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Dimensions of state disruption and
international responses

AMIN SAIKAL

ABSTRACT  In the post-Cold War period there has been a dramatic increase in
the number of states which can be classified as disrupted, thus creating a major
source of political, social and military turbulence and instability in world
politics. The causes have been varied, ranging from the fragmentation of the
national elite and breakdown of social order, ethnic antagonisms, ideological
struggle, confessional or sectarian strife to legitimacy crises and separatism.
This has focused attention once again on the future of the international system.
This paper considers the nature of disrupted states, the external and internal
sources of the disruption, and the options that are available to the international
community, in particular whether there is an appropriate role for the United
Nations.

One of the most striking features of the post-cold war world is the dramatic
increase in the number of states which in a variety of ways can be classified as
disrupted. This has constituted a major source of political, social and military
turbulence and therefore of potential or actual instability in world politics. While
the causes of disruption have been numerous, stemming from both internal and
external factors, the emergence of such states has quite properly rekindled debate
on the future of the international system as one made up of an explosive mix of
‘cohesive’ and ‘disrupted’ states.

This paper has three objectives. The first is to look at variations in the form
of the state, and forms of state—society interaction, and to outline what consti-
tutes a disrupted as opposed to a cohesive state. The second is to examine the
internal and external sources of disruption. The third is to touch on some
responses which are available to the international community, especially in terms
of conceiving an appropriate role for the United Nations. To illuminate its
discussion the paper will draw on the examples of a number of states, but with
a focus primarily on Afghanistan, Iraq, Lebanon and Pakistan.

Forms of state

At the start of the 21st century, debate about the role of states as political and
territorial actors, and about their viability as building blocks of a stable post-cold
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war international system, has gained potency. We are often warned of the
increasing inability of states to cope with growth in social and economic
disparities, scarcity and maldistribution of resources, and ethnonationalist de-
mands and conflicts at both subnational and national levels (as examples of
factors pressuring states from ‘below’); and with the internationalisation of
forces of the market, finance, mass communications, technological innovation,
cross-border migration and environmental challenges (as examples of variables
challenging states from ‘above’). Some scholars have strongly argued that these
have not only eroded state sovereignty, with some states fragmenting and losing
their sovereignty so that in general the ‘end of state sovereignty’ may be in
sight,’ but have also rendered the statist international system obsolete and
ineffective.

By contrast, others have suggested that, while anti-statist forces and disrupted
states in the international system have increased in number and, in some cases,
reached the point of being ‘out of control’,” so that disrupted states have become
a main source of instability, this is more a manifestation of adjustments
necessary in the transition from Cold War to post-cold war politics than anything
else. They maintain that there is a variety of disrupted states, with some of them
even having various ‘hidden strengths’. As such, they contend that statism is still
the dominant, functional factor in world politics and that this may remain so for
the foreseeable future. Some argue that most of the statist power elites have
skilfully managed the forces of globalisation and manipulated them in pursuit of
their statist goals.’

Whatever the merit of these perspectives, it is clear that today the international
system comprises states which range from the extremely cohesive to the highly
disrupted. There has been in the 1990s a steep rise in the number of disrupted
states, in both the political-administrative and territorial meaning of the words,
with varying functional capacities. But, before proceeding any further, it is
important to state what is generally meant in this paper by a ‘cohesive’ and a
‘disrupted’ state.

Perhaps the most important form of cohesive state is the democratic ‘West-
phalian’ state, which is, as Georg Serensen puts it, a consolidated nation-state
with its own structural dynamic and relative autonomy. The relative strength of
such a state can be measured by the degree to which it is characterised by the
rule of law, tolerant pluralism and a vigorous civil society, as well as by the
extent to which the state has the capacity to deliver services and to cope
effectively with pressure from above and below. It is generally argued that the
strength of this type of state is a normative reflection of the strength of society.
Another form of cohesive state, but of somewhat diminishing significance given
the transitions to democracy which have marked the past two decades,” is the
territorial unit ruled by a stable autocracy, either totalitarian or sultanistic in
form, marked by an ideologically unified elite and the exercise of non-legitimate
forms of domination.

On the other hand, a disrupted state is what Serensen refers to as ‘the
post-colonial state’, that is, the unconsolidated state in the periphery, often in an
ongoing state of entropy.’ The degree of disruption within such a territorial unit
can be further measured by an assessment of such variables as personalisation
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of politics, national divisions, arbitrary imposition of ideologically driven values
and practices, as well as the degree to which the state is incapable of reflecting
the complexity of society and managing pressure from above and below. It is
also such a state which is often vulnerable to being physically ruptured, ending
up in a situation of open civil conflict, foreign intervention or even occupation,
and collapse of political, administrative and organisational arrangements, with its
sovereignty either strained, eroded or divided. Disrupted states need not be
suffering from complete state ‘failure’ or ‘collapse’; rather, they are marked by
varying degrees of incapacity, some of which can leave the remnants of the state
as a significant player with which international actors may need to engage. It
follows that disrupted states can come in different forms, of which five have
proved to be fairly common.

The first comprises those states which have erupted into open conflict but have
remained accepted as independent units within the international system, such as
Afghanistan since 1978, Lebanon during its recent civil war (1974-1989) and
Somalia after the overthrow of the regime of Mohammad Siad Barre. In each
case, the standard criteria for the existence of a territorial state had been satisfied
at some point in the past,’ leading to widespread recognition of its distinctive-
ness. It is these states which are most likely to be labelled ‘failed’ or ‘collapsed’
states.’

The second comprises those which are contested by their neighbours in such
a way as to thwart their attempts to secure a high-level of consolidation. Such
disrupted states are often part of the detritus of the breakup of larger autocracies,
and the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, admitted to the United Nations on
22 May 1992 but subjected to an ongoing and orchestrated challenge from its
Serbian neighbour, is a painful contemporary example.

The third comprises ‘embryonic’ states, in the form of territories occupied in
circumstances of contested legality in which occupying forces are under chal-
lenge from local populations: powerful examples can be found in pre-indepen-
dence Namibia, the Baltic States, East Timor, and to some extent Kashmir. Here
the combination of compromised international legitimacy and contested local
control is the key constituent of disruption.

The fourth comprises states which are being punished for either violating
international law or international norms of behaviour and challenging the
interests of a major power, as in the cases of Iraq in the wake of its 1990
invasion of Kuwait, or of Yugoslavia over its human rights violations in Kosovo
and defiance of the United States and the European Union. Their disruption is
reflected in a loss of control of territory or airspace to agents of the international
community.

The fifth comprises states which are not in a situation of open disintegration
but are gripped by strong undercurrents of instability and are held together
mainly by the military as the most potent uniting force in the country. A prime
example of such states is Pakistan, where political and social divisions, lack of
a clear sense of national identity, economic decay, decline in law and order,
escalation of violent sectarian and ethnic confrontation, and endemic corruption
have seriously undermined the state’s structures and governing apparatus. Had it
not been for the country’s military and security forces as its most important
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centralising factors, some would argue that Pakistan would have faced disinte-
gration sooner rather than later. It is also in this context that Pakistan’s
acquisition of a nuclear capability makes the country a peculiarly dangerous
state.

Forms of disruption

Of course, the forms of disruption in these territorial units are many and varied,
and can be either internal or external or both. The internal causes can be of
various types.

First, they can stem from fragmentation of the national elite and breakdown
of social order. No country better illustrates this than Somalia, where, following
the overthrow of the regime of Mohammed Siad Barre in a popular uprising in
the late 1980s, the national elite disintegrated, and revolutionary forces lost their
unity of purpose and turned their guns on one another along the lines of
personality, clan and tribal differences. As the fragile state structures collapsed,
no single dominant group could emerge to fill the power vacuum and generate
a necessary degree of national cohesion and national order. The overall effect
was that Somalia’s sovereignty was divided, plunging the country into a
long-term state of group conflict—a conflict which continues to this day, and
which has defied a series of international efforts to bring it to an end.®

Second, disruption can be driven by ethnic antagonisms, which in the absence
of a robust state and corrective processes lead to open social conflict.” The
intensity of conflict may be deeper in the states which are generally characterised
as ‘dual-ethnic’ rather than ‘multi-ethnic’ states. A clear example of this is
Rwanda, where in 1994 the conflict between ethnic Tutsis and Hutus resulted in
one of the worst cases of genocide in history." Although the level of violence
has been contained, the factors underlying the conflict remain unresolved.

Third, disruption can be a product of ideological struggle, as in the case of
Cambodia and Afghanistan. Whereas Cambodia from the late 1970s to the
mid-1990s was dominated by a struggle between Marxists of various stripes, as
well as more pro-Western forces, Afghanistan was disrupted by contestation
between Soviet-backed communists and Islamists in the 1980s."" The result in
both cases was the incapacity of the state to function as a consolidated whole,
to exercise sovereignty over its internationally recognised territory, or to claim
the degree of distributive power which could generate a high level of national
cohesion.

Fourth, disruption can have confessional or sectarian roots, as in the case of
Lebanon during its civil war, or Afghanistan since the rise to power of the
ultra-orthodox Taliban militia from 1994. The Lebanese civil war had a strong
confessional and sectarian dimension underlined by a conflict between not only
the Muslim and Christian segments of its population but also within each of
these segments along more specific sectarian lines. Although with regard to
Afghanistan this dimension has been limited to the conflict between the domi-
nant Sunni Taliban and the Shi’ite minority, it has nonetheless deepened the
problems of Afghanistan as a disrupted state, most notably when the Taliban
massacred 2000 Hazara Shia in August 1998.'% In this respect, another illus-
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tration is the civil war-ridden Sudan, where the northern Muslim majority has
been locked in a protracted violent conflict with the southern Christian and
animist minorities, at the cost of rupturing the Sudanese state for years.

Fifth, disruption can arise from the collapse of the revenue base of the state,
and this may be through loss of foreign aid or domestic sources of income. For
example, had it not been for a sharp decline in foreign aid, in the mid-1960s,
especially from the US, Afghanistan might have not fallen prey to serious
economic difficulties and consequent political disruption in the 1970s. This
development was critical in making the country vulnerable to political-social
unrest and a Soviet-backed communist takeover, disrupting the country to its
foundations.'® Similarly, the Iraqi state’s distributive powers and social-econ-
omic programmes might not have been curtailed and it might not have lost
control over the country’s northern and southern parts, if it were not for its loss
of oil revenue in the wake of the UN embargo following Iraq’s invasion of
Kuwait. Although the imposition of the UN embargo has paradoxically enabled
the Iraqi regime to regain some of its political and social control through the
distribution of rations, it still does not compensate for the degree of disruption
that its loss of full oil revenue has generated.

Sixth, internal disruption can stem from a specific legitimacy crisis, especially
through the loss either of traditional mechanisms of legitimation and the ability
to institute a viable alternative, or of a charismatic leader. This has particularly
been true in the case of Afghanistan, where, following the communist coup of
1978, the traditional process of elite settlement and elite legitimation, backed by
a Grand Council (Loya Jirgah) representing different social strata, irrevocably
broke down, leaving the communists and their successors without any process of
legitimation with which a majority of the Afghan population could identify. In
respect of the loss of a charismatic leader, the case of Yugoslavia is most
notable. The death of President Josip Broz Tito generated a legitimacy crisis
which his successors could not arrest or rectify—a crisis which played a pivotal
role in the subsequent disintegration of Yugoslavia and rupture of its core, ie
Serbia. The same, to some extent, was true of Ethiopia, where the overthrow in
1974 of the long-standing Emperor Haile Selassie plunged the country into a
state of political, economic and ideological disarray for nearly two decades.

Seventh, disruption can also arise from separatism on regional, ethnic and
religious grounds. This is illustrated not only by the case of Sudan, but also the
embryonic states of Kosovo and Jammu and Kashmir. Separatism on regional
and ethnic grounds also explains the Kurdish struggle for a state of their own,
which in relation to Iraq has helped further to weaken the Iraqi state, and in
regard to Turkey has resulted in protracted violent unrest in the country’s
Kurdish-dominated southeast.

Internal sources of disruption are often paralleled, or even driven, by external
sources, which are themselves many and varied. They include direct foreign
intervention, as in the case of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the
Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia; ‘creeping invasion’, as in the case of
Pakistan’s attempt to gain control over Afghanistan through the Taliban militia;"*
funding of se})aratism, as in the case of assistance by Iran under the Shah to the
Iraqi Kurds,” and recently Syria’s help to the Kurdish PKK to enable Kurdish
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secessionism in southeastern Turkey; and unintended destabilisation from events
occurring elsewhere, as may arise through refugee flows, or increased apprehen-
sion on the part of minorities as they witness discrimination of co-ethnics
elsewhere.'® The influx of large numbers of Afghan refugees into Pakistan
following the Soviet invasion and the degree of long-term dislocation and
resentment that this generated in the country, especially in its Northwest Frontier
Province, is a case in point.

In almost all cases the depth and breadth of disruption, and the intensity of
conflict, prove severe when internal causes are accompanied by external ones. In
such situations, disruption can be more enduring and resistant to a viable
resolution than is the case otherwise. Afghanistan, once again, provides one of
the most potent examples in this respect. Although the causes of disruption were
initially rooted in the domestic situation of the country, where the disintegration
of the national elite, crisis of legitimacy, mosaic nature of the society and the
decline in foreign aid interacted to undermine national stability, it was ultimately
the Soviet intervention and the processes of counter-intervention by the inter-
national opponents of the USSR which fundamentally destructured
Afghanistan. ' This altered the internal dynamics of the country so much that
more than a decade after the Soviet withdrawal, Afghanistan remains wide open
to frequent realignment between internal and external forces determined to
maintain the status of the country as a disrupted state for a long time to come.
As the Soviet invasion compromised domestic power structures, Pakistan as the
key regional player countering the invasion relied on the changed domestic
structures to enforce its own ‘creeping intervention’ following the collapse of
Soviet-backed communism in early 1992. As a result, Afghanistan has been
caught in a spiral where disrupted domestic structures and foreign intervention
keep feeding on one another. Furthermore, criminal networks engaged in
narcotics trade have a strong interest in preventing the reconsolidation of
effective political structures, as do terrorists for whom Afghanistan has become
a base.'®

In addition, again in almost all cases, disrupted states end up with either an
authoritarian or concealed authoritarian rule, or alternatively as divided and
conflict-ridden states, where not only are armed groups pitched against one
another for internal reasons of their own, but these groups are helped by outside
actors in pursuit of conflicting wider interests. In the latter case, disrupted states
become battlefields for proxy wars, with some of these states functioning either
partially or fully at the behest of one or more of their neighbours. Afghanistan,
Lebanon and Congo, for example, fit the bill well. Afghanistan is not only
divided between various fighting armed theocratic—ethnic forces, but is also a
country where its neighbours are fuelling the conflict, with Pakistan being the
main protagonist and the dominant influence. Similarly, Lebanon, while possess-
ing a concealed authoritarian rule, maintains its stability at the behest of
neighbouring Syria, with Israel occupying its southern part in competition with
Syria."” In a similar vein, the Democratic Republic of Congo, where the Kabila
regime has turned out to be almost as authoritarian as its brutal predecessor, is
as much a victim of internal divisions and conflict as it is a subject of outside
interference, with the country’s neighbours intervening on behalf of either the
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Congolese government or the opposition forces. Given the major UN involve-
ment in the Congo from 1960-63,% it is bitterly ironical that it again faces
disruption of the kind that in other circumstances might prompt demands for
humanitarian intervention. The capacity for history to repeat itself never ceases
to amaze.

Responding to state disruption

Whatever the forms and causes, disrupted states pose serious humanitarian and
non-humanitarian problems in the areas of civil-military relations, both within
the state and in the international system. In domestic terms, disruption can blur
the distinction between civilian and military spheres of operations and responsi-
bilities, or generate conditions that enable armed organisations, whether armed
militias or state military machines, to dominate the civilian sphere. The end
result is rule by one or many armed groups along the lines of de facto territorial
divisions, or by the military as the only organised force capable of holding the
state together. Such rule is enforced at the cost of, in the first case, state
sovereignty being divided and the civilian sector pulverised and suppressed, or,
in the second case, state sovereignty being maintained in a technical sense, but
with civil society subjugated to the needs of the military. In either case,
international governmental and non-governmental organisations are confronted
with serious difficulties and dilemmas in dealing with such states. Any action to
help such states would have to be weighed against contradictory consequences
and fear of what might come next once the mission were accomplished. For
example, an international military intervention in Somalia or for that matter
Kosovo, carries with it the difficult dilemma of when the military interventionist
role will wind back so that competent and acceptable civilian authority can carry
the process of state reconstruction forward.

This can involve very difficult and delicate choices. For example, any attempt
to assist a state like Pakistan with positive incentives to retrench the role of the
military in politics, heal its national divisions, lift its standard of living and
improve its human rights record carries the risk not only of inadvertently helping
the military to strengthen further their own position, but also of prompting the
nuclear-capable military to opt for more foreign policy adventures, either in
relation to Afghanistan or Kashmir, to deflect outside pressure. In the same vein,
the difficulties facing NGOs are no less potent. In the absence of a nationally
acceptable authority, their humanitarian operations in a disrupted state can
inadvertently help the very organisations and groups in such a state which are
responsible for the perpetuation of the disruption.”’ There have been numerous
cases of NGOs being accused of inadvertently producing such consequences in
Afghanistan, where their operations have been skilfully manipulated by the
Taliban and their Pakistani backers to enforce their rule rather than enable the
Afghan people to determine their own future. International actions in and in
relation to disrupted states are also subject to serious problems of geostrategic,
political and resource competition and of coordination between the governmental
organisations and NGOs and the forces with which they deal in disrupted states.
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This has been evident as much in Iraq, Somalia and Afghanistan as in Kosovo
since the military victory of NATO.

This brings us to perhaps the most difficult questions of all: is the present
international system capable of coping effectively with the problems arising
from the increasing number of disrupted states; and what forms should the
actions of governmental and non-governmental organisations take in helping
such states to contain and reverse the negative consequences of disruption? This
has engendered a range of prescriptive responses, reflecting differing methodo-
logical and ideological perspectives. These responses have been advanced as
ways to understand and explain the changes in the role of states and address their
consequences. In general, the formulations are premised on an understanding
that there is now a definite need either to reorientate or, if possible, drastically
to restructure the ‘statist’ international system in order to promote a more viable
one in its place; or to retain the statist system but contain the current changes
and their consequences in such a way as to make the statist systems work more
effectively. The most salient of these formulations can be divided into three
clusters.

The first, whose origins can be traced to Kantian views, postulates that the
current international system of states and its associated agencies—most impor-
tantly the United Nations—has increasingly proved to be inadequate in dealing
with inequities in world politics in general, and problems of disrupted states in
particular, and emphasises the need for a gositive reassessment of the ideas of
‘global society’ and ‘global federalism’.* These ideas initially gained some
scholarly credibility in the 1960s and 1970s to underscore the need for a new and
more humane international system. However, they lost much of their gloss in the
context of an upsurge in the competitive geopolitics of the later cold war era,
when wider scholarly emphasis was placed on the Hobbesian view of inter-
national relations that characterised the international realm as one of power
politics among sovereign states.”

A new variant of those earlier ideas has lately emerged. While emphasising
that the ‘world is moving rapidly toward a more integrated economic, cultural
and political reality’ or ‘set of circumstances’ identified as ‘geo-governance’,
this variant seeks the creation of conditions to give rise to what it describes as
‘humane governance’. By this it means ‘a set of social, political, economic, and
cultural arrangements that is committed to rapid [growth of] transnational
democracy ... ‘the extension of the primary democratic practices [and] global
civil society.?* It recognises the limitations and difficulties in achieving this goal,
but argues, in the words of Richard Falk: ‘To the extent that global civil society
becomes a reality in the imagination and lives of its adherents, the reality of
territorial states will often recede in significance even though it may never
entirely disappear. In some settings, states under inspired leadership might
engender strong loyalties precisely because the outlook is compassionate and
globalised.” Furthermore, it emphasises the fact that ‘humane governance’ can
be achieved without a world government, and proffers it as the most likely
course of development. It considers this as the best way to create a new, viable
international order, in which states may not disappear altogether but alter to the
point that they will be able to cope with challenges facing them and live in more
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peaceful zones of common interests and security. Further, it advocates the
strengthening of a reformed United Nations as a truly global body, with the
necessary degree of independent authority and operational capacity to deal with
world problems, including those of the disrupted states, free of world powers’
geostrategic rivalry.

The second cluster of formulations reflects a belief that, parallel to the absence
of a better alternative to statism, the conditions are growing for civilisational
clashes in world politics.”® It contends that it is imperative to manage forces
which have emerged to undermine the statist system in such a way as to
accelerate democratisation across the globe, on the one hand, and provide for
modifying world political and security systems in ways which would be based
on a regionalisation of world order”” within the framework of a regime of checks
and balances, derived from theories of balance of power, concert of powers,
deterrence and containment, on the other.® These formulations uphold the
position of the US as the only post-Soviet superpower capable of playing a
central role in the creation of such a system in order to ensure its pivotal global
status and prevent the rise of any other comparable power. They imply that in
this way the US will not only pre-empt any serious challenge to its own interests,
but will also prevent any further destabilisation in world politics, without
overstretching itself or incurring too many costs. They envisage that the UN will
remain, more or less, in its present state of existence, ie playing a peripheral role
vis-a-vis the interests of major powers in world affairs, but perhaps picking up
the pieces in postwar disrupted contexts such as that which we are presently
witnessing in Kosovo.

The third cluster of formulations arises from a conviction that, for better or
worse, statism is most likely to be dominant in the next century and that, on the
whole, the assertion that there is ‘post-cold war chaos’ in world politics is more
of a myth than reality. It suggests that the efforts of world powers, most
importantly the USA, should be not to create a new world order, but essentially
to reclaim what was created during the Cold War and what emerged in the wake
of the breakup of the Soviet Union.”” Some scholars proffer constructive
engagement, diplomacy and regional confidence-building as the means to en-
hancing security within and between states, and for dealing with challenges
facing states and the international system from subnational sources and the
forces of globalisation.® This cluster essentially seeks the strengthening of the
UN and its associated agencies only in this context.

Whereas the proponents of the first formulation wish to see a wider mana-
gerial role for the United Nations in the direction of global governance, the
second one emphasises the need for the United Nations to assume a counselling
role. The third tends to favour a role for the UN somewhere between manage-
ment and counselling as the most practical way to enable the organisation to
survive challenges confronting it, and yet at the same time achieve a position
whereby it would be able to have substantial input in shaping a more peaceful
and stable world.”! Time will tell which of these visions is most likely to be
realised.

Whatever other proposals may eventuate, it is clear that disrupted states and
the challenges with which they confront the international community are

47



AMIN SAIKAL

unlikely to go away or diminish. If anything, the contrary may prove to be the
case in the new century. The time has certainly come for urgent, bold actions to
address the issue. A failure to do so may lead to the world becoming a more
painful and disturbing one in which to live than was even the case during the
dark century to which we have bid farewell. It is all too clear that there is a need
for a concerted, collective approach to the problems of disrupted states. Any-
thing short of such a response, supported by all or most of the major powers
under the auspicies of the United Nations, is unlikely to have the reach and
capacity to manage the problem effectively.
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