighboring states. Developing robust trade 
relationships increases neighbors’ de pen dency on a new state and 
so reduces the possibility of conflict breaking out, as Bangladesh 
did.

¨ Diversified economy. Relying on natu ral resources too heavi ly can 
foster corruption and exposes new states’ economies to the impact 
of fluctuations in the global economy, as has been evident in South 
Sudan.
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¨ No overreliance on remittances. As Eritrea’s experience shows, 
relying on remittances to too  great an extent can stifle the 
growth of the local economy by reducing the necessity of creating 
jobs.

¨ No significant outflow of educated mi grants. New states need highly 
skilled individuals to help build the local economy, and if  there is a 
brain drain they lose crucial  human capital. Both Eritrea and 
South Sudan have sufered from their most educated citizens 
fleeing the country.

¨ Low levels of unemployment. If states have large populations out of 
work, it reduces government revenues and individuals’ spending 
power, and increases the chances of social unrest.

¨ Stable population growth. A stable birthrate reduces the likelihood of 
a youth bulge that could place a high degree of pressure on 
government ser vices and increase unemployment levels. 
Bangladesh efectively implemented a  family planning program to 
slow its rapid population growth.

INSTITUTIONS

¨ Government able to provide ser vices to the population. If a government is 
unable to provide ser vices to its entire population, it is more likely 
that it  will experience opposition from marginalized 
communities, as was the case in South Sudan.

¨ Power concentrated in institutions rather than individuals. As Bangladesh 
experienced in its early years, when power is concentrated in 
individuals rather than in institutions, the peaceful transition of 
power is more complicated.

¨ Executive power is checked. A lack of checks and balances on the 
executive makes the emergence of an authoritarian leader more 
likely. Eritrea’s descent into authoritarianism revealed the lack of 
 these checks.

¨ Rule of law. It is not only impor tant that a constitution be drafted; it 
must also be formally  adopted and institutions must be required 
to implement it. Eritrea’s constitution was never efectively 
implemented even though it was drafted.

¨ Experienced bureaucrats in place. Experienced bureaucrats increase a 
government’s capacity by improving the state’s efficiency.  After 
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Timor- Leste’s severe brain drain, bureaucrats  were trained 
efectively with international support.

¨ Government implements well- sequenced plans across functions. A 
government that is able to adopt and implement broad- scale 
plans across dif er ent agencies and institutions is likely to be 
more efective. Timor- Leste has successfully implement vari ous 
development plans using carefully managed natu ral resource 
revenues.

¨ Local institutions act in conjunction with national institutions. State 
institutions are more efective when they integrate local  
practices, as occurred in Timor- Leste when local customs  were 
institutionalized. When  these are not integrated into the state 
institutions, they can act in competition, reducing efficiency.

¨ No continued presence of international administrators. If international 
administrators are deployed in a country for an extended period, 
local bureaucrats  will take longer to take control of the institutions. 
Local populations can grow resentful of international advisers, as 
they have done in Kosovo, if they do not have a clear timeline and 
benchmarks for their withdrawal.

SECURITY CONTEXT

¨ Security forces are disciplined. If security forces are not well trained 
and led, as was the case in South Sudan, they are less likely to be 
able to enforce law and order in the new state, consistent with 
protection of the rights and security of individuals, and this  will 
undermine a new state’s authority.

¨ Sense of solidarity and unity prevails in armed forces. A strong sense of 
insider/outsider dichotomy in security ser vices based on the 
pre- independence strug gle, as occurred in Bangladesh, can lead 
to divisions between the security forces that undermines their 
efficiency.

¨ Security apparatuses not closely associated with individual politicians. 
Close personal links between dif er ent ele ments of the security 
apparatuses and individual politicians can result in the 
politicization of the armed forces. Such relationships led Timor- 
Leste’s po liti cal disputes to escalate into armed conflict.
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¨ Civilians maintain oversight of armed forces. To reduce the likelihood of 
a military dictatorship emerging, as it did in Bangladesh, civilian 
oversight of the military places the ultimate responsibility for a 
country’s strategic decision making in the hands of the civilian 
po liti cal leadership.

¨ Opposition armed groups demobilized. If the groups that fought against 
the new state in its strug gle for in de pen dence are not demobilized, 
they can continue to represent a challenge to the new state’s 
authority. Pro- Indonesia militia roamed Timor- Leste  after it 
gained in de pen dence and killed over a thousand  people.

¨ Pro- independence militias demobilized or integrated into the armed  
ser vices.  Unless pro- independence armed militias are  
demobilized or integrated into the armed ser vices of the  
new state, they can continue to represent a challenge to the new 
state’s authority. It took three de cades to integrate  these forces  
in Bangladesh.

¨ Security forces tolerate peaceful opposition. To encourage an 
environment of healthy po liti cal debate, opposition figures  
must not be removed by armed forces. The regime in Eritrea has 
ruthlessly quashed opposition.

¨ No state of emergency in place. An ongoing state of emergency stifles 
the establishment of an open po liti cal environment and raises 
the possibility of  human rights abuses. Sheikh Mujib increased his 
authority  after declaring a state of emergency in Bangladesh in 
1974.

SOCIAL CONTEXT

¨ Shared sense of history and heritage. A shared sense of history and 
heritage can help unite the population of a new state and prevent 
serious divisions. In Bangladesh, the new constitution made 
significant use of symbolism to help strengthen Bangladeshi 
identity.

¨ Local governing practices integrated into new state’s  legal system. The 
population is more likely to follow the laws and regulations of a 
new state if local practices of conflict resolution are integrated into 
the  legal system. In Timor- Leste, state authority was bolstered by 
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adopting a hybrid  legal system that integrated aspects of 
customary law.

¨ Peace dividends distributed. States that deliver peace dividends early 
build confidence in the po liti cal pro cess, strengthen the state’s 
core capacity, and reduce the risk of descending into vio lence. In 
Timor- Leste, the government introduced several social protection 
mechanisms that helped resolve the IDP issue within a few years.

¨ War criminals equally held to account for their actions. If war criminals on 
both sides are equally held to account for their actions, populations 
that sufered during conflict are less likely to harbor resentment 
that could result in vio lence. In Kosovo, the prime minister was tried 
for war crimes in the former Yugo slavia at The Hague.

¨ Minorities recognize legitimacy of central government in new state. If 
minorities reject the central government, as some Serbs do in 
Kosovo, they can represent a significant challenge to the new 
state’s authority.

¨ Inclusion of minorities and citizens from all regions in politics and the 
bureaucracy. If minorities are represented in politics and in the 
bureaucracy, they are less likely to encourage the government to 
respond to their communities’ needs, and minorities are less 
likely to feel marginalized. A Kosovo Serb minority party has 
served in a co ali tion government.

¨ No significant  human rights abuses.  Human rights abuses undermine 
a government’s legitimacy and could lead to international 
condemnation and sanctions, while also inspiring alienation  
and unrest. Eritrea has some of the worst  human rights abuses in 
the world.

¨ Society enjoys access to information. A population benefits from its  
ability to identify, retrieve, and use information efectively. Eritrea is 
frequently ranked as one of the most censored countries in the world.

PO LITI CAL CLIMATE

¨ Insignificant levels of corruption. As South Sudan showed, high levels 
of corruption reduce a government’s capacity to deliver ser vices, 
while also damaging its legitimacy.

¨ Politics are not highly polarized. An environment of highly polarized 
politics, such as in Bangladesh, increases tensions in society and 
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leads to situations in which large sections of society feel 
marginalized by the government.

¨ No ethnic outbidding between diff er ent po liti cal factions. If dif er ent po-
liti cal factions attempt to attract support from certain groups by 
proposing more radical policies, as occurred in Bangladesh, it can 
increase social divisions and lead to violent nationalism.

¨ Civil society organ izations able to operate. Civil society organ izations 
can provide impor tant economic and social functions, and fill gaps 
when the state lacks the capacity to act. Civil society played a 
particularly impor tant role in Bangladesh.

¨  Free and fair elections.  Free and fair elections enhance a government’s 
legitimacy and help ensure that a population’s wishes are 
represented. Timor- Leste has been celebrated for its demo cratic 
elections, which have helped ensure the peaceful transition of 
power.

¨ Opposition leaders able to act freely. An environment that tolerates 
po liti cal opposition is more conducive to a government that tailors 
its policies closer to the needs of the population and is held to 
account more efectively. In South Sudan, opposition parties have 
not been allowed to develop beyond personality- driven groupings.

¨ Peaceful protests permitted. If governments allow peaceful protests 
and permit their populations to assem ble, they are less likely to 
turn to vio lence to air their grievances.

¨ No calls for separatism. New states are more likely to be successful  
if  there are no minority groups themselves seeking in de pen dence. 
The Serb population in Kosovo continues to represent a challenge 
to the central government.

LEADERSHIP

¨ Leader is charismatic. A leader who is charismatic is better  
placed to unite the population  behind certain goals and reduce 
disenfranchisement. Sheikh Mujib gave millions of Bangladeshis 
hope, leadership, and unity.

¨ Leader articulates a national vision. A leader who can articulate a clear 
national vision is better placed to manage the population’s 
expectations and inspire hope for the  future. Before his death in 
2005, John Garang laid out a clear vision for a New Sudan as an 
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inclusive, well- governed polity that could accommodate its 
diverse  peoples.

¨ Leadership demonstrates capacity. Leaders can only be successful if 
they have the appropriate skills to lead. Such leadership skills 
include courage, flexibility, and compromise. Salva Kiir arguably 
lacks  these skills, ruling in an increasingly autocratic, narrow, and 
exclusive manner.

¨ Leader enjoys support of trusted advisers and deputies. A leader who feels 
able to delegate to trusted deputies and seek counsel from advisers 
is more likely to be successful. The po liti cal system in Timor- Leste 
has facilitated such del e ga tion.

¨ Leadership is able to interact effectively with global leaders. Leaders who 
can work well with global leaders are more efective at advocating 
for international support for the new state’s priorities. José 
Ramos- Horta was an efective advocate for the Timorese on the 
international stage, winning the Nobel Peace Prize for his eforts.

¨ Leadership entertains debate over policy. If  there are mechanisms for 
exchanging ideas within the leadership, leaders’ policies are likely 
to be placed  under greater scrutiny and so be better tailored to 
their population’s needs. As the leadership in South Sudan grew 
increasingly autocratic,  little debate was permitted.

¨ Dissent over policy in leadership is permitted. An environment that 
tolerates disagreements within the leadership is likely to 
produce more efective policies, and less likely to descend into 
authoritarianism. In Eritrea, the regime became increasingly 
repressive and isolationist  after government officials criticized 
Isaias in a letter that was leaked.

¨ No cult of personality. A cult of personality ties the national identity 
to the leader, inhibiting state institutions from functioning in de-
pen dently or having longevity beyond the leader’s tenure. Isaias 
dominates all aspects of po liti cal, economic, and social life in 
Eritrea, and power is concentrated in individuals, not institutions.
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