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Preface to the Paperback Edition

This timely book addresses some of the most pressing concerns in
contemporary international relations such as the challenges of international interventions to protect civilians against atrocities by warring
parties, the creation of stable states characterized by good governance
and sustainable peace, and how to manage spoilers trying to derail
such developments. The author provides compelling and controversial answers to these challenges by interrogating the legitimacy of
the international community’s claims about its ‘responsibility to protect’ and the unintended consequences of international statebuilding
and peacebuilding missions. It explores the tensions between external statebuilding processes and local ownership and expectations
of sovereignty. Empirically the book draws on ﬁeldwork in Africa
where these concerns clearly are at the forefront in statebuilding and
peacebuilding processes. In the three cases, Liberia, Burundi and Congo
interventions were justiﬁed on reasons linked to stabilization such as
peace and order, and to humanitarian concerns. Yet, the analysis in
this book demonstrates that the interventions despite perhaps good
intentions were precarious and had unintended and counterproductive
effects on stability and sovereignty.
Most contemporary interventions such as peacekeeping operations,
peacebuilding missions and sanctions are made with the stated aim to
restore order in a precarious state where peace and security is absent.
Hence, it is from this perspective the analysis of the puzzle of international intervention proceeds: how to stabilize a country through external intervention without destabilizing the sovereignty of the targeted
state. The pressing theme of the book is to explore how sovereignty is
interpreted by a systematic comparison of international and regional
interventions aimed at restoring stability in three African states, Liberia,
Burundi and Congo. More speciﬁcally, it critically examines the justiﬁcations for the interventions provided by the external, intervening actors,
the (re)interpretations of sovereignty that follows from these justiﬁcations, and the consequences for the conceptual development as well as
the practice of sovereignty.
Written from a social constructivist perspective this insightful book
contributes to theorizing the ﬁeld of international peacekeeping, a
vii
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ﬁeld often mistakenly criticised for being atheoretical. Nina Wilén
ambitiously sets out to explore the complex relationship between
three key contested and interlinked concepts in International Relations: Sovereignty, Stability and Intervention. Two related, and deeply
complex aspects of sovereignty are challenged: the sovereign state and
the state of sovereignty as the author tackles the question of how
sovereignty can be de-stabilized and what this actually means both theoretically and in practice. Mainly concerned with the changing aspects
of sovereignty, the legal aspects of sovereignty seen as representing continuity is put aside while the political aspects of sovereignty allowing
for change is put in focus. In so doing the analysis captures change
in the concept as well as in the practice of sovereignty and it explores
how change comes about and the driving forces behind such change.
The notion of stability is explored in terms of sovereignty and the book
demonstrates various destabilizing inﬂuences on sovereignty both from
internal and external sources and yet, the author attempts to disentangle and distinguish the various destabilizing inﬂuences on sovereignty
to be able to distil the impact of external actors. The distinction between
internal and external becomes blurred as external actors destabilize both
the external and the internal dimensions of sovereignty. The concept
of intervention is elaborated on in relation to sovereignty and stability and is interpreted widely as external efforts to inﬂuence politics of a
sovereign state, but not to govern the state in question, nor to take over
part of their territory.
A major strength of the book is the in-depth, theory-based empirical analysis. An important reason for this success is the well-developed,
coherent theoretical framework. The study moves from the higher levels of abstraction down the ladder of abstraction to lower levels. At the
highest level of abstraction sovereignty is viewed as an international
norm and/or theoretical concept. Then, the study shifts to the lower levels of abstraction where sovereignty is regarded as practice challenged
by intervention. Here sovereignty is operationalized in terms of local
ownership and capacity building to provide answers to questions about
how peacekeepers interpret the notions of sovereignty in the ﬁeld. Such
research assists in deepening the understanding of how international
actors undermine local agency i.e. capacity to uphold sovereignty, create aid dependencies, and result in brain drain while reducing the local
actors to the role of spectators. No doubt, this relates to the fact that
capacity building and local ownership are not implemented in practice
but as the author points out, function as “rhetorical legitimiser”. This
insightful discussion adds to the many strengths of the book.

Preface to the Paperback Edition ix

Justifying Intervention in Africa: (De)Stabilizing sovereignty in Liberia,
Burundi and the Congo is a well-argued, logically structured and theoretically stringent contribution to the debate about challenges and
changes of a key concept such as sovereignty in IR-theory. I consider the
book to be a true value added to the growing literature concerned with
peacebuilding, statebuilding, as well as to the research on humanitarian interventions and the responsibility to protect. The analysis brings
new and important theoretical insights as well as breaks new empirical
ground. In conclusion, this is a well-written and thoroughly researched
monograph. Due to its original approach it manages to contribute
and add value to the broad debate about challenges and changes to
sovereignty and to theorize peacekeeping, peacebuilding and sanctions
as well as statebuilding.
Professor Annika Björkdahl, Lund University , Sweden
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