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Abstract:

There is a growing literature on the use of federalism as a tool of conflict resolution. Yet,
while  this  literature  focuses  mainly  on  single  case  studies,  there  remains  a  gap  in  our
comparative understanding of the workings of federalism as a tool to end violent conflicts, as
well as the conditions under which it may succeed in bringing peace to war-torn countries. By
discussing core themes that emerge when looking at single case studies and relevant theories
on the use of federalism as a tool of conflict resolution, we highlight the importance of three
main  issues  in  our  understanding  of  the  workings  of  federalism  as  a  tool  of  conflict
resolution:  (1)  The  role  of  centralization,  decentralization  and  recentralization  in  the
management  of  diversity  and  to  accommodate  the  demands  of  different  groups;  (2)
Contestation of the state, identity, the idea of federalism and other key issues in societies, in
which ownership over the state is contested and fought over; and (3) Third-party intervention,
geopolitics, and geoeconomics in the management of diversity. By bringing together existing
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debates on the topic of federalism and conflict resolution, and positioning the papers in this
special issue within these debates, some of the complexities but also promises of the use of
federalism as a tool of conflict resolution will be highlighted. 

Federalism as a Tool of Conflict Resolution – Introduction to the Special Issue

Unfolding the Complexity of Conflict Resolution: Challenges for Empirical and Theory-
Building Research

There is a growing body of literature on the use of federalism and other forms of territorial
autonomy  as  tools  of  conflict  resolution  (Brancati,  2009;  Anderson,  2013;  Keil  and
Anderson, 2018; Keil, 2019; Anderson and Keil, forthcoming). While this growing body of
comparative literature is giving us better insights into the conditions under which federalism
and other forms of territorial autonomy might be successful in pacifying violent conflicts,
overall  it  is  nevertheless  also  true  that  we  are  in  desperate  need  of  further  studies  and
comparative conclusions. There is a growing number of federal and decentralized states in the
post-Cold  War  era,  and territorial  autonomy,  including  the  use  of  federal  structures,  has
become part  and parcel  of  the  international  community’s  toolbox in  addressing  complex
intra-state ethnic conflicts (Lapidoth, 1997; Caspersen, 2017), which are often fought over
access  to  resources,  including  key  positions  in  the  state  bureaucracy  and  its  political
institutions. 

Yet,  while we increasingly understand the complexity of these new wars (Kaldor,  2012),
there is still a gap to finding sustainable solutions to a growing number of ethnic conflicts
(Paris,  2004;  Covey  et.  al,  2005;  Cox  and  Sisk,  2017).  What  is  more,  while  long-term
conflicts such as those in Northern Ireland and Columbia have been ended through peace
agreements, which included provisions on territorial autonomy and self-government in recent
decades, other conflicts have continued and intensified in recent years. This does not only
apply to the long-term violence observed in countries such as the Democratic Republic of
Congo, Somalia, or Myanmar/Burma, but also to “newer” conflicts which are becoming more
entrapped  and risk  either  further  escalation  or  long-term destabilization  of  countries  and
regions. Some of these newer conflicts, and the different attempts on how to solve them, are
discussed in this special issue. 

Francesco Palermo discusses  how decentralization  is  an element  of  conflict  resolution  in
Ukraine, but one which is politically charged, used and abused from multiple sides in this
complex conflict. In a similar vein, Eva Maria Belser argues that the absence, not the failure,
of functioning federalism explains some of the shortcomings of political stability and internal
peace in Iraq. The absence of political processes by which actors agree on and maintain a
stable institutional design are also critical in the analysis offered by Johann Wolfschwenger
and  Kirsten  Saxinger.  They  compare  the  autonomy  of  Gagauzia  and  the  Transnistrian
settlement process in Moldova’s experience with decentralization as a conflict resolution tool.
Karl Kössler, instead, highlights the complicated relationship between conflict, autonomy and
secession requests in Bougainville – and the inability of Papua New Guinea to find a form of
constitutional  framework which addresses this  ‘reluctant  part’  (Ghai and Regan, 2006, p.
590) yet. 



This special issue presents a number of case studies in which federalism and other forms of
territorial autonomy have been discussed, implemented and often failed in the quest to deal
with  conflict.  The  conflicts  in  the  countries  examined  in  this  issue  include  both  internal
conflicts (such as in Bougainville and Catalonia) as well as those conflicts with an internal
and  an  external  dimension  (such  as  Iraq,  Moldova,  and  Ukraine).  What  the  papers
demonstrate  is  that the complexity of conflict  needs to be matched by the complexity of
solutions to these conflicts. Joseph Marko, in his Contribution, highlights the need to re-think
some of our concepts and ideas when engaging with countries  in which different  groups
struggle  for  recognition,  participation  and  inclusion  in  the  state.  There  is  of  course  no
blueprint for all ethnic conflicts in the world, but what the papers presented here demonstrate
is that common issues and challenges can be identified across multiple conflicts. 

This Introduction will highlight some of these and discuss them in a wider framework. We do
so by first engaging with a clarification on key terms used across the special issue, before
dissecting  three major  themes  that  can  be identified  across  the papers  – (1)  The role  of
centralization, decentralization and recentralization in the management of diversity; (2) The
contested nature of key social realities including the state, identity, and federalism; and (3)
Third-party intervention, geopolitics, and geoeconomics in conflict resolution. 

Our aim is not, therefore, to provide a new encompassing theory on federalism and other
forms of territorial autonomy as tools of conflict resolution. Instead, we argue – in line with
Joseph Marko’s suggestion for further theory building, that the growing body of literature
still focuses mainly on the analysis of selected cases in which federalism is applied (Keil,
2013; Abede, 2014; Shakir, 2017), while more comparative research is desperately required
in order to better understand when and how federalism can be successful as a tool in ending
violent conflicts. 

To this end, public law has to be set in context, with empirically researched data. At last, we
need to critically reflect on the well-established assumption that law is ‘part of the solution’
in  territorial  conflicts  and  ask  whether  the  law cannot  equally  be  ‘part  of  the  problem’
(Nicolini et al., 2016). In other words, comparative, themed, and multidisciplinary dialogues
are  needed  between  scholars  researching  on  federalism  and  other  forms  of  territorial
autonomy as a tool of conflict resolution. Joseph Marko in his paper discusses the theoretical
and methodological difficulties in the conceptualization of multinational federalism at the
interface of law and political science. He offers a new approach called “multiple diversity
governance” for a (re)conceptualization of the “three models of institutionalization of power
relations, i.e. the centralization and concentration of  power in terms of central or unitary
states; and the models of power sharing and power dividing, following from different types
and forms of power allocation in federal systems.” 

We argue that comparative, themed, and multidisciplinary dialogues are of help for reaching
more meaningful and generalizable comparative conclusions because of the challenges linked
to fieldwork political  scientists  and sociologists  encounter  in  politically  dynamic  and not
easily  accessible  contexts.  Such challenges  comprise not  only ethical  questions  linked to
accessing  and  collecting  empirical  data  in  difficult  and  volatile  contexts,  but  also  the
processing of data  linked to the question when the researched data gets at  last  published
(Knott, 2019).



In  short,  this  special  issue  contributes  to  advancing  comparative,  themed,  and
multidisciplinary dialogues in the field of federalism as a tool of conflict resolution and, our
introduction, on the one side, aims at pointing to some of the nexuses that are understudied
from a theoretical and an empirical viewpoint, and to introducing and connecting the main
arguments of the papers at the other side. 

Understanding Federalism and Territorial Autonomy

Ruth Lapidoth, in her study on different autonomy regimes, refers to the term ‘autonomy’ as
a means of ‘diffusion of powers’ – a tool used to accommodate ethnic diversity within a
country  and  to  ensure  that  groups  are  integrated  while  at  the  same  time  enjoying  self-
governance  mechanisms  (Lapidoth,  1997,  p.  9).  Michael  Keating  (2012,  p.  13)  links
territorial autonomy to ‘the attainment of substantive policy goals across a range of domains.’
For our purposes it is worth highlighting that territorial autonomy serves as an umbrella term,
which encompasses different forms of self-governance regimes for diverse groups within a
state. In the most decentralized of these regimes, groups can be loosely connected through
confederal arrangements, in which each of the constituent parts retains its sovereignty bar
those  elements  that  have  been transferred  to  the  confederal  level  (Forsyth,  1981).  While
contemporary confederations are rare, there have been suggestions to revive the confederal
idea in the study of the EU (Church and Dardanelli, 2005), and it is increasingly mentioned as
a mechanism to accommodate deep-rooted diversity in societies that have faced intensified
conflict (Norman, 2006). 

The issue of confederal solutions to ethnic conflicts is also linked to a wider theme found
across the papers in this special issue – namely that of secession. While the EU for example
has a secession clause, there is growing demand by the academic community to recognize
that the only way in addressing some of the long-standing demands for autonomy and self-
rule must be a confederal arrangement, which includes a right to secession for the territory in
question (Buchanan, 1991; Bossacoma Busquets, 2020). 

More common than confederal solutions, however, are federal arrangements, in which certain
groups  are  granted  autonomy  within  their  territory,  while  at  the  same  time  enjoying
participation in central decision-making, either through representation in second chambers, or
through more complex power-sharing arrangements (Burgess, 2006; Wolff, 2009). There is a
fine line between federal arrangements and other forms of territorial decentralization, such as
devolution or structured political decentralization, which often contains similar self-rule and
autonomy provisions to federalism, but lacks shared-rule mechanisms as can be seen in the
cases of the United Kingdom or Spain – as highlighted in Paul Anderson’s paper in this
special  issue.  Finally,  there  are  also  forms  of  weaker  autonomy provisions,  for  example
administrative  decentralization  and deconcentration,  which do not provide territorial  units
with  any  autonomous  decision-making  potential,  but  rather  ensure  that  these  have  some
limited freedoms when implementing decisions made at the central level. 

All of these different mechanisms of territorial autonomy have been tried in different conflict
settings. Their variety is also represented in this special issue – while Iraq is constitutionally
recognised as a federation (although substantially flawed as pointed out by Eva Maria Belser
in her contribution), Spain has been in a gradual process of decentralization and, some would
argue, federalization until 2010. However, it did not fully federalize (Requejo, 2017), and the
more recent failure to accommodate the demands of Catalan elites for greater autonomy, as



well  as  an  increasing  polarization  of  the  judiciary,  have  increased  existing  tensions  and
resulted  in  an  escalation  of  the  situation,  when  Catalonia  held  a  unilateral  vote  on
independence in 2017. 

In Papua New Guinea and Ukraine, two further cases discussed in this special issue, there is
an ongoing search for a solution to the existing territorial tensions. While decentralization has
been experimented with and implemented to some extent in both cases, in neither case has it
been  able  to  settle  the  long-standing  demands  of  ethnic  groups  in  specific  parts  of  the
countries. As highlighted by Francesco Palermo in his paper on Ukraine, very detrimental
assumptions about the nature of the Ukrainian state, and the objectives of the decentralization
process  have  limited  the  potential  of  decentralization  as  a  tool  of  conflict  resolution
substantially. This, then, points towards a second theme that is picked up throughout all of the
contributions in this volume, namely the contested nature of key terms – and social realities.
While minority groups might contest the state in which they live, majorities often contest
autonomy regulations, fearing that too much self-governance will open the door to secession
and independence demands (Erk and Anderson, 2009). Empirically, there is no evidence to
suggest that functional federal systems are doomed to fail, although ill-conceived autonomy
arrangements have resulted in a return to violence and the failure of peace settlements all
over the world (Schulte, 2020). 

There is no perfect territorial autonomy settlement that can serve as a blueprint for ongoing
ethnic conflicts. Different autonomy arrangements offer diverse solutions, and they all have
advantages  and  drawbacks  (Wolff,  2011,  Walsh,  2018).  The  key  to  successful  conflict
resolution through the provision of federalism and other forms of territorial autonomy can be
found in two major criteria: First, any arrangement has to be suitable for the country and the
territory  in question.  This  means that  historical  legacies  matter  as much as governmental
capacity to implement and safeguard whatever territorial autonomy regime is implemented. It
also implies that any settlement to an ongoing conflict needs to arrive through an inclusive
process  that  ties  in  key  actors  and  potential  spoilers  to  any  settlement.  The  territorial
autonomies of South Tyrol (Woelk et al., 2008; Alber, 2017) and of the Aaland Islands are an
example  in  this  regard  (Spiliopoulou  Ǻkermark,  2013;  Suksi,  2013;  Joenniemi,  2014;
Simolin, 2018). Second, whatever arrangement is chosen at a particular moment in time to
end a conflict needs to be flexible enough to adapt and change as time passes and the initial
issues  related  to  the  outbreak  of  violence  become  less  important.  The  inflexibility  of
arrangements  in  Bosnia,  the  unwillingness  of  Iraqi  elites  to  re-visit  their  constitutional
framework, and the inability  of Lebanese politicians to move beyond an outdated power-
sharing framework all highlight that while peace agreements certainly need to be robust and
stable,  they also cannot be engrained forever. Power-sharing arrangements between elites,
territorial  autonomy decisions  and institutional  choices  evolve  in  countries  that  have  not
faced violent conflict, and they do so as well in countries with a legacy of ethnic conflict. It is
in this regard that we still  understand very little about why some solutions work in some
countries, while others do not, despite better conditions or more receptive elites. This is why
more comparative studies on the use of territorial autonomy as a tool of conflict resolution
are needed. 

Themes of this Special Issue



This special  issue includes a number of case studies in which territorial  autonomy, either
through  federalism,  or  through  political  decentralization  have  been  unsatisfactorily
implemented  or  are  being  discussed.  While  Spain  could  be  considered  a  more  Western,
liberal democratic case, in which tensions between the central government in Madrid, and the
Catalan government in Barcelona have substantially increased in recent years, Ukraine is an
Eastern  European  country  that  still  struggles  with  the  transition  to  democracy  and
independence as a result of the break-up of the Soviet Union. The country is internally deeply
divided, and this internal contestation also has an external dimension – namely the foreign
policy balance between stronger ties with either the West, and in particular the EU, or Russia.
The same goes for the case of Moldova. A geopolitical quagmire can also be found in Iraq,
where  the  conflicts  between Shia  and Sunni  Muslims  symbolize  a  wider  power  struggle
between Iran and Saudi Arabia over dominance in the Middle East. In addition, Iraq has its
own Kurdish question, which has substantial repercussions for Turkey, Syria and Iran as well.
Finally, the case of Papua New Guinea demonstrates how historical colonial legacies and the
struggle for functional governance in Bougainville have increased demands for autonomy and
independence  over  time.  All  of  these  cases  underline  how  difficult  it  is  to  design  and
implement  complex  territorial  autonomy  regimes  in  countries  with  a  history  of  ethnic
tensions  and  violence.  Requests  for  secession  are  common,  and  so  are  demands  for  re-
centralization by those fearing that further concessions to dissident minorities might open the
door for state dissolution. 

1. Centralization, Decentralization and Recentralization 

The theme of centralization, decentralization and recentralization runs through all papers in
this  special  issue.  Paul Anderson, for example,  highlights  how Spain has gone through a
continuous  process  of  decentralization  until  2010,  and  that  the  enforced  end  of  the
decentralization process as a result  of the Spanish Constitutional  Court’s  decision on the
illegitimacy of aspects of the new Catalan autonomy statute was a watershed moment in
which  Catalan  autonomy  demands  began  to  transform  into  independence  demands.  The
ongoing constitutional crisis in Catalonia has also strengthened new far-right parties such as
VOX, which argue for an end to further decentralization and the recentralization of powers in
Madrid. Francesco Palermo argues in his paper on Ukraine that while there is a history of
decentralization  and  autonomy  in  Ukraine  (certainly  in  relation  to  Crimea),  overall  the
decentralization  process  after  2015 has  been contested  with many elites  in  Kiev  arguing
against a substantial  transfer of powers to the Eastern provinces, which are now de-facto
independent. The fear of further state disintegration, as well as ongoing contestations over
statehood and national identity play a key role in the different positions of elites from the East
of the country, and those that have been in charge in Kiev since the Maidan revolution. 

Iraq is another example of a state in which the constitution promises decentralization, but
only delivers this promise to the Kurdish region. Eva Maria Belser highlights how successive
regimes  in  Baghdad  have  prevented  the  creation  of  new  regions,  and  have  failed  to
implement key aspects of the 2005 constitution, thereby leaving Iraq as a half-finished state,
in  which  the  Kurdistan  region enjoys  substantial  autonomy,  while  Baghdad  continues  to
dominate and rule over the rest of the country. 

Johann Wolfschwenger and Kirsten Saxinger, on the one side, discuss the “high degree of
vagueness” as to the exercise of decentralized powers in the Autonomous Territorial Unit of



Gagauzia,  and,  on  the  other  side,  the  unwillingness  to  clarify  responsibilities  in
intergovernmental relations and over competence-conflicts between the unit and the centre
(Comrat  and  Chisinau).  Gagauzia,  however,  if  compared  to  the  substantially  more
complicated and yet unresolved conflict over Transnistria, in their eyes is a successful case in
the context of multi-lingual and multi-ethnic Moldova. The Transnistrian settlement process
seems to be irreconcilably deadlocked not only because of majority-minority relations, but
also  as  a  result  of  strong  self-serving  political  elites,  Russian  military  presence  and
geoeconomics. 

In his paper on Bougainville, Karl Kössler also discusses different autonomy provisions and
processes of decentralization,  recentralization and minority-majority  conflicts.  While there
have been some experiments with autonomy in the province, none of these have been able to
accommodate  the  demands  of  the  local  population  for  full  recognition  and  integration.
Instead,  what  started  out  as  a  movement  for  more  autonomy  and  self-government  has
successively been transformed into a movement requesting independence from Papua New
Guinea and the creation of a new state. 

Finally,  Joseph  Marko  suggests  revisiting  some  of  the  core  instruments  used  when
accommodating  diversity  through multinational  federalism.  He highlights  that  a  focus  on
centralization versus decentralization is too simple, and more complex questions need to be
asked about minority-majority relations, the development and commitment of identification
with the state over time, and how inclusive institutions cannot just protect certain groups but
also  ensure  the  functionality  and  effectiveness  of  political  actions  within  multinational
political systems. 

In line with Keating’s argument (2012), it becomes clear across the papers in this special
issue that decentralization and recentralization need to be reconsidered and reconceptualized.
The  simple  solution  of  providing  certain  groups  with  territorial  autonomy  for  self-
government has resulted in limited successes, as highlighted by Belser in the case of Iraq, and
by Schulte (2020) in a more large-scale comparison. Instead,  as Walsh (2018) and Wolff
(2011) have argued,  what  is  needed in order to  pacify  territories  that  have faced (or are
facing) ethnic conflict is a mix of institutional provisions, what Wolff refers to as ‘complex
power-sharing’ in order to ensure not only effective self-governance for specific groups, but
also inclusion of groups at the central level, and wider state reform to make the bureaucracy,
the  security  services  and  the  whole  administration  of  a  state  more  inclusive  and
representative. 

The challenges in reaching agreement on the degree of decentralization on the one side, and
in balancing decentralization and recentralization to avoiding the disintegration of a state on
the other side, depend on several factors. The political culture of a state, that is the mindsets
of both the people in general and the political elites, is one of the most critical factors. Such
mindsets in politically dynamic and conflictual contexts often assume that all law must be
uniform, and that loyalty must at last be expressed only to the highest level of authority.
Effective decentralization, however, requires the commitment by leaders and people at each
level of government. It also requires revisiting the traditional federal theory on constitutional
asymmetry. Asymmetry can no longer be considered as the exception, as a driver for disunity
that carries the risk of secession. If the complexity of conflict needs to be matched by the
complexity of solutions to the respective conflicts, as earlier argued, then the implementation
of asymmetry in conflict resolution has to be on top of the agenda, for all parties involved,



and structural fears as to its use must be overcome by procedural guarantees that contribute to
capacity- and trust-building across levels of government and beyond volatile politics. 

For scholars researching the field of federalism as a tool of conflict resolution, this means that
we need to overcome the dichotomy of the remedial and primary approaches in the discussion
as to the right to secession (Brando and Morales-Gálvez,  2019) by clearing out the most
pressing demands for internal self-determination (Buchanan, 1995, p. 55) and by establishing
effective mechanisms as to intergovernmental conflict resolution. This does not suffice. We
might also need to continue to work towards a comparative constitutional law of secession
that provides for a procedural framework on how to address (future) secessionist claims and
that builds on the concept of “democratized” secession (Sorens, 2012). Elements of such a
framework, so Francesco Palermo (2019, pp. 275-279), could comprise 1) the provision of
quorums both for the turnout and for the approval in a referendum of independence, 2) the
repetition of the referendum within a given time frame in order to avoid the rudimentary
black-and-white logic of referendums, 3) the provision of more than two options as to the
answers  allowing  for  a  more  nuanced  deliberation,  4)  avoiding  that  independence
referendums are the only decisional instruments by providing for parliamentary votes that do
not merely reflect political agreements elsewhere, on state and sub-state level; or by revisiting
the role of courts as actors that do merely exercise a negative role (thus deny the admissibility
of such referendums) into actors that clarify important aspects in terms of procedure and
constitutional principles as to requests for independence, and, 5) foresee for a “double-check”
by the electorate through elections after the referendum.

2. Contestation 

In multinational states, in which different ethnic groups rival over access to key resources,
including positions in the state, contestation is not unexpected. However, as the papers in this
special  issue  demonstrate,  contestation  is  at  the  heart  of  territorial  autonomy regimes  in
multinational states with a history of ethnic conflict. 

Contestation does not necessarily just focus on the state and its structures, which is often
contested by minority ethnic groups, because they feel excluded or limited in their ability to
protect their culture, identity and heritage. While this explains ongoing tensions in Catalonia
for example, it does not account for the quest for independence of Iraqi Kurds, who enjoy a
vast  amount  of  autonomy in their  region in  the North of  the country.  Here,  contestation
focuses on territory, on which provinces belong to Iraqi Kurdistan – a question that is key
especially when discussing the role of the city of Kirkut. Moreover, contestation in Iraq is
also focused on intra-group relations beyond the Kurdish question, in particular when looking
at  the  continued  tensions  between Shias  and Sunnis.  Contestation,  likewise,  can  take  on
external  dimensions,  as  the  annexation  of  Crimea  by  Russia  demonstrates.  Likewise,
Bougainville’s quest and vote for independence shifts the discourse on internal contestation
about the province’s status within Papua New Guinea to external contestation. 

Contestation is a key element of multinational states, and is ever-present in systems which
implement territorial  autonomy arrangements to accommodate ethnic diversity in order to
prevent  or  pacify  violent  ethnic  conflicts.  However,  contestation  as  a  concept  is  often
multidimensional  and not simply focused on one issue such as contesting which territory
belongs to whom. Instead, contestation in some contexts questions the existence of a group –
such as the Rohingya in Myanmar, and by doing so can become a major tool of exclusion.
What is more, contestation is the main factor in conflict aggregation and heightened tensions



in multinational states or in peace-making referendums at a sub-state level that might succeed
in temporarily stabilizing the situation but, in the long run, most probably fail in the attempt
to properly alter territorial claims of states, and to sustain peace across societal segments (as
argued by Katherine Collin regarding the peace-making referendums in New Caledonia and
Bougainville,  2019).  Further developments will  show what holds true.  For Bougainville’s
status to be clarified,  a complex post-referendum negotiation process is needed, and such
processes  are  often  grossly  underestimated  from  a  political  and  especially  from  a  legal
perspective,  so argues Karl  Kössler. The constitutional issues in the transition period that
Bougainville has to face are indeed complex, and numerous (Saunders and Dziedzic, 2019).

For territorial autonomy and federalism as a tool of conflict resolution, all this has multiple
consequences. First, all multinational states have to accept the presence of contestation and a
continued  discussion  about  autonomy  arrangements  and  ethnic  relations.  Second,  any
agreements on territorial autonomy need to have a certain degree of flexibility to cope with
and, when necessary, address contestation. Peace agreements reflect certain moments in time,
however, and as time passes other issues might become contested, issues which played a less
important  role when the agreement  was first  implemented.  Catalonia’s quest for financial
autonomy for example has become much more important in recent years, and it played no
role in the discussion on Spain’s constitution in the late 1970s. Likewise, specific autonomy
arrangements for the Eastern provinces in Ukraine did not play a major role in the wake of
the  country’s  independence,  but  are  now very  acute  as  a  result  of  the  ongoing  military
conflict  in  Eastern  Ukraine.  Third,  federalism  and  other  forms  of  territorial  autonomy
arrangements might themselves become contested. This can be observed in all of the cases in
this  special  issue.  We can also observe this  in  other  cases,  such as  Belgium, the  United
Kingdom, India, Nigeria and Ethiopia to name but a few. This is why re-negotiation and
flexibility  need to  be inherent  in  these  arrangements.  Northern Ireland,  for  example,  has
proven  reasonably  successful  as  a  power-sharing  system  because  relations  between  the
groups, and institutional frameworks have been renegotiated and adjusted continuously in the
post-Good Friday Agreement period. Likewise, a main reason why Belgium has not fallen
apart yet lies in the fact that its elites have found different ways on renegotiating the state and
the relationship of the different regions and language groups within the state and with each
other. 

3.Third-party Intervention, Geopolitics, and Geoeconomics

For territorial autonomy and federalism as a tool of conflict resolution, a reflection on third-
party intervention, geopolitics and geoeconomics is critical (Sparke, 2007). The papers in this
special issue prominently demonstrate how interests related to particular conflicts are derived
from geopolitical concerns and geoeconomics, from ethnic identification, and from identities
constructed  over  history,  and  reinforced  by  being  repeatedly  ‘institutionally  and
ideologically’ entrapped in different ways. 

The ambivalent  attitudes  of third parties in (co-)managing conflicts,  may it  be states,  the
international community as an unwieldy (Ottaway, 2002) actor of states’ or non-state actors,
are complex mainly for three reasons: First, because of the dynamics linked to geopolitics in
its classical understanding of the geographic influences on power relations in international
relations (and its dimension of decolonialization). Second, because of the perceived risks of
unforeseeable  consequences  for  the  unity  of  a  political  system.  Third,  because  of
geoeconomics and its dimension of resource conflict  (Collier, 2004; Collier  and Hoeffler,
2005). 



Geoeconomics is a relatively new term compared to geopolitics and it stands for resource
conflicts as the outcomes of geoeconomic power games that are no longer grounded on the
traditional concept of geopolitics that goes back to imperial  concerns only, with the links
between geography, state territoriality and power politics (Wigell et al., 2020). 

In recent times, resource conflicts as outcomes of geoeconomic power relations and “proxy
resource wars” (without the direct involvement of great powers) are coming ever more to the
forefront as the major cause for conflicts (Kurecic, 2015, p. 539), and they impact methods,
forms and functions of third-party interventions  (to different degrees from conciliation to
consultation, from pure mediation to power meditation, and from arbitration to peacekeeping;
Fisher, 2011, pp. 165-166) .  On the one side, they raise the level of proneness to mutual
conflicts and the incidence of conflicts because of the desire that the states or sub-states have
to  boost  the  development  of  their  (sub-)economies  [through  the  use  of  (non-renewable)
natural  resources].  They do so regardless of or by deliberatively reinforcing the ethnicity
playing card. On the other side, economic power can no longer be seen through the prism of
states  only.  A  state-centric  representation  of  the  global  space  would  fall  victim  to  the
“territorial  trap”  and deny  the  evidence:  Geopolitics  and  geoeconomics  are  informed  by
domestic and foreign affairs and are not separate realms, and boundaries of a state are also far
from defining the boundaries  of the society  so that  the latter  is  contained by the former
(Agnew  1998,  pp.  21-22).  Resource  conflicts  differently  affect  mobile  (and  movable)
societies in developed or developing and democratizing countries, informed by third-party
intervention.

From  the  angle  of  federalism  as  a  tool  for  conflict  resolution,  resource  conflicts  are
understudied,  empirically  and conceptually.  Taking into account  the  impact  geoeconomic
relations have on conflict resolution, we necessarily need to advance future research strands
to resource conflicts  and third-party intervention.  Only by doing so, we can provide new
perspectives for sound empirical research about the interrelationship of federalism, conflict
resolution  and power sharing at  state  and sub-state  level,  and ultimately  advance theory-
building  in  line  with  and  informed  by  the  multidisciplinary  and  triangular
(re-)conceptualization of federalism and consociationalism and their comparative study, as
suggested by Joseph Marko. 

Although  with  different  nuances,  the  theme  of  third-party  intervention,  geopolitics  and
geoeconomics runs through all case studies present in this special issue. For example, Johann
Wolfschwenger  and  Kirsten  Saxinger  in  their  analysis  on  the  political  contexts  and  the
configurations of interests in which decentralization and autonomy is discussed in Moldova,
highlight  how  the  conception  and  construction  of  identities  around  ‘Moldovanism’  and
‘Romanianism’  is  not  only  linked  to  language  and  histography  but  also  to  geopolitical
preferences.  They  go  on  by  explaining  how  third-party  intervention  differently  affected
Transnistria and Gagauzia in the transition period. While Russia at first played an active role
in turning the Transnistrian conflict  into a full-scaled armed conflict  in 1992 and then in
establishing and managing the demilitarized zone between the conflict parties, it did not do so
in the case of Gagauzia. Also, Turkey, Gagauzia’s ‘kin-state’, remained neutral and this led to
the positive perception of the legitimacy of autonomy claims by the central authorities, so the
authors.  In  line  with  other  scholars  (Walsh  and Doyle,  2018),  they  attribute  the  lack  of
success in the case of Transnistria also to the ambiguous role of external actors. Eva Maria
Belser succinctly explains how foreign parties largely imposed Iraq’s new constitution under
tremendous  time pressure.  Thus,  the  Iraqi  transitional  process  did  not  allow the  existing



social  forces  to  get  involved  in  genuine  negotiations  and  to  clear  out  each  other’s  real
interests. In addition, neither internal nor external actors seriously considered interfering with
the de facto self-government that had evolved in the region of Kurdistan since 1991, and the
Kurds  themselves,  in  absence  of  support  as  to  their  independence  cause,  showed limited
interest in entering a dialogue regarding the overall power and resource sharing arrangement
of  a  federal  Iraq.  In  line  with  our  arguments  as  to  third-party  interventions  and  power
relations, she also highlights the fact that peace-making and conflict resolution is no longer
the exclusive domain of international relations and international law, but it is based on intra-
national  relations  and domestic  law,  too.  Consequently,  peace-making has evolved into a
hybrid process, oscillating between peace negotiations and constitution-making (entrapped in
geoeconomic power relations and in the presence of foreign parties). The same holds true for
the case study on Ukraine, for which Francesco Palermo concludes that any de-ideologized,
constructive  approach  to  the  territorial  issue  seems  simply  impossible  in  the  foreseeable
future.  This,  in  his  view,  is  exemplified  by  the  swinging  attitude  of  the  international
community. At first, especially the Council of Europe and the OSCE, and later the EU, have
been  heavily  involved  in  constitutional  reform  attempts,  and  with  regard  to  Ukraine’s
territorial  set-up.  After  brokering  the  autonomy agreement  over  Crimea,  no  international
body  has  really  tabled  the  issue  of  a  territorial  restructuring  of  the  country.  Prudence,
however,  cannot  be the excuse used by either  international,  or domestic  stakeholders  for
avoiding difficult but essential questions, in Ukraine and elsewhere. 

Complex situations do require complex solutions. Such solutions, at last, must be negotiated
and owned by the affected actors themselves. Time, trust, and capacity are crucial elements in
solving conflicts, and federalism and other forms of territorial autonomy possible tools that
can  institutionalize  conflicts  and  balance  conflictual  interests  in  a  peaceful  manner.  The
papers in this special issue highlight some of the challenges related to using federalism and
decentralization as tools of conflict resolution. They, nevertheless, also indicate the potential
that  territorial  autonomy  has  in  accommodating  diversity  and  bringing  former  enemies
together  so that  the foundations for peaceful  relations can be developed.  While the cases
discussed in this special issue all demonstrate some of the pitfalls and issues that arise in the
use of federalism and decentralization as tools of conflict resolution, they also underline the
need for  these  solutions.  While  federalism was never  properly  implemented  in  Iraq,  any
peaceful democratic system in Iraq will need to provide substantial autonomy for the Kurdish
population. Likewise, it is hard to imagine any potential reintegration of Eastern Ukraine or
Transnistria  without  substantial  autonomy along federal  lines.  In  this  regard,  we hope to
contribute  to  our  empirical  and theoretical  understanding of the potential,  challenges  and
unexpected issues related to the use of federalism as a tool of conflict resolution. 
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