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Current developments in Somalia, the former Yugoslavia and the former 
Soviet Union draw attention to an important feature of our contemporary 
international system: the existence and functioning of states in the 
international arena which are undergoing processes of internal 
disintegration.1 Although state dysfunctionality is not new, it is poorly 
understood. There are very few studies, particularly in the international 
relations field, 2 which provide a systematic analysis of how the processes 
of internal breakdown affect a state’s external behavior.3 This lack of 
                                                 
1 In an important article written a decade ago, Robert Jackson pointed out the anomaly 
that the constitutive norm of sovereignty in the international system allowed states with 
virtually no capacity to effectively govern to exist and function (1987). 
2 The phenomenon of state collapse has been studied in the comparative politics field. 
Particularly useful books treatments can be found in Zartman (1995) and Yoffee and 
Cowgill (1988). 
3 There has been a significant amount of valuable work in the field of international 
relations exploring how domestic political structures affect international politics and vice 
versa. See for example Goldstein (1996); Fearon (1994); Simmons (1993); Evans, Jacobsen 
and Putnam (1993); Rosencrance and Stein (1993), Skidmore and Hudson (1993) 
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interest is perhaps best explained by Robert Jackson who ten years ago 
pointed out that disintegration tended to be symptomatic of what are 
considered to be the small to medium state powers in the African sub-
continent or Latin America. These states, he explained, did not pose a 
direct security threat to the major powers4 and as a consequence, he 
argued, it was not surprising that the subject received little attention. 
However, with the end of the cold war, as state dysfunctionality spreads 
to the European and Asian continents and begins to affect key players in 
the international system, it becomes increasingly obvious that we need to 
have a better understanding of how this phenomenon is likely to affect the 
future of interstate relations. 

In the following paper I begin to explore some of the issues 
surrounding dysfunctional states and ask what are the implications of this 
phenomenon for a state’s international behavior. Specifically, I focus on 
the “high politics” of national security and ask two questions. First, what 
implications does internal breakdown have on a state’s ability to be a 
rational national-security maximizer? Second, how does weakening state 
capacity affect the operation of international regimes, 5 specifically the 
nuclear non-proliferation regime? I explore these questions in the context 
of the Russian case and focus on one aspect of this state’s dysfunctionality: 
breakdown of its coercive institutions. 6 

This paper is divided into five parts. In the first part I discuss concepts 
of the state, and describe the dysfunctional state. Secondly, I apply the 
concept of dysfunctionality to a discussion of the Russian state. In the 
third part I discuss Russian armed force involvement in the illegal sale of 
conventional weapons and try to analyze Russian state behavior using the 
dominant theoretical paradigms in the international relations literature: 
realism/neorealism and liberalism/neoliberalism. Fourth, I discuss 
Russian armed force involvement in the illegal sale of nuclear fissile 
materials. Using theoretical insights provided by various approaches in 
                                                                                                                                     
Goldstein and Keohane (1993); Snyder (1991); Bueno de Mesquita, Brucke and David 
Lalman (1992); Risse-Kappen (1991); Katzenstein (1978); Krasner (1978). These studies 
have tended to analyze fairly stable domestic structures and thus while providing 
important insights do not directly address the issue of disintegration. An important 
exception to this generalization is a body of recent literature that focuses on how crisis 
provides an opportunity for previously weak domestic and transnational actors to 
introduce n ew ideas into the policy realm and thereby affect change in a state’s foreign 
policy. See Checkel (1997), Evangelista (1995), Mendelson (1993). 
4 He writes, “incapable and impoverished states can only very marginally contribute to or 
detract from the interests and security of the West or the Soviet Bloc”(542). 
5 I adopt the definition of regime used by Krasner (1983). Regimes are “implicit or explicit 
principles, norms, rules and decision-making procedures around which actors’ 
expectations converge in a given area of international relations,” (1983:1-21). 
6 I define the coercive structures of the state as the nexus of state institutions that are in 
charge of protecting the state’s internal and external physical security. These institutions 
range from armed force organizations to safeguard systems to a penal system which 
defines, prosecutes and punishes illegal activities. 
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the international relations literature, I try to form some conclusions about 
the likely consequences of this behavior for the non-proliferation regime. I 
conclude by addressing the question: what are the implications of state 
dysfunctionality for the future of international regimes? 

I. The State: Strong States, Weak States, and 
Dysfunctional States 
The definition of “the state” is not unproblematic. For the purposes of this 
study I am distinguishing between the “state” as an institution or set of 
institutions which administers and regulates the social, economic and 
political life of a territorially circumscribed population, and the narrower 
concept which often appears in the international relations literature and 
refers to a sovereign territorial unit given international legitimacy. The 
latter includes all domestic actors and structures.  

In referring to the first concept I use the term “state structure.” State 
structure is composed of a series of administrative, legal, extractive and 
coercive organizations (Stepan 1978: xii7). This definition is drawn from 
the work of Max Weber. In my view it is more useful than the other major 
approaches to the state found in the comparative politics literature: the 
Marxist,8 political-conflict,9 liberal, 10 and “state as government.”11 The first 
three are problematic because they conflate society and the state, while the 
latter in its focus on the officials in government fails to capture the 
institutional features that make the state more than just a collection of 
individuals. The Weberian definition, through its emphasis on structure, 
provides us with the most tractable concept for investigating distinctions 
between various social actors. State structures are an important 
component of the domestic structure of “a state,” but they are certainly 
not the only ones. I also distinguish state structures from state officials 
who manage or run them. State officials hold public offices and work in 
government bureaucracies, the courts, and the armed forces. The 
government is a subgroup of state officials who hold key executive and 
legislative posts. 

Most of the literature on the state focuses on the question of state 
capacity, which is defined as the ability of state authorities to undertake 
certain tasks. These include: “capacities to penetrate society, regulate 
social relationships, extract resources, and appropriate or use resources in 
determined ways.” (Migdal 1988: 4) Scholars use this notion of capacity to 
distinguish between weak states and strong states with the former having 

                                                 
7 For a nice discussion of approaches to the state see Skocpol (1979), Evans et al (1985), 
and Krasner (1978; 1984). 
8 For a summary of the Marxist view of the state see Tucker (1970) and Miliband (1973) 
9 See the work of Tilly (1975). 
10  See Truman (1971). 
11  See Nordlinger (1981). 



4 The Dysfunctional State and International Collaboration 

a low ability to perform these tasks and the latter very able to accomplish 
them. According to this classification, strong states are those that 
approximate the ideal type of a centralized, fully rationalized Weberian 
bureaucracy (e.g. Japan, Israel, China and the Soviet Union prior to the 
1980s). A frequently used example of a weak state is the United States.  

One problem with this literature is that it does not distinguish between 
sources of state weakness. A distinction needs to be made between 
reduced state capacity which is the result of legally recognized social 
actors playing a large role in decision-making and policy execution in 
various issue areas, as opposed to reduced state capacity which results 
from social actors ignoring state laws and decrees. In the case of the first, 
there is some order and predictability in the interactions between the state 
and society. The state as a unit continues to function effectively according 
to established rules of the game. This does not mean that the division of 
labor is not contested. After all, struggles between domestic actors trying 
to gain power in a particular issue lies at the center of domestic politics. 
But these conflicts are played out within the parameters of rules of 
conduct ultimately defined by state officials and codified and enforced by 
state structures. In the second case, these patterns are not found, and 
corruption and illegality lead to the paralysis of state structures. It is this 
latter scenario that is the distinguishing feature of a dysfunctional state.  

Thus a dysfunctional state12 is characterized by the growing 
ineffectiveness or paralysis of the administrative, legal, extractive and 
coercive institutions that form its essence. Some important features or 
syndromes found in dysfunctional states include: widespread corruption; 
the collapse of regular channels of communication and interaction 
between government and state officials, between state officials and 
society, and among state officials themselves; the fragmentation of society; 
and the loss of government control over the coercive institutions of the 
state. The latter is particularly important, as the armed forces are 
ultimately the glue holding the state together in the event that the 
government has lost all legitimacy. Jackson describes a disintegrating state 
as lacking “the characteristics of a common public realm: state offices 
possess uncertain authority, government organizations are ineffective and 
plagued by corruption, and the political community is highly segmented 
ethnically into several ‘publics’ rather than one.” He adds, “Corruption 
and incompetence infiltrate virtually every agency of government, not 
merely hampering but in most cases undermining state autonomy and 
capacity.” (1987:527) 

It is clear that no one archetype of a dysfunctional state exists. 
Dysfunctionality is a matter of degree. One end of the spectrum of 
dysfunctionality is easy to demarcate: extreme disintegration. It takes the 

                                                 
12 Other terms used by scholars to categorize such states include “quasi,” “nascent,” 
“pseudo,” or collapsed states (Jackson 1987; Zartman 1995). 
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form of civil war or revolution. The other end of the spectrum is much 
more difficult to identify. The problem lies in distinguishing between 
weak states (i.e. those whose capacity is heavily circumscribed) versus 
ineffectual states. It is easy to see how the distinction blurs when one tries 
to distinguish the point at which the spheres of a state’s purview become 
so limited that it becomes completely ineffectual, or alternatively, where 
illegal actions and actors become institutionalized and gain quasi-legal 
status. 13 Although perhaps not a completely satisfactory distinction, the 
key to the difference does seem to be tied to the issue of legality and 
commonly accepted and institutionalized spheres of authority.  

The concept of state dysfunctionality is made even more difficult by 
the fact that breakdown need not strike all state structures at the same 
time. In fact is very likely that a comparative study of dysfunctional states 
would reveal differential degrees of disintegration across state 
institutions. 14 The implications of these differential rates of disintegration 
across and within states, while a fascinating research question, goes far 
beyond the limited goals of this paper. Nevertheless, these considerations 
do suggest that as a first cut at the problem of dysfunctionality, it is 
helpful to focus on one issue area and choose one specific characteristic of 
breakdown. For this reason, I now turn to a discussion of one aspect of the 
dysfunctional state: the weakening of the coercive apparatus of the state as 
reflected in an inability to prevent the illegal sale of weapons and nuclear 
materials by the armed forces. 

II. Russia: A Dysfunctional State 
One of the casualties of the collapse of the Soviet Union has been the 
Russian state. The “transition from communism” brought with it the 
destruction of the Communist Party monopoly of the political and 
economic arena and the dismantling of all Soviet administrative 
structures. Some attempts have been made to construct new institutions; 
however, the process is proceeding slowly and is contested at virtually 
every stage. As a consequence it is difficult to find a single-issue area 
where rules of conduct, participating domestic actors and networks of 
communication have become regularized.  

Although there are many signs of dysfunctionality (the perpetual and 
dramatic changes in economic policy, volatility in the distribution of 
power among political factions, and the absence of a stable and effective 
governing system which could mediate political struggles) perhaps the 
most dangerous development has been the growing ineffectiveness of 
state coercive structures. The breakdown of the authoritarian Soviet 

                                                 
13 McFaul begins to address this issue in his analysis of the key role played by financial-
industrial groups in the Russian economy (1997). 
14 This observation has been made in the context of studies trying to measure state 
strength. 
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coercive structures and Russian failure to replace them has given rise to 
processes that both challenge Russian national security and impede the 
state’s ability to sustain a commitment to international collaborative 
arrangements that prevent the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction.  

Dysfunctionality in the coercive structures of the Russian state has 
been reflected in the appearance of two important trends. The first is the 
dramatic decline in security around weapons production sites, storage 
depots, and military and civilian nuclear reactors. Under communism, 
strategic installations were carefully guarded by various forces belonging 
to the armed services. 15 The high level of security combined with the 
careful monitoring of borders and the limited access of all but a privileged 
few to international contacts provided little opportunity for illegal arms 
trafficking. The intrusive secret police system virtually ensured that any 
attempts to engage in nonstate sanctioned activities would be discovered 
and punished. 

The backbone of this security system collapsed with the Soviet Union: 
borders were made permeable, the secret police underwent downsizing 
and the state ceased to be able to pay security guards and maintain costly 
security arrangements. As a consequence, security around strategic sights 
has declined and it has become easier to steal various valuable materials 
connected to weapons and weapons production. Ironically, recently 
negotiated arms control agreements (e.g. START I and START II) calling 
for the dismantling of weapons of mass destruction are adding to security 
problems by rapidly increasing the volume of stockpiled fissile materials 
which need to be stored in already overloaded and under-protected 
storage locations. 16 
                                                 
15 The armed forces of a state include all those armed groups working in the service of the 
state. In the Russian case this incorporates those working under the authority of the 
Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Defense, various intelligence and counter-intelligence 
units (the Foreign Intelligence Service—SVR, the Federal Security Service—FSB, the 
Federal Agency for Government Communications and Information -FAPSI, the Main 
Guard Directorate-GUO, and the Federal Border Service—FPS) and the security services 
of the chief executive (State Protection Service—GSO, and the Presidential Security 
Service—SBP). It does not include the many “privatized” security services that protect 
banks, stores and private individuals. Viktor Ilyukin, chair of the Duma Committee on 
State Security estimates that there are 100,000 unregulated private law enforcers working 
in Russia (Shelley 1994: 344). 
16 Weakening of safeguards has not been uniform across the security complex. The 
common wisdom is that the strongest protection mechanisms are found surrounding the 
permanent nuclear weapons storage sights controlled by the Ministry of Defense. 
However, doubts were cast by reports of a case where inspectors from the Russian 
Defense Ministry found a collection of SS-25s abandoned by a military guard who had 
left the weapons site to search for food. The level of security is much lower surrounding 
the transport, handling and storage of nuclear weapons and their components in the 
dismantling process. Fissile materials outside the nuclear weapons complex are the most 
poorly guarded with greatest erosion of security safeguards evident at the research 
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The second process or trend is a change in the behavior of the armed 
forces. Beginning in the late 1980s, there were widespread reports of 
insubordination within the ranks, failure to act in accordance with existing 
state laws, and refusal to carry out orders of government officials. Most 
significantly there was a dramatic rise in crime and corruption. President 
Yeltsin noted the severity of the problem stating that crime, particularly 
organized crime, was a “direct threat to Russia’s strategic interests and 
national security.” He further cautioned, “Corruption in the organs of 
power and administration is literally eating away the body of the Russian 
state from top to bottom.” (cited in Lee 1994: 394) 

According to the official figures provided by the Ministry of Interior 
the total number of registered crimes rose from 834,998 in 1976 to 2,799, 
614 in 1993—a 239 percent increase. (Mikhailovskaya 1994: 414) These 
figures, however, need to be considered with a degree of skepticism. In 
reality, it is very difficult to assess the volume of crime in Russia, let alone 
armed forces’ involvement in crime. This is a consequence of two key 
problems. The first stems from the fact that reports only surface when 
perpetrators are caught, making it very difficult to assign a probability 
estimate of the number of crimes that go undetected. Russian Interior 
Minister Yerin estimated that the total number of crimes were twice as 
large as the reported number. (Turbiville: 5) The second problem results 
from the fact that it is in the interest of “crime-fighting” branches of the 
armed forces to exaggerate the reports of criminality: their organizational 
interests (mission, size and budget allocations) are dependent on state 
officials’ assessment of the severity of the crime problem. 

The increasing involvement of the armed forces in criminal activities is 
a particularly grave challenge to the integrity of the state. Zartman in his 
discussion of state collapse in Africa writes: “Probably the ultimate danger 
sign is when the center loses control over its own state agents, who begin 
to operate on their own account. Officials exact payments for their own 
pockets, and law and order is consistently broken by the agents of law and 
order, the police and army units becoming gangs and brigands.” (Zartman 
1995:10) In Russia, the armed forces are perfectly situated for engaging in 
criminal activity. According to Russian law, they are the only citizens 
allowed to carry weapons. Furthermore, they have access to valuable 
goods and have the means by which to deliver them to potential buyers.  

The Russian government’s failure to set up and gain control of 
extractive institutions, most notably the imposition of a functioning 
taxation system, is directly linked to erosion of state control of its armed 
forces. Without adequate financial resources, it is virtually impossible to 
institute a comprehensive reform program that would establish and set up 

                                                                                                                                     
institutes, fuel storage facilities for propulsion reactors and nonstandard fuel cycle 
facilities administered by the Fourth Main Directorate of MINATOM (the Russian 
Ministry of Atomic Energy) (Potter 1995; Allison et al. 1996:79). 
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the mechanism for enforcing clear and well-defined limits on armed force 
behavior in both the domestic and international spheres. As long as the 
state does not have the resources to pay its armed forces and to institute 
reforms, it is unlikely that the ranks can be purged of crime and 
corruption. After all, unpaid soldiers and government workers have to 
find some source of income. The relatively high incidence of reported 
crimes going unpunished gives further incentives for engagement in 
criminal activity. 17 

The Russian Armed Forces and Illegal Sales of 
Conventional Weapons 
The spectrum of armed force involvement in criminal activity is far-
reaching and ranges from narcotics to prostitution and gambling, from 
financial fraud to illegal dumping of toxic wastes. One particularly 
perturbing reported activity, which the remainder of the paper focuses on 
, is  armed force involvement in theft and illegal sale of weapons, 
ammunition and equipment (both conventional and nuclear).18 The 
severity of this particular problem was underlined in a recent study 
conducted by the USAF Institute for National Security Studies that 
concluded, “Russian military and security organizations are the primary 
sources for the flourishing illegal weapons trade within and outside of the 
FSU.” It emphasized the importance of links between military criminals 
and criminal organizations working within the Russian civil sector and 
stressed that the extent of activity raised “substantial doubts about the 
avowed security of the Russian nuclear and chemical weapon stockpiles.” 
(Turbiville 1996) 

The real increase in weapons theft dates back to the end of the Soviet 
era. Thefts rose 50 percent between 1989 and 1990. In 1992 thefts at 
weapons depots totaled 3923 cases. By the next year they had risen to 
6430. (Lee 1994 : 396) While civilians are frequently involved in the thefts 
(sometimes colluding with military guards at other times simply attacking 
weapons depots), there are many reported instances of armed force 

                                                 
17 According to data provided by the Ministry of Interior, in 1993 investigators of the 
Ministry received 1, 394, 559 allegations of crime throughout the population-at-large. 
They did not investigate 97.8 percent of these. This number was slightly down from the 
previous year, in which only 1 percent of criminal reports were investigated 
(Mikhailovskaya 1994: 418). 
18 In this paper I do not discuss armed force involvement in illegal arms trading via their 
links with state weapon export companies like Rosvooruzheniye, Izhmash and Rosvertol. 
There have been many allegations that officials in these companies are violating both 
national and international export control regulations. Reports suggest that many 
proceeds from the transactions go into private pockets. This is a topic which requires 
much more attention as it has direct ramifications for both the extractive and coercive 
mechanisms of the state (Turbiville 1996: 14–24. Minkin 1995). 
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personnel being the actual sellers of the stolen property. 19 Many of these 
weapons are purchased by combatants in the various “hot spots” around 
the former Soviet Union, such as Tajikistan and Nagorno-Karabakh. 
According to a 1996 MVD report, more than 5000 illegally held firearms 
were confiscated in the North Caucasus while internal ministry agents in 
the Leningrad and Pskov Oblast seized more than 7000 smuggled 
weapons. (Oruzhiye ‘v rozyske’ 1990; Glebova and Mikadze 1992; Raport: 
Mvd o sebye i prestupnoy sredye 1997)  

Some of the more recent customers of stolen Russian weapons have 
been the Chechens. At the time of the Russian initiation of the war in 
December 1994, the Chechens had a large stockpile of Russian weapons. 
There are various theories as to how they acquired these weapons. 
Russian official sources have claimed that Dudayev attacked Russian 
military depots and stole the weapons in the preceding period before the 
Russian withdrawal in 1992. However, the bulk of reports point to a 
different transfer mechanism involving Russian military collusion. There 
is evidence to suggest that the Russian military was ordered by 
commanding officers (with the knowledge of Defense Minister Grachev) 
to simply leave weapons and ammunition behind when they retreated in 
June 1992. The objective seems to have been to provide the Chechens with 
supplies to fight the South Ossetians whose government had supported 
the putschists in 1991. (Turbiville 1996; “Iz Moskvy prishol prikaz: oruzhi 
ostavit” 1995; Bespalov 1995; Yakov 1995.) However, while this transfer of 
arms was perhaps more understandable, the truly puzzling behavior, 
from the perspective of a state’s primary goal of maximizing its national 
security interests, occurred after December 1994. According to an 
investigation carried out by Russian presidential advisors, the Chechens 
continued to purchase arms from Russian military officers. 20 These sales 
took two forms. The first category of transaction was the individual-to-
individual sales where Chechen fighters bought weapons and munitions 
from the Russian soldiers they were supposed to be fighting. The second 
category was more organized and involved larger volumes of weapons. 
One incident reported to be under investigation was the attempted sale of 
a large quantity of plastic explosives, grenade launchers and ammunition 
by the 104th Guards Airborne Division paratroopers to the Chechens in 
May 1995. (Turbiville 1996; Orttung 1995; Clarke 1995; Smolin 1995) 

The dominant theoretical schools in the American international 
relations literature, realism/neorealism and liberalism/neoliberalism are 
poor guides for explaining the behavior I have described above. 21 The 
                                                 
19 For a good summary of some of the more publicized incidents of military officers and 
security officials caught selling weapons, equipment and munitions see Turbiville (1996). 
Also see Lepingwell (1993), Nosov (1994), Clarke (1995), Glushko (1996), and Il’in (1996). 
20 See the report of Stanislav Govorukhin (1996). 
21 For a nice discussion of these approaches and some of the more recent debates see 
Powell (1994). 
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most glaring shortcoming of these two theoretical frameworks, which has 
been pointed out repeatedly by scholars who stress the importance of “the 
second image reversed” or “two-level games,”22 and is again supported by 
the examples I have provided, is that much state behavior cannot be 
explained without disaggregating the state. The cases I have outlined 
show clear examples of how the Russian state has taken action that 
directly undermines its own national security. This is particularly obvious 
in the discussion of Russian weapon sales to Chechens who are fighting 
Russian soldiers. Without recognizing that domestic actors may work at 
cross-purposes to “official policy,” there is no way of understanding a 
state’s arming of its own enemies.  

At a more fundamental level, this behavior does suggest that the core 
assumption of realism/liberalism (that states are security maximizers) 
may need to be revised or at least have an additional condition attached: 
functional states are security maximizers while dysfunctional states may 
or may not be. This corollary further hints at the fact that theoretical 
assumptions derivative from this principle may need to be reconsidered 
when we theorize about the behavior of dysfunctional states. 

IV. The Russian Armed Forces and the Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Regime 
These examples of conventional weapons sales, while interesting insofar 
as they reveal anomalies in state behavior regarding its self-preservation 
instinct, for the most part do not challenge international arms control 
agreements. The situation is quite different when one begins to examine 
transactions involving nuclear weapons and fissile materials. 23 Here, there 
is increasing evidence that the Russian armed forces have been involved 
in sales which are in direct violation of agreements and treaties signed by 
the Russian government regarding weapons of mass destruction and 
materials needed for their production. The international nuclear non-
proliferation regime is composed of a series of export control agreements 
and multilateral arms control agreements. In 1991, the Russian Federation 
confirmed that it would continue to uphold the treaties signed by it 
predecessor, the Soviet Union.24 Russia is party to all the key treaties and 

                                                 
22 These concepts were coined by Gourevitch (1978) and Putnam (1988) who pointed out 
the need to develop theories that linked the domestic and international arenas. For a few 
of the works that adopt this research project see footnote 3. 
23 Many of the problems I discuss in the context of the nuclear nonproliferation regime 
pertain equally to the chemical and biological weapons regimes. Less attention to date 
has been focused on the chemical and biological weapon theft. In both cases dangers 
handling these materials may be acting as a natural deterrent against amateur theft; 
however, there is no reason to believe that these stockpiles are not or will not become 
targets of criminal activity.  
24 For a more comprehensive discussion of the agreements underlying these regimes see 
chapters 10, 11, 13, 14 SIPRI Yearbook (1997). 
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agreements relating to export control measures: the Wassenaar 
Arrangement (1996),25 the Missile Technology Control Regime-MCTR 
(1987),26 and the Nuclear Supplier’s Group-NSG (1978).27 Russia is also a 
signatory to the Non-Proliferation Treaty-NPT (1968),28 the Convention on 
the Physical Protection of Nuclear Materials (1987),29 START I (1991),30 the 
Lisbon Protocol, 31 and START II (signed in 1993 but yet to be ratified by 
the Russian parliament).32 

   The nonproliferation regime is typical of existing multilateral 
collaborative arrangements in that it reflects the continued precedence 
given to sovereignty considerations by the international community. The 
important point to note about all of these agreements is that with the 
exception of the NSG, which involves the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA), enactment and compliance depends on individual 
national export control mechanisms. Thus the regime’s integrity relies not 

                                                 
25 The Wassenaar Arrangement on Export Controls for Conventional Arms and Dual-Use 
Goods and Technologies stipulates a list of goods that participating members agree to 
control through their own state procedures. Members report to the group any equipment 
transfers they have made or refused to nonmembers. The agreement does not go beyond 
providing a forum for exchanging information, as it does not have collective decision 
authority.  
26 Members of the MCTR agree to exchange information and implement group decisions 
regarding the sale of missiles, unmanned air vehicles and technologies for delivery 
systems that can transport a 500kg payload a distance of 300km. The agreement does not 
include guidelines for interactions between member and nonmember states in issues of 
use, possession, production, or trade in missiles. 
27 The NSG places restrictions on its members regarding sales of nuclear materials and 
technologies to nonnuclear states. Many of its measures require that the NSG member, 
prior to the sale of any goods ensure that its customer adhere to certain basic regulations. 
These include: adopting IAEA safeguards for the fissionable materials it is purchasing or 
will be producing, establishing a security system which will prevent theft or illegal 
transfer or use of the materials, and providing the supplier with an end-use document 
stating how materials would be used and where they were going. Once the goods are 
sold, the purchaser has to agree not to resell them without the permission of the initial 
supplier.  
28 The NPT bans nuclear powers from selling nuclear weapons or nuclear explosive 
devices to nonnuclear powers and prohibits non-nuclear powers from purchasing them. 
Signatories have to adopt IAEA safeguards. 
29 Signatories commit to protecting the transport of nuclear materials for peaceful 
purposes across territories under their jurisdiction. 
30 The treaty signed by the US and Russia sets limits on deployed strategic nuclear 
delivery vehicles—ICBMS, SLBMs and heavy bombers (1,600 SNDVS) and their nuclear 
warheads (6,000) by 2001. 
31 The protocol supplements START I, and it was directed at the former Republics of the 
Soviet Union: Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and Belarus. These states pledged to remove all 
strategic weapons on their territory and join the NPT. 
32 The agreement commits the US and Russia to phasing out their MIRVed ICBMS. They 
further committed to reducing their deployed strategic nuclear weapons to 3,000–3,500 
by January 2003. This is in part conditional on the US helping the Russians finance the 
expensive dismantling procedure. 
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only on state governments’ honoring their international commitments but 
also on their ability to ensure that domestic actors comply with state 
policies. While self-policing may not be the optimal mechanism for 
ensuring compliance, it can and has worked in cases where the signatories 
are functional, stable states. A whole new range of difficulties set in when 
the signatories are dysfunctional states. As the following examples 
illustrate, the newly established Russian domestic framework of 
regulations33 with its underlying reconfigured administrative oversight 
apparatus34 does little to impede the activities of domestic actors intent on 
violating their state’s non-proliferation commitments. 

There is no accurate inventory of fissile materials, although estimates 
suggest that there is somewhere between 1100 and 1300 tons of highly 
enriched uranium and 165 tons of weapons-usable plutonium located at 
50 sites around Russia (Hippel 1997; Potter 1995).35 Although the illegal 
sale of nuclear weapons to rogue states or terrorist groups is possible, to 
date all confirmed transactions have involved the sale of fissile material. 36  
This is probably due to the fact that the logistics of the sale of a complete 
weapon are complicated and require a higher degree of coordination 
among insiders37 than is the case for fissile material thefts. 

There have been many reports of alleged theft of nuclear materials, 
although a significant number have proven false. Nevertheless according 
to the investigation work done by the Program for Nonproliferation 
                                                 
33 The domestic legal framework that began to emerge following the 1991 putsch consists 
primarily of presidential decrees, directives and government regulations as opposed to 
legislative acts. The most important law adopted by the Duma, passed in the spring of 
1993, established criminal penalties for the unlawful export of arms and military 
equipment. For a summary of some of the more significant legislation, see the discussion 
of the status of export controls in the MIIS database at http://cns.miis.edu. 
34 The key domestic regulatory bodies are GOSATOMNADZOR or GAN (The Russian 
Nuclear and Radiation Safety Supervision Committee) and MINATOM (Ministry of 
Atomic Energy). A number of other ministries such as the Ministry of Defense and a 
series of executive and legislative bodies are also involved in overseeing nuclear 
materials. There is a great deal of confusion regarding the actual jurisdiction of these 
recently established domestic regulatory institutions. For example, while President 
Yeltsin has charged GOSATOMNADZOR with overseeing Material Control and 
Accounting (MC&A), a number of Russian nuclear officials argue that this function is 
under the jurisdiction of MINATOM (see the discussion of nuclear-related administrative 
bodies in the MIIS data base at http://cns.miis.edu). 
35 Low-grade uranium (enriched below 20 percent of U-2350) is used in nuclear power 
plants. High-grade uranium and plutonium (derived from natural uranium) is used by 
certain nuclear reactors (naval propulsion, research reactors, space reactors) and in 
warheads. In order to make a primitive atomic bomb with a kiloton range one needs 5 kg 
of plutonium or 15kg of 90 percent highly enriched uranium. 
36 There was one report of an attempt to purchase a Russian nuclear weapon from a 
Soviet base in East Germany in the fall of 1991 (Potter 1995:25). 
37 For example, it requires the cooperation of individuals who are able to deactivate 
security devices that make the weapons “tamper-proof” (i.e., they are rendered 
unusable). 
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Studies at the Monterey Institute of International Studies, there have been 
at least 11 cases of illegal weapons-grade fissile material diversion.38  
Although information surrounding these incidents is still scant, the 
complicity of Russian armed force officers and employees is 
indisputable—as well as illustrated by three of the better-documented 
instances. In the first case, two military officers helped two sailors gain 
access to the Northern Fleet naval base at Andreeva Guba on the Kola 
Peninsula on the night of July 29, 1993. They clipped the alarm wire that 
ran along the ground and pried off the padlock that locked the nuclear 
storehouse. They stole 1.8 kg of 36 percent enriched uranium that was 
being stored for use in third-generation naval reactors. The two thieves 
were apprehended before leaving the base and an investigation is still 
under way regarding other individuals believed to have been involved in 
the case. (Potter 1996; “Timeline” 1996) 

A similar incident occurred that same year at the Sevmorput Shipyard 
near Murmansk. Three naval officers (serving and retired) were caught six 
months after having stolen 4.5kg of 20 percent enriched uranium from a 
storehouse of submarine fuel. The military prosecutor investigating the 
crime stated, “Potatos were guarded better than naval fuel.” (Potter 1996: 
3) A less documented case involved 2.73 kilograms of highly enriched 
uranium that was seized by the Prague police in December 1994 following 
an anonymous telephone tip. The materials seem to have originated from 
Russian fuel naval or research reactors. The investigation is still underway 
and to date a number of “nuclear workers” have been implicated. (Potter 
1995) 

At first glance, eleven documented cases of theft provide weak 
evidence for an argument stressing that the breakdown of the state is 
leading to dramatic changes in the behavior of domestic actors. However, 
there are several important points to underline. The first is that the sample 
is highly biased: it represents incidents that have been uncovered. There is 
a very high likelihood that the volume of successful transfers is far higher. 
For example, if we draw a parallel to drug trade, US enforcement 
authorities estimate that they only uncover 2-5 percent of the drug traffic 
coming into the United States. If Russian customs guards were even half 
as efficient as US customs guards, then these figures would suggest that in 
the last five years 1100 successful illegal transfers of fissile materials have 
occurred. There are some other interesting features of the documented 
cases that also suggest that even more traffic may be occurring. The first 
thing to note is that in the last few years no new cases have been 
uncovered and yet there has not been a significant increase in safeguards. 
Moreover, most of the cases that were discovered were either discovered 
completely by accident (the perpetrators were being routinely inspected at 
                                                 
38 For a discussion of these incidents see Potter 1996. The best sources of information on 
armed force involvement in illegal weapons transfers are the databases at the Center for 
Nonproliferation Studies at the Monterey Institute of International Studies. 
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the borders) or through sting operations. This has led many analysts to 
suggest that smugglers are becoming much more sophisticated and that 
previous incidents were discovered because they were undertaken by 
amateurs—those who would be foolish enough to be the victim of sting 
operations. Third, the pattern of flow of materials seized has been 
westward. Analysts argue that this is probably less a reflection of the 
actual pattern of trade routes and more a consequence of the fact that that 
security is greater on the western borders of Russia due to the 
involvement of more effective European police and custom guard 
officials. The same cannot be said for the highly permeable southern 
borders of Russia, which are gateways to many suspected Middle Eastern 
clients.39 

These various examples suggest that one of the implications of state 
dysfunctionality is that the state may have extreme difficulties in 
providing a credible commitment to a regime because it is unable to 
enforce domestic compliance. This failure raises some important questions 
regarding the prospect for regime persistence. Gourevitch in his 
discussion of economic cooperation states perhaps an obvious point but 
one which needs to be repeated: for nations to cooperate they must agree 
to the regime, they must agree that they will not cheat, and they must 
adhere to the regime, that is, provide a credible commitment to the 
regime. (Gourevitch 1996: 349)  

State inability to enforce domestic compliance as a source of regime 
weakening or failure is not an explanation that has received much 
theoretical attention in the international relations literature. It is not a 
dynamic that the dominant paradigms address in their discussions of 
regime weakening or failure. 40 

                                                 
39 For some initial comparative analysis of these cases see Potter (1995). I thank Jason Pate 
and Emily Ewell at the Monterey NIS Nonproliferation Project for drawing my attention 
to these points. 
40 The realist explanation for regime failure is simply that international collaboration fails 
when it is no longer in the interest of states to cooperate (Morgenthau 1978). Some 
neorealists develop this logic and use hegemonic decline to explain the erosion or decline 
of an international regime. Once there is no one who is “willing and able” to enforce an 
international regime, states will not abide by an agreement which does not serve their 
cost-benefit calculus. Thus, according to this analysis of state behavior, violation of 
agreements reflects a premeditated official state policy. Scholars in the liberal/ neoliberal 
camp provide various perspectives on regime failure. As a group they view regimes as 
not simply being derivative of state power (i.e. epiphenomenal) but as acquiring their 
own causal weight. Regimes emerge because they are efficient mechanisms to overcome 
the “security dilemma” and allow states to pursue long-run interests without worrying 
about some of the short-term costs associated with cooperation in an “anarchic” 
international system. In essence regimes mitigate transaction costs associated with 
international cooperation. Some scholars who adopt this view also argue that the initial 
overcoming of the transaction costs requires the initiative of a hegemon. But other 
scholars argue that regime formation can occur without the action of a supervening 
power (See for example Ellickson: 1991). Within the liberal/neoliberal schools there are 
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Underlying all of their explanations is ultimately the conviction that 
there is some sort of rational calculus which underlies a state’s adherence 
to an international regime and that collaboration fails sooner or later once 
it becomes obvious that the costs of cooperation (as measured in the 
degree to which an action promotes either the short-run or long-run 
national interest of the state) exceed the benefits. None of these 
explanations allow for the contingency that the interests of individual 
domestic actors may run completely counter to state interests and that 
government officials who have every intention to uphold an international 
regime are simply unable to ensure domestic compliance. 

“Constructivism,” the theoretical challenger to the realist/liberal 
schools, also fails to provide much insight into this phenomenon.41  
Constructivists, through their focus on the construction and penetration of 
state-held norms by international norms, tend not to explore whether and 
how state-held norms filter down through society. As a consequence, the 
issue of domestic compliance is sidestepped. Existing international 
relations works that do identify and begin to analyze the problems 
associated with domestic compliance—rather than being associated with a 
single coherent theoretical paradigm—present themselves as 
modifications of the realist/neorealist liberal/neoliberal or constructivist 
frameworks. These studies focus on the links between domestic politics 
and international relations and associate the respective success or failure 
of international collaborative arrangements with changes in the domestic 
political arena. Many of these studies examine how domestic actors can 
prevent an international agreement from actually being signed or 
alternatively how they can influence the initial form of the agreement.42 

However, some of the scholars working in this vein have explored the 
issue of regime breakdown and have suggested that the failure of 
domestic compliance mechanisms may be key. 43 For example, scholars 
have examined what strategies national leaders employ to ensure 
                                                                                                                                     
two different explanations for regime failure: the first sees it as a consequence of the 
declining ability of an international regime to minimize or overcome the transaction costs 
involved in cooperation; the second draws on the view that states are creatures of habit. 
Scholars argue that states are willing to make a trade-off between convenience and 
regularity versus pursuing the “optimal” policy in terms of maximizing their interests. 
According to this version, regime failure will occur when the costs of “satisficing” 
become so high that states are willing to abandon predictable patterns of behavior and 
try to find new arrangements which are better suited to their state interests. 
41 Scholars whose work falls into this category adopt the extreme position that regimes 
actually change actors’ interests and behaviors. For an early work that explores this logic 
see Kratochwil (1989). See also the recent interesting work on the culture of national 
security compiled by Katzenstein (1996). 
42 For example see Mayer (1992); Knopf (1993); Evans, Jacobsen and Putnam (1993); 
Keohane (1989); Ikenberry, Lake and Mastanduno (1988); and Katzenstein (1978). 
43 For some theoretical insight into problems of domestic compliance and international 
agreements see Young (1979); see Chayes and Chayes (1993) for a review of the 
compliance literature. 
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continued domestic compliance to certain international agreements, while 
others have focused on analyzing how the form of domestic institutions 
shapes domestic actor behavior and facilitates or undermines national 
decisionmakers’ ability to enforce domestic compliance. 44 However, all of 
these works assume a certain degree of domestic stability and the 
establishment of a fairly extensive set of domestic “rules of the game.” As 
a consequence, they have not identified the extreme nature of compliance 
problems highlighted by this study of domestic actor behavior in 
dysfunctional states. 

V. Implications of State Disintegration for the Future 
of International Collaboration 
The preceding discussion of the inability of dysfunctional states to ensure 
domestic compliance to international regimes has both theoretical and 
practical implications. First, the study gives rise to the hypothesis that this 
dynamic may be an increasingly important explanation of regime 
breakdown. If this is the case, it poses a challenge to the explanations of 
regime breakdown provided by the dominant international relations 
paradigms. 

In very practical terms, the study suggests that in order to protect the 
integrity of the non-proliferation regime or in fact any kind of 
international arrangement with a dysfunctional state, it may be necessary 
to negotiate very different types of international agreements: agreements 
which provide intrusive international involvement in creating domestic 
compliance mechanisms. 45 Negotiating such multilateral agreements will 
be very difficult: as Russian resistance to many of the Nunn-Lugar 
proposals has shown, state officials are very reluctant to concede to 
arrangements which they perceive as challenging existing sovereignty 
norms. Unfortunately, failure to take such steps may have serious 
consequences for the future security and stability of the international 
system. 

 

                                                 
44 For some recent works which begin to explore how variations in domestic structures 
and politics affect domestic compliance and the integrity of international regimes see 
Cowey (1993); Haas, Keohane and Levy (1993); and Simmons (1994). 
45 Some progress has been made in this direction through the cooperative threat 
reduction (CTR and Nunn-Lugar) and the lab-to-lab programs initiated by the US. 
Through these bilateral arrangements, the Americans have helped the Russians improve 
their physical security, material control and accounting (MPC&A) procedures at a few 
key sights. Unfortunately the program’s purview has been strictly limited by both 
political and financial constraints: Russians have resisted the conditions attached to the 
aid (stringent CTR procedures and a requirement to buy American MPC&A equipment), 
and considerable resistance exists in the US Congress. As a consequence the nuclear 
leakage problem has not been resolved. For an excellent assessment of Nunn-Lugar and 
the lab-to-lab programs see Chapter 3 in Allison et al (1996). 
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