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Abstract 

This dissertation provides an assessment of statebuilding practices in Afghanistan, focusing on 

practitioner experiences in infrastructure and rural development projects. After numerous 

interventions and decades of international development, Afghanistan remains a failed state. This 

dissertation uses Afghanistan as a case study to address reasons why internationalized 

statebuilding projects in the post-Cold War period remain problematic and fraught with 

difficulty. Due to a Western denial of real responsibility, which casts international intervention 

as neutral assistance to nation states who must ultimately take responsibility for the success or 

failure of the policies implemented, Afghanistan’s post-2001 transition into a standalone 

democracy has suffered considerable perverse effects and setbacks.  

This research is stimulated by scholars like Michael Ignatieff, David Chandler and others, who 

have developed a theory of post-Cold war empire-building and associated forms of intervention. 

Chandler, in his eponymous book, suggests that these new forms are ‘Empire in Denial’, where 

external regulations are driven less by the desire to extend and enforce Western power than they 

are by the desire to deny it (2006, p. 18).  Empire in Denial explains the maintenance of the 

facade of sovereign equality in post-Cold War statebuilding, and the interplay between the desire 

of Western actors to create strong democratic states with the concomitant diminution of actual 

sovereign rights and domestic control over a state’s political system (Chandler, 2006, p. 78). This 

theoretical approach does not subscribe to the idea that simple narcissism is what is driving 

modern statebuilding projects. Rather, the desire of Western actors to ‘deny’ aspects of classical 

statebuilding is indicative of their lack of confidence in designing or co-designing effective 

statebuilding models. This leads to internationally-led efforts that prioritize administrative, 
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social, and technical elements of building a state, and deprioritize the overarching political 

components required to effectively govern a democratic state. In doing so, post-Cold War 

projects such as Afghanistan have leveled the normative focus of statebuilding to address social 

and individual concerns. Concepts of democracy and governance are considered largely as social 

concerns; individuals of the state are viewed first and foremost as products of their social 

environments, not as key actors in an overarching political initiative. Statebuilding efforts 

therefore become primarily social projects, not political ones, where people and communities are 

viewed as subjects in need of transformation via external assistance, in order to build their 

individual social capacities. 

The dissertation’s broad-based case study approach applies a practitioner-focused, constructivist 

lens to analyze the Empire in Denial concept in the Afghan context, focusing on key societal and 

political variables that impact development efforts and influence governance structures, 

including the continuation of Afghanistan’s ‘Great Game’.  The findings, extracted through 

practitioner and expert interviews, observation, document analysis, review of development 

project methodologies, and a comparison against key elements of the Bosnia statebuilding 

project, point to the problematic adoption and application of stagnant international development 

norms as reasons why statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan in the post-2001 era are failing to 

meet their intended political objectives.  

Key words: Statebuilding, International Relations, Case Study, Constructivism, Empire 

in Denial 
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Introduction 

This dissertation provides an assessment of statebuilding practices in Afghanistan, 

focusing on practitioner experiences in major development programmes and projects. By 

employing a practitioner-led approach to ask the question “why are statebuilding efforts in 

Afghanistan struggling to achieve their objectives?”, it makes use of interdisciplinary sources to 

reflect on the modern statebuilding discourse, focusing on key societal and political variables that 

impact development efforts and influence governance structures in Afghanistan, including the 

continuation and resurgence of the geopolitical ‘Great Game’.   

International development, which has historically evolved from a unilinear, empire-driven 

process of modernization to one that embraces the inherent complexities of systems-thinking and 

strategic foresight, has become hugely problematic in post-Cold War interventions. Due to a 

Western denial of real responsibility, which casts international intervention as neutral assistance 

to nation states who must ultimately take responsibility for the success or failure of the policies 

implemented, Afghanistan’s post-2001 transition into a standalone democratic state has suffered 

considerable perverse effects and setbacks. This perspective is contrasted with the Foucauldian 

idea that Western interests in maintaining neoliberal market conditions and social stability in 

fragile states necessitates more complex forms of intervention that seek to regulate societies as 

well as governments. In building upon research by scholars such as Michael Ignatieff, David 

Chandler and others, who have developed a theory of post-Cold war empire-building and 

associated forms of intervention, statebuilding in the post-Cold War era can be viewed as ‘Empire 

in Denial’, where external actors are achieving limited results due to a denial of their true power 

in building functioning states in developing countries. 
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Statebuilding by definition holds multiple meanings, from describing the initial 

differentiation in governmental functions from those of social institutions, to centralization of 

power in states, to the proliferation and rationalization of state institutions (Waldner, 1999, p. 21). 

This study builds on work by Michael Mann (1984) and Waldner (1999), and defines statebuilding 

as the ‘transition from mediated to unmediated states, or the transition of states from indirect to 

direct rule’. Further, there are two main theoretical approaches to definitions of statebuilding: 

‘exogenous’ and ‘endogenous’. Exogenous statebuilding is considered an activity undertaken by 

external actors, countries, and/or coalitions attempting to build or rebuild the institutions of a 

weaker states, which may be post-conflict or failing. Endogenous statebuilding, as defined in this 

study, refers to the intent of external actors/countries/coalitions to support statebuilding efforts as 

the central objective of their intervening in a weaker, post-conflict, or failing country. Exogenous 

and endogenous statebuilding will be detailed further in a following section. 

In describing post-Cold War statebuilding and in line with the above definitions, 

Chandler’s Empire in Denial builds on Michael Ignatieff''s idea of ‘Empire Lite’ (2003), that is, of 

the unwillingness of the West to take responsibility in statebuilding projects, thus projecting a false 

image of sovereign equality among states. Empire in Denial explains the ramifications of what 

happens when those who hold power lack a clear or coherent framework through which to exercise 

it.  In the context of this study, Empire in Denial posits that while Western actors continue to drive 

interventions, they often demonstrate their power by rejecting responsibility for their actions, 

ultimately devolving power to national state, regional or local authorities, or other international 

institutions. Empire in Denial argues that this projection of a false image of sovereign equality is 

due to an avoidance of responsibility and leadership in post-Cold War interventions, and a 
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disingenuous commitment to build strong states, due to a lack of confidence by those designing 

the statebuilding endeavors. It supports the theory central to this study that today’s normative 

development approach embraces a continuance of self-defeating, hollow statebuilding, from the 

angle that the West and allied coalition countries, are not powerful and unstoppable, but weak and 

lacking accountability.  

Further, internationally led or supported statebuilding efforts have leveled the normative 

focus of interventions to address social and individual concerns. This happens largely at the 

community level, and in the Afghan case, predominantly in rural settings. By focusing 

interventions in this ‘human-centered’ manner, concepts of democracy and governance are 

considered by international actors primarily as social concerns, and individuals of the state are 

viewed first and foremost as products of their social environments, not as key actors in an 

overarching political initiative. People are viewed as ‘problems’, and individuals and communities 

are envisaged as subjects in need of transformation via external assistance. Statebuilding efforts 

therefore become primarily focused on implementing social projects to build the capacities of 

individual subjects, thus reducing the importance of addressing the political problematic of 

building a functioning, standalone state. 

The theory of Empire in Denial challenges the normative statebuilding framework such as 

is found in Fukuyama's 'Nation-building: beyond Afghanistan and Iraq' (2006) which suggests 

“that many post- Cold War crises involved an internal absence of state power that necessitated 

outside intervention and long-term receivership by the international community” (p. 2). Empire in 

Denial questions the structure of post-Cold War interventions from the perspective of the 

capabilities and capacities of international actors in undertaking statebuilding efforts in countries 
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being intervened in. This theory also not does not subscribe to the idea that modern statebuilding 

projects are simply driven by ‘necessary’ or narcissistic desires of international actors to recreate 

Western democratic frameworks in countries being intervened in. Rather, the desire of Western 

state actors is to ‘deny’ such aspects of classical statebuilding, in favor of building local capacities, 

but from a largely administrative and human-centered perspective. This approach deprioritizes the 

critical elements of the political processes required to build states; this is indicative of a lack of 

confidence on the part of the architects of the statebuilding endeavor, such as multilateral 

organizations and countries or coalitions supplying forces. 

In both academic and practical contexts, the normative framework for statebuilding is 

generally in favor of applying externally-designed forms of administrative power as opposed to 

strengthening domestic political processes, such as described by Fukuyama. I will argue that the 

normative approach to large-scale interventions in the post-Cold War era prioritizes externally 

designed ‘solutions’ that focus on addressing administrative aspects of statebuilding and capacity 

development, rather than focusing on the political elements required to develop a self-reliant, 

democratic nation. I see the current approach as dangerous and counter-productive, because it is 

deliberately void of any real responsibility on the part of the intervening partners.  

 

The Link Between ‘Legitimacy’ and ‘Capacity’ 

The current Western approach to development and statebuilding lacks legitimacy and 

coherence, both internally and externally. In post-Cold War, Western-led interventions and 

statebuilding endeavors, there has been a chronic underestimation of the inextricable link between 

capacity and legitimacy, both for the intervener in the domestic sphere, and for the country being 
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intervened in. In Edwards’ “State building in Afghanistan: A case showing the limits?” legitimacy 

is defined as “a complex set of beliefs, values and institutions (endogenous and exogenous) about 

the social compact governing state–society relations”, asserting that “legitimacy helps generate 

social and political trust and predictability, public acceptance of dominant power relations, and an 

awareness of reciprocated rights and responsibilities” (2010, p. 981). Further, when looking at 

Western-led interventions in the post-Cold War era, concepts of legitimacy are “almost exclusively 

seen from the outside, in Western enlightenment terms, and as some variant of the Weberian ideal 

type of rational-legal legitimacy” (Edwards, 2010, p. 981), which essentially undermines any 

national processes that might also be underway to self-legitimize. Consequently, this Western 

analysis tends to focus largely on administrative solutions – the legitimacy of processes of 

institutional rational-legal types of legitimacy such as rule-of-law and fiscal reform. Often, these 

administrative solutions promote the embedding of external, highly-trained advisors into 

government units to oversee and ‘capacity-build’ staff. Yet, Edwards states, “very little attention 

is paid to traditional community and social institutions, nor to the ‘interactions’ between the two 

different sources of legitimacy, namely those located within the state realm and those located 

within the social and community realms” (2010, p. 981). This administrative approach gives 

credence to the idea that the current approaches to statebuilding are a) normative best practices, 

and b) ‘as good as it gets’ for the countries they are being employed in.  

The administrative approach to statebuilding is driven by a belief that non-Western states 

are better-off with external intervention by international institutions, and is a preferred alternative 

to accepting the ‘poor management’ that is considered part-in-parcel of the self-government of 

fragile states. In reviewing the efficiency and capability of these international institutions to deliver 
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impactful results in statebuilding efforts, I assessed project and programme-level data and the use 

of project management methodologies such as the Projects in Controlled Environments 

(PRINCE2) by large development organizations (such as the United Nations Office for Project 

Services – UNOPS and the World Bank Group - WB). This data provided useful insight into 

determining if the wider application of robust frameworks for implementing statebuilding projects 

could support more successful initiatives, if linked with a deeper understanding of the overarching 

political problematic in which statebuilding efforts are rooted.  In looking at statebuilding, I concur 

that assessing alternative viewpoints such as Empire in Denial “is an under-theorized issue … for 

many commentators, questions of statebuilding are narrow technical and administrative concerns; 

merely a matter of learning the lessons of previous experiences in international administrative 

assistance and external support in order to build the governance capacity of ‘fragile’ states” 

(Chandler, 2006, p. 189). This dissertation asks, is this truly as good as it gets for statebuilding? 

I intend to theorize the Empire in Denial framework for the Afghanistan context, to provide 

a new perspective by which to understand the country’s development challenges over the past 

decade, and to assess the framework in the context of multiple paradigm shifts to development 

efforts in Afghanistan. Afghanistan is unique in comparison to other post-Cold War peacebuilding 

interventions due to the nature of its transnational war and its lack of a unified state. The co-

existence of Afghanistan’s traditional governance structures alongside newly introduced or newly 

revived governance structures pose significant challenges for current development efforts. 

However, rather than explicate these, I will focus on exploring the possibility that externally 

regulated statebuilding frameworks may, in fact, be playing a role in hindering progress and 

eroding perceptions of legitimacy.  
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It is worthwhile to challenge normative, stagnant approaches to statebuilding, not just 

critique them. As Chandler asks, “why engage in a political understanding and critique of current 

practices of power and its denial if the political sphere has no better solutions for society than the 

administrative one does?” (2006, p. 193). It is important to explore why these methods are not 

working in Afghanistan, and explore the various paradigm shifts that have taken place in response 

to general failures for impactful forward progress in the country. To that end, in the context of a 

broad-based case study, and looking at several large-scale projects and programmes intended to 

contribute to statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, this dissertation will look at the concepts of 

statebuilding, power, legitimacy and self-interest by intervening parties in order to generate new 

knowledge and perspectives on how statebuilding efforts can be improved. In challenging the 

current norms and approaches to statebuilding, I hope to refute the notion that the best the world 

can hope for is solid, structured, externally influenced administrative ‘solutions’ that may, over 

time, lead to gradual reductions in social inequalities in states of the global South. By detailing 

how current practices may in fact be working against these gradual positive changes and hindering 

positive social transformation, I seek to identify new ways to overcome these issues and highlight 

the need for renewed thinking on how to design and implement large-scale, ambitious statebuilding 

and development initiatives. 

I will argue that assessing practices and approaches around internationally developed 

statebuilding practices, as a practitioner, addresses a gap in the literature with regards to current 

efforts in Afghanistan. By exploring the critical framework of Empire in Denial alongside the 

practitioner perspective within the Afghan context, focused on the practices used within large-

scale statebuilding programmes that I will profile, this dissertation provides an opportunity to 
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contribute to knowledge of contemporary statebuilding practices, and calls on practitioners to 

reflect on how these practices can be improved. 

Central Research Question and Rationale 

My dissertation aims to answer the following question and sub-questions: 

1. As practitioners, how do we measure statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan?  

a. How is statebuilding defined in the context of Afghanistan? How does this compare 

to other normative statebuilding models? 

b. What constitutes success in statebuilding in Afghanistan? What constitutes failure? 

c. What are the constructs of Afghanistan’s statebuilding project in the framework of 

Empire in Denial, and how has this impacted development efforts? 

d. How effective has capacity-building been in the Afghan state since 2001? 

e. Does a lack of legitimacy on the part of the international community impact the 

current approach to statebuilding in Afghanistan? 

f. What is the role of the Afghan state in statebuilding efforts? 

This dissertation aims to identify root cause problems in the development sphere, using the 

lens of Empire in Denial to analyze project and programme level statebuilding initiatives, and help 

illuminate new ways to address statebuilding endeavors. A case study approach applies a 

practitioner-focused, constructivist lens and makes use of interdisciplinary sources to analyze the 

Empire in Denial concept in the Afghan context, focusing on key societal and political variables 

that impact development efforts and influence governance structures.  The findings point to the 

problematic adoption and application of stagnant international development norms as reasons why 
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statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan are failing to meet their intended objectives. 

Further, using the case study approach and practitioner experience, I intend to provide 

examples of Empire in Denial by demonstrating how these externally regulated forms of 

governance in Afghanistan are failing to recognize the difference between a Western-driven 

political project and administrative solutions.   

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is divided into eight chapters. Following the Introduction, Chapter I 

provides a literature review, identifying what is missing in the research on statebuilding and 

Afghanistan, detailing development practices, and providing a socio-historical overview with a 

focus on the post-2001 era and Afghanistan’s status as a failed state with a weak democratic 

governance structure.  

Chapter II details the dissertation’s theoretical framework, building upon the evolution of 

international relations and development theories and their various paradigms leading up to the 

onset of the Cold War, and the subsequent post-Cold War rise of constructivism in the field of 

international relations. It also presents the application of the sociological/philosophical framework 

of Empire in Denial in the post-Cold War era and specifically, in Afghanistan.  

Chapter III details the methodology and research design, describing the case-study 

approach that was used. It also details the methods used, enriched by data drawn from semi-

structured and open-ended interviews, participant observation, and document analysis.  

Chapter IV provides a historical, linear account of the socio-political context in 

Afghanistan from the inception of the Great Game era until the present day and the impacts on 
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contemporary statebuilding efforts. This section also discusses the proposed theoretical framework 

and presumed statebuilding models in Afghanistan from 2001-2015 in depth, and details why they 

are important in the context of the study.  

Chapter V presents the data collected for the study. The data is categorized into several 

sub-case studies, examining various elements of statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, as well as a 

comparison with the post-conflict era in Bosnia, starting in 1995. Data was collected from several 

cases deemed relevant to the Afghan statebuilding project, including: 1) development work and 

approach of the Aga Khan Foundation, 2) development work and approach of the United Nations 

Office for Project Services, 3) development work and approach of the World Bank Group, 4) 

contributions to civilian-military coordination in statebuilding efforts, and as mentioned, 5) 

elements of the post-conflict Bosnia statebuilding project. 

Chapter VI analyses the data, and presents findings extracted from this analysis. The 

analysis and findings are assessed against the study propositions, which are outlined in the 

theoretical framework chapter. Five macro-level ‘trends’, or key variables are identified from the 

data that impact internationalized statebuilding efforts. These trends are: 1) the scope and 

expectations of overarching national statebuilding projects (and all sub-projects), 2) that national 

leadership and political priorities are not often aligned with projects and programmes, or if they 

are, conceptually, there is a gap between the overarching statebuilding political problematic, and 

a ‘human-centered’ approach to statebuilding, 3) the prioritization of administrative aspects of 

statebuilding over political components of statebuilding, such as rule of law, 4)  the weakness of 

internationally supported capacity-building schemes in contemporary statebuilding efforts, and 5) 

the continuation, in various forms, of the ‘Great Game’ in Afghanistan, and its impacts on state 
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legitimacy.  

Chapter VII details implications of the data and analysis, as they relate to the theoretical 

framework, and in the context of statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, and going forward. 

The concluding section, Chapter VIII, identifies and expands on the study’s findings, and 

summarizes my observations on contemporary statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan and Bosnia. 

The findings generated by this dissertation are divided into a) academic and theoretical insights 

and recommendations and b) practitioner-driven insights and recommendations. The academic and 

theoretical insights and recommendations will be presented in relation to theory of Empire in 

Denial, and will detail the Afghan and Bosnian statebuilding cases in relation to three major trends 

observed through the lens of this theory. The practitioner-driven insights and recommendations 

will be presented in relation to project and programme management best practices, and stem from 

the practitioner-focused data collected for the purposes of this dissertation.  

Finally, in bringing the academic and practitioner insights and observations together, the 

concluding section of the dissertation will examine the links between policy and praxis, and 

address philosophical questions regarding the 'problematization' of people directly impacted by 

development efforts, and governing 'causes' versus effects, in order to reiterate the 

recommendation for practitioners to better understand the normative approach to statebuilding 

efforts that prioritize social aspects over political ones. 
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Overview 

Chapter I of this dissertation, the literature review, analyzes the existing research on 

statebuilding and Afghanistan, and identifies a gap with regards to scholarly research, wherein 

there has been little theoretical analysis of how prevalent statebuilding approaches are ineffective. 

To contribute to a more robust analysis, I apply the notion of Empire in Denial as a theoretical lens 

to statebuilding failures in Afghanistan. While the literature review provides a well-documented 

overview of statebuilding practices that are not working Afghanistan, and offers a multitude of 

critiques of key actors, structures, factors, and opinions as to why, there is little to no academic 

work available that details and assesses practitioner experiences, and links these examples to 

normative statebuilding agendas in a way that provides a learning opportunity for future scenarios, 

or to change course in Afghanistan.  

In fact, much of the literature of statebuilding in Afghanistan has focused on the top 

leadership of the state, and its relationship with key international partners, enemies and allies. 

However, this focus tends to overlook the fact that the majority of the population in Afghanistan, 

as a predominantly rural, agrarian society, has little connection with the centralized government in 

general, and its highest levels in particular. While the rural populations are more likely to come 

into contact with “officials who must execute state directives directly in the face of possibly strong 

societal resistance, and the dispersed field offices, the regional and local bodies that rework and 

organize state policies and directives for local consumption, or even formulate and implement 

wholly local policies” (Maley, 2013, p.264), there is a literature gap in understanding 

internationalized statebuilding efforts (via internationally assisted, funded or led projects and 

programmes) in rural Afghanistan, what their impacts have been, and how they interact with the 
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overarching political problematic that is at the root of statebuilding efforts. Rural Afghanistan 

presents an exceptionally complex political landscape, in which the agencies of the Afghan state 

“provide but one set of participants in a ceaseless renegotiation of power relations involving civil 

society, the state, and transnational actors, all using diverse strategies to realize their objectives” 

(Maley, 2013, p.264). At the same time, Afghanistan’s rural citizens are of course of critical 

importance in achieving political legitimation. Exploring statebuilding programmes and projects 

that are largely focused on increasing national access to rural areas and linking communities, and 

interviewing practitioners involved in these initiatives is a key consideration of this dissertation.   

Further, in reviewing the body of literature on post-Cold War statebuilding models, there 

is a gap in tracing the evolution of international interventions, starting in the 1990s, to the current 

Afghanistan case, to better understand and highlight the predominant, normative approaches that 

I argue are hindering efforts to improve governance, and ultimately quality of life, in the country. 

With the objective of highlighting how administratively-focused, internationalized statebuilding 

efforts have de-prioritized the importance of political solutions in favor of numerous, ‘bottom-up’ 

projects and programmes that are not strongly linked to a political vision, this dissertation will 

draw out a line of conceptual statebuilding models by reviewing other post-Cold War 

interventions, with a specific focus on Bosnia.  

In assessing the body of literature and conceptual models presented for post-conflict 

reconstruction and statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, I reviewed David Chandler’s work that 

builds on Zaki Laïdi’s (1998) theories on the exercise of power (A World Without Meaning) and 

overall critiques of post-Cold War interventionism, as well as leading research from the 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, the United Nations System, The 
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World Bank Group, and leading academics and politicians including Clare Lockhart, Ashraf 

Ghani, Simon Chesterman, Amin Saikal, Barnett Rubin, Astri Suhrke, Roland Paris, Francis 

Fukuyama, William Easterly, Stephen Krasner, and Christopher Zuercher. 

In a global context, and with case studies detailing examples in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Iraq, 

Chandler’s ‘Empire in Denial’ draws upon key facets of Ignatieff''s (2003) Empire Lite, that is, the 

unwillingness of the West to take responsibility for the long-term security, stability and 

development of countries being intervened in. However, Chandler (2006) argues that the idea of 

‘Empire Lite’ is attributable to an avoidance of responsibility and leadership in post-Cold War 

interventions, and a disingenuous commitment to building strong states, due to a lack of confidence 

by those designing the statebuilding endeavors. It supports the theory of a continuance of self-

defeating, hollow statebuilding, but from the angle that the West and its allies are not powerful 

and unstoppable, but weak and lacking accountability. Further, the normative Western approach 

to statebuilding focuses on technical and administrative concerns, and de-prioritizes the focus on 

the political problematic of the country being intervened in. Similarly, William Easterly (2014) 

writes in The Tyranny of Experts that the conventional approach to economic development, to 

making poor countries rich, is based on the technocratic illusion that issues such as poverty are 

purely technical problems amenable to technical solutions (2014, p.6). Easterly writes that the 

conventional, normative approach of applying technical solutions to economic development issues 

inherent in statebuilding is prevalent amongst those who combat global poverty, such as the Gates 

Foundation, the United Nations, and US and UK aid agencies (Easterly, 2014, p.6). 

This perspective as shared by Chandler and Easterly is a substantive alternative to the more 

normative perspective offered by Fukuyama's Nation-building: Beyond Afghanistan and Iraq. 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

28 

Fukuyama suggests “that many post-Cold War crises involved an internal absence of state power 

that necessitated outside intervention and long-term receivership by the international community” 

(2006, p. 2), but as Chandler states, “traditional empire was confident in its ability to transform 

and improve societies being intervened in…today’s empire in denial is a fragile one, asserting 

power and influence but desiring to hide behind forms of formal sovereignty” (2006, p. 47). In 

Afghanistan, there has arguably been no ultimate transformation – certainly some change has 

occurred and nominal systems have been put in place that have improved governance and service 

delivery in contrast to the situation during the Taliban regime – yet Afghanistan remains a fragile 

state. The country continues to rely on foreign assistance and security, and external reforms from 

the international community continue, with little dramatic progress to date.  

Collecting and analyzing data from experts and practitioners with substantial experience in 

the country presents an opportunity to explore and dissect constructs of statebuilding in 

Afghanistan. One of the key variables is state capacity/capacity-building and the idea that efforts 

in statebuilding to date have essentially culminated in the creation of a two-tier government system 

overrun with international experts and advisors.  

Fukuyama (2006) has assessed in-depth how external actors can use lessons learned to 

strengthen their abilities as they are likely to continue to undertake nation-building and capacity 

development, and that a cadre of trained experts should be available when the need arises. 

However, I argue that this is only one approach, and that Chandler's work supports another 

perspective that I want to draw attention to with this study. Chandler argues that statebuilding  

is an under-theorized issue; for many commentators, questions of statebuilding are narrow 

technical and administrative concerns; merely a matter of learning the lessons of previous 
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experiences in international administrative assistance and external support to build the governance 

capacity of ‘fragile’ states (2006 p. 189). There has been little questioning of the overall ideology 

of the approaches, or theoretical analysis of the practices prevalent in what has become a sector in 

and of itself, of institutional development or governance capacity building.  

 The following section will detail the rise of statebuilding endeavors and international relations 

in the post-Cold War Period, to provide an overview of evolving ideologies that arguably provide 

a foundation for the theory of Empire in Denial.  

 

International Relations in the Post-Cold War Period, 1990-2001 

Zaki Laïdi writes that the beginning of the Gulf crisis in August 1990 effectively led the 

international system into a second post-Cold War (1994, p. 2069). The joint effects of the end of 

the Cold War and the commencement of the Gulf War amplified and extended the notion that the 

world was entering an era based on new principles, where western euphoria was heightened and 

the once-balancing ideological alternative-left had crumbled with the dissolution of the USSR. 

Laïdi states, “this period was to see flourish the idea of a 'new world order' based on the triumph 

of international law and reason” (1994, p. 2069). 

 

The Rise of Liberal Peacebuilding and Internationalism 

In the post-Cold War period, western euphoria led to the rise in belief in the international 

relations community that political and economic liberalism offered a key to solving a broad 

range of social, political and economic problems from under-development and famine, to 

disease, environmental degradation and violent conflict (Paris, 2010, p. 340). Michael Lake 
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refers to this period as Statebuilding 2.0 which in many ways, came to characterize attempts by 

the United States to construct a New World Order after 1990 (2010, p. 257). The key shift was 

from seeking loyalty to building legitimate states, a change facilitated by the absence of any peer 

competitor in an attempt to build broad-based popular support for nascent states by creating 

democratic institutions and spearheading economic reforms (Lake, 2010, p. 257). Roland Paris 

states that a record number of countries held elections during this period, and a broad ideological 

shift took place in the world’s leading international organizations towards more open and 

enthusiastic support for liberal forms of government, based on the idea of elections, 

constitutional limits on governmental power, and respect for civil and political rights (2010, p. 

340). The United Nations were one such example, where technical skills and resources were 

extended to countries to support the promotion of democratic ideals via electoral assistance and 

support. The rapid and profound changes in the way international relations and affairs were 

conducted seemed to reflect the triumph of liberalism and indeed some sort of academic and 

philosophical victory. It was at this time that Francis Fukuyama wrote of his ‘end of history’ 

claim that humankind had reached the liberal endpoint in its ideological evolution (Paris, 2010, 

p. 340). 

 

Increased Civil Conflict in the post-Cold War Era 

One of the many challenges the international community has faced in the post-Cold War 

era (and indeed, continues to face today) is the increasingly pervasive problem of civil conflicts. 

In 1995 alone, 30 major armed conflicts were fought, all inter-state wars (Paris, 1997, p. 54). 

Between 1991 and 1997, eight major post-conflict peacebuilding efforts were conducted in order 
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to attempt to build peace and avoid relapse into conflict (Namibia, Cambodia, El Salvador, 

Nicaragua, Mozambique, Angola, Rwanda and Bosnia1). It is important to note that the wide 

variety of international actors involved in operations such as Bosnia and Rwanda, to name only 

two, is a key component of the construct of Empire in Denial, which will be detailed below. In 

particular, the adoption and practice of norms by such actors will be analyzed. From relief and 

development agencies to nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), international financial 

institutions, and other actors engaged in wide-ranging activities that even included temporarily 

taking over the administration of entire countries (Paris, 1997, p. 55), the sphere of international 

players in the liberal peacebuilding field seemed to grow exponentially in the post-Cold War 

period. In Fixing Failed States, Ghani and Lockhart echo this sentiment: 

The global trend in peacekeeping is quite clear: Between the founding of the United 

Nations in 1945 and 1990, there were sixteen peacekeeping interventions. In the 

seventeen years since 1990 the Security Council has authorized forty-eight peacekeeping 

operations. The cost of deploying these multilateral forces is immense; the security costs 

of the coalition and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Afghanistan are likely 

to exceed $15 billion a year for the foreseeable future. (2008, pp. 25) 

 

From Modernization to Liberal Internationalism: Normative and Limited 

The growing ideology of liberal internationalism and peacebuilding in the 1990s 

followed on the heels of modernization theory from the 1950-1960s, which thought that good 

                                                 
1 This list does not include missions to Haiti, Somalia or Central African Republic, for reasons of duration and 

rationale. 
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things could be bundled into the liberal peacebuilding package. It was presumed that 

democratization and marketization were mutually reinforcing principles that, once initiated, 

would become self-perpetuating (Paris, 2010, p. 341). This liberal, new form of interventionism 

played a major role in shaping international relations in the 1990s. However, as more 

interventions took place throughout the 1990s, it became clear to practitioners that liberalization 

and post-conflict reconstruction – and particularly when attempted in a rapid ‘all-cylinders 

firing’ manner – that the framework has some serious limitations. In fact, in some instances, 

rather than creating conditions for stable and lasting peace, efforts to hold a quick set of elections 

and provide economic reforms did little to address the drivers of conflict and in some cases, 

produced perversely destabilizing results (Paris, 2010, p. 341).  

In Rwanda, plans for power-sharing and democratic elections failed in 1994 when 

members of the Hutu government orchestrated genocidal violence against their political and 

ethnic enemies, the Tutsis (Paris, 2010, p. 341). As outlined in the International Commission on 

Intervention and State Sovereignty’s (ICISS) report, The Responsibility to Protect, the Rwanda 

conflict laid bare the full horror of inaction: 

The United Nations Secretariat and some permanent members of the Security Council 

knew that officials connected to the then government were planning genocide; UN forces 

were present, though not in sufficient number at the outset; and credible strategies were 

available to prevent, or at least greatly mitigate, the slaughter which followed. But the 

Security Council refused to take the necessary action. That was a failure of international 

will – of civic courage – at the highest level. (International Commission on Intervention 

and State Sovereignty, Evans, G. J., Sahnoun, M., & International Development Research 
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Centre, 2001, p. 1) 

 

In the more recent example of Bosnia, which will be detailed in a following chapter, the 

2005 Dayton Accords prescribed a quick set of elections which reinforced the power of the most 

nationalist elements in the society who appeared to be the least committed to pursuing inter-

ethnic reconciliation (Paris, 2010, p. 341). Economic liberalization in Bosnia also produced 

unexpected problems: in the institutional vacuum that followed the war, internationally-

mandated privatization efforts reinforced war-time black markets and enriched extremist groups 

(Paris, 2010, p. 341). These examples are of course only a few of many, presented here to paint a 

picture of the emerging limitations of liberal interventionism during the time-period. 

 

Liberal Internationalism and the United Nations 

During the Cold War, the discord between Western nations and the Soviet Union 

prevented many intergovernmental organizations such as the United Nations from taking stands 

and being able to push forward ideologically-charged issues such as the promotion of 

democracy. Notwithstanding some member states – such as China – who do not endorse Western 

notions of democracy, the collapse of Soviet communism “decisively shifted the balance of 

power and opinion in many international institutions toward more active support for market 

democracy” (Paris, 1997, p. 60). In looking at the decade that followed the Soviet collapse, the 

United Nations certainly adopted a liberal attitude toward endorsing a multitude of international 

interventions, and effectively pushing the ideals of ‘solutionist’ liberal internationalism into new 

non-Western post-conflict spaces – with varying degrees of success. However, this expanding 
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sphere of both global actors and interventions began to take the nascent form of Empire in 

Denial, as detractors and commentators began to argue that the result of 1990s humanitarian and 

human rights interventions was the 'sucking out' of state capacity, as core state functions were 

taken over by UN agencies, international institutions and international NGOs, effectively 

undermining the legitimacy and authority of non-Western states (Chandler, 2006, p. 29).  This 

approach to interventions, and subsequent demise following the initial engagements in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, as well as the impacts of the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, will be 

discussed in forthcoming sections. 

 

The UN and the ICISS, 1999-2001 

The 1990s ended in yet another paradigm shift in the framing of statebuilding via 

“humane” international interventions, when in an address to the 54th session of the UN General 

Assembly in September 1999, Secretary-General Kofi Annan reflected upon “the prospects for 

human security and intervention in the next century.” Annan recalled the failures to act in 

Rwanda and Kosovo, and challenged the member states of the UN to “find common ground in 

upholding the principles of the Charter, and acting in defence of our common humanity,” and 

warned that “if the collective conscience of humanity … cannot find in the United Nations its 

greatest tribune, there is a grave danger that it will look elsewhere for peace and for justice” 

(ICISS et al., 2001, p. 1). One year later, the Government of Canada responded to Annan’s 

challenge by announcing the establishment of the independent International Commission on 

Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS). The ICISS was established with the mandate to  

build a broader understanding of the problem of reconciling intervention for human 
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protection purposes and sovereignty; more specifically, it was to try to develop a global 

political consensus on how to move from polemics – and often paralysis – towards action 

within the international system, particularly through the United Nations. (ICISS et al., 

2001, p. 1) 

 

Reframing Sovereignty and Interventions 

The ICISS was set up to question the ideas of sovereignty in the face of inhumane 

treatment of civilians, and to ensure the horrors of Rwanda and Kosovo, amongst others, were 

never repeated or ignored by the wider international community. As Annan mentioned in his 

speech, Rwanda, Kosovo, Bosnia and Somalia all had a profound effect on how the problems of 

intervention and sovereignty are viewed, analyzed and characterized in the IR sphere in the post-

Cold War era. This reframing of the Westphalian notion of sovereignty has implications for the 

context of the Afghanistan intervention (amongst others) and the application of the theory of 

Empire in Denial.  

The Blackwell Dictionary of Political Science defines sovereignty as: 

A claim to authority, originally by sovereign monarchs, but by states since the Treaty of 

Westphalia in 1648. A state becomes sovereign when other states recognize it as such. 

The term cannot be a synonym for complete independence, though states may argue it is. 

No states in the world today are without dependence, in some form, on other states. 

(Bealey and Johnson, 1999, p. 306) 

According to both ICISS and the Blackwell Dictionary of Political Science, Westphalian 

notions of state sovereignty are long gone (and will be detailed in a following section). State 
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sovereignty in the context of ICISS and post-Cold War interventions was thus redefined to “not 

include any claim of the unlimited power of a state to do what it wants to its own people.” ICISS 

acknowledged that the reframing of sovereignty implies a dual responsibility: 1) externally – to 

respect the sovereignty of other states, and 2) internally, to respect the dignity and basic rights of 

all the people within the state. “In international human rights covenants, in UN practice, and in 

state practice itself, sovereignty is now understood as embracing this dual responsibility. 

Sovereignty as responsibility has become the minimum content of good international 

citizenship” (ICISS et al., 2001, p. 1). This new understanding of the meaning of sovereignty was 

of central importance in the ICISS’s approach to the question of intervention for human 

protection purposes, and in particular to the development of their core theme and seminal report, 

The Responsibility to Protect. This report will be further explored below in the context of the 

interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

 

The Responsibility to Protect 

The ICISS’s Responsibility to Protect (R2P) report aimed to provide a new “theoretical 

and ethical framework for what had hitherto been ad-hoc decisions on intervention” (Bulley, 

2010, p. 443). The thesis was premised on the idea that sovereign states have a responsibility to 

protect their own citizens from avoidable catastrophe – from mass murder and rape, from 

starvation – but that when they are unwilling or unable to do so, that responsibility must be borne 

by the broader community of states. The report rested on these principles, defined as follows: 

A. State sovereignty implies responsibility, and the primary responsibility for the 

protection of its people lies with the state itself.  
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B. Where a population is suffering serious harm, as a result of internal war, insurgency, 

repression or state failure, and the state in question is unwilling or unable to halt or avert 

it, the principle of non-intervention yields to the international responsibility to protect. 

(ICISS et al., 2001, p. XI) 

This new framing of interventions as “ethical” humanitarian interventions marked an 

ideological shift in the theory of statebuilding and international assistance. However, in 2001, the 

debate on ethics and humanitarian intervention became even more vexing following the 

September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks, the December 2001 release of the R2P report calling for 

an international ‘responsibility to protect’ populations against harm, and the subsequent March 

2003 invasion of Iraq by US-led coalition forces.   

 

The Demise of Liberal Peacebuilding and the Emergence of Contemporary Statebuilding 

The R2P document was not yet finished when the events of September 11, 2001 (9/11) 

transpired. Prior to the tragic events of that day, during his 2000 presidential election campaign 

George Bush disavowed any US responsibility to rebuild states, asserting, “I don’t think our 

troops ought to be used for what’s called nation-building” (Hehir, 2011, p. 1074). The events of 

9/11, however, catalyzed the ‘Bush Doctrine’ and the launch of what came to be referred to as 

‘The War on Terror’. Bush rationalized this new doctrine through a mixture of (claimed) moral 

trailblazing and national security. Only five years later, following the invasions of Iraq and 

Afghanistan and by the time of his second inauguration speech in 2005, Bush stated ‘it is the 

policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and 

institutions in every nation and culture’ (Hehir, 2011, p. 1074).  
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The Paris Declaration 

 During this same period, The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness was launched. The 

Paris Declaration, endorsed in 2005 by more than 100 signatories, was the result of extensive 

consultations, committing international development aid donors and recipients to act in 

accordance with five principles: ownership, alignment, harmonization, results, and mutual 

accountability (OECD, 2005). Effectively, the declaration was the culmination of several 

decades of attempts to improve the quality of aid and its impact on development, and was 

designed to provide a practical, action-oriented roadmap with specific targets to be met 

(Dabelstein & Patton, 2013, p. 19). The specific targets were framed within 56 partnership 

commitments, with 12 indicators to provide a measurable and evidence-based way to track 

progress, and targets for 11 of the indicators (OECD, 2005). These targets were initially to be 

met by 2010.   

A 2008 report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

noted preliminary concerns with the ambitious targets set to make aid more effective by 2010.  

 The report assessed progress against the goals in 55 developing countries, and determined that 

“progress is being made, but not fast enough” (OECD, 2008, p.14), noting further that unless 

considerable changes were implemented, developing countries and their external partners would 

not meet their international commitments and targets for effective aid by 2010 (OECD, 2008, 

p.14). The report provided three high-level recommendations: 1) systematically step-up efforts to 

systematically strengthen country systems as a way of reinforcing country ownership of aid; 2) 

strengthen accountability of development resources; and 3) provide cost effective aid 
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management (OECD, 2008, pp. 15-17). 

 Since the 2005 declaration, there have been follow up conferences aimed at translating 

the original commitments into actions, including in 2008 (Accra, Ghana) and 2011 (Busan, South 

Korea). OECD established the Global Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation at the 

Fourth High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness in Busan in 2011, and has also continued 

monitoring commitments through the Working Party on Aid Effectiveness, which is comprised 

of dozens of policy advisors from developing countries and international organizations. More 

recently, aid effectiveness work has been adapted to consider and accelerate progress of the 

Millennium Development Goals.  

 Although much work remains to be done against the original 2005 commitments, the 

Paris Declaration marked an important shift in the thinking driving development assistance 

efforts that went far beyond financial accountability and efficiency. The fierce criticism of liberal 

internationalism, and subsequent shift in the IR sphere with regards to interventions and 

international assistance, led to a renewed definition of statebuilding that will be detailed in the 

following sections. 

 

The Shift in Liberal Internationalism to Moral Imperialism 

Chandler, Paris and Ignatieff, amongst others, argue that because of the failed 

interventions of the 1990s and the complicated invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, the concept of 

liberal internationalism underwent a shift in framing. The documented failures in internationally 

sanctioned post-conflict peacebuilding efforts in which universal, linear and reductive concepts 

resulted in perverse effects and in some cases, further destabilization, required a fresh new lens: 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

40 

moral imperialism.  

The invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq divided public global opinion, and raised the 

arguments of ‘peacebuilding-as-imperialism’, democratic imperialism’, and ‘imperial nation-

building’. Whether it was political rhetoric or not, the Bush Administration justified the 

invasions at least partly on liberal grounds: as a means of providing the benefits of democracy 

and freedom to oppressed societies (Paris, 2010, p. 345). Elections, constitutional processes, 

market-oriented economic adjustment and institution-building were central to the US-led plan in 

Iraq and part of the standard formula for UN-mandated peace operations (Paris, 2010, p. 345). 

Alejandro Bendaña portrayed the Iraq war as a natural extension of 1990s-era peacebuilding 

operations, promoting external economic and strategic interests at the expense of such principles 

as justice and self-determination, thereby opening the door to Washington’s subsequent savagery 

in Iraq. Paris states that that liberal peacebuilding and the Iraq invasion were based on the same 

flawed methods, and assumptions that the liberal interventionism that took root in the aftermath 

of the Cold War was never much more than a combination of post-imperial nostalgia with 

crackpot geopolitics (2010, p. 345). 

 

Statebuilding redefined 

In this complex IR environment, following several high-profile conflicts and missteps 

with regards to liberal interventionism, and following the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, the 

international community and the United Nations acknowledged the need for more efficient aid, 

and more comprehensive and longer-lasting approaches to peacebuilding. This acknowledgement 

was based on the principle of ‘no exit without strategy’, and on the need to pay greater attention 
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to building or strengthening governmental institutions in the host countries as a means of 

consolidating, or ‘locking in’ postwar political and economic reforms (Paris, 2010, p. 342). This 

emphasis on institutional strengthening came to be known as statebuilding. This term will be 

discussed broadly below, with an analysis of international best practices and theory following in 

Chapter V. 

 

Statebuilding 

With its deep historical roots, the concept of the ‘state’ has always been flexible. Yet, the 

view that endogenous state formation processes indicate a teleological process of development 

towards Westphalian sovereignty, following a Weberian perspective, has been translated into a 

dominant, realist concern with security and territory (Richmond, 2013, p. 299). To this day, this 

perspective maintains a grip over international relations and underpins exogenous liberal 

peacebuilding and neoliberal statebuilding policy, which I will challenge in the pages that 

follow.  

 Although the concept of the state has been well covered across disciplines and from 

different methodological perspectives, in IR and political science there has a been a dominant 

discourse of realist theoretical approaches, such as posited by Morgenthau, Waltz, Weber, Tilly, 

Evans Pritchard, Radcliffe Brown, and of course Keynes, and Marx. I will provide a brief 

overview of the Western historical model and its evolution in the contemporary Afghanistan 

context, grounded in social theory from Ignatieff and Chandler. Subsequent sections will analyze 

contemporary ‘best practices’ in statebuilding by multilateral agencies within the case study 

framework of large-scale programmes and projects in Afghanistan. 
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Historical Tenets of Statebuilding 

A state, following the Western historical model, provides “core functions aimed at 

providing security, autonomy, the control of territory and borders” (Richmond, 2013, p. 300). 

Intervention, development, peacekeeping, peacebuilding, and statebuilding assume this model is 

their focus and guide (Richmond, 2013, p. 300). In this definition, the state provides an 

infrastructure in which conflict is mitigated by providing institutional checks and balances on 

power and/or through the redistribution of resources. Richmond notes the state can function in 

various ways; to entrench power or to ameliorate it; to remedy or maintain inequalities; and to 

produce either a negative or positive form of peace; the state may be the instrument of structural 

violence or its mitigation (Richmond, 2013, p. 300). Similarly, Rubin (2006), states that a 

functioning, formed state requires three key resources: coercion, capital, and legitimacy (p. 178):  

at the most schematic analysis, state formation consists of the interdependent 

 mobilization by a sovereign of three types of resources: coercion, capital, and legitimacy. 

 The sovereign wields coercion, in the form of what we hopefully call security 

 institutions, to exercise a monopoly of (legitimate) force over a territory. (2006, p. 178)  

 

Accumulated capital is required to produce income that can be extracted as revenues to 

fund state functions and services, while symbolic and cultural resources consecrate the use of 

force and public revenues as legitimate and link them into a meaningful whole to induce people 

to comply voluntarily as citizens. These three resources have been mobilized in different 

combinations and contexts to build, destroy or undermine states (Rubin, 2006, p. 178). 
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Internationalized Statebuilding  

Now, the doctrine of statebuilding has become ‘internationalized’. The process has 

become pluralistic and complex beyond comprehension: civilian and military coordination may 

be the cornerstone of one effort, while humanitarian response may be the driving force behind 

another. Furthermore, the doctrines of the states and organizations engaged in such efforts often 

contradict the goal of statebuilding. Building a national state (whether exogenously or 

endogenously) effectively means creating a sovereign center of political accountability, which is 

not necessarily the same as building an ally in the war on terror (Rubin, 2006, p. 178). 

Multilateral operations often consist of juxtaposing existing capacities of humanitarian 

aid, war fighting, peacekeeping, economic guidance and assistance, civil society support, and 

democracy assistance without a coherent strategy (Rubin, 2006, p. 178). Arguably, in such 

operations, coherence falls victim to the pluralistic approach; the space becomes saturated with 

actors, agendas, and strategies that may contradict one another. 

Furthermore, few people in the field would argue that the concept of statebuilding in non-

Western states is based on the desire to create or support traditional sovereign entities (Chandler, 

2006, p. 33). This is evident in practice in the cases of international engagement in Bosnia, 

Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, and in UN and G8 proposals for state capacity-building efforts in 

Africa.  

Chandler argues that in internationalized statebuilding, the sovereign state forms are still 

held up but sovereignty is being redefined yet again (beyond that of the R2P report). Stephen 

Krasner, in his book Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy, details how sovereignty has become 
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'unbundled' (1999, p. 221), and emphasizes the importance of the legal shell of the state form 

while abandoning its political content of self-government and autonomy. Krasner explores how 

the term sovereignty has historically been used in four different ways: international legal 

sovereignty, Westphalian sovereignty, domestic sovereignty, and interdependence sovereignty 

(1999, p. 4). International legal sovereignty refers to the practices associated with mutual 

recognition, usually between territorial entities that have formal juridical independence. 

Westphalian sovereignty refers to political organization based on the exclusion of external actors 

from authority structures within a given territory. Domestic sovereignty refers to the formal 

organization of political authority within the state and the ability of public authorities to exercise 

effective control within the borders of their own polity…interdependence sovereignty refers to 

the ability of public authorities to regulate the flow of information, idea, goods, people, 

pollutants, or capital across the borders of their state (Krasner, 1999, pg.5). Krasner writes that 

the bundle of properties associated with sovereignty – territory, recognition, autonomy, and 

control – have been understood, often implicitly, to characterize states in the international 

system, while very few states have ever possessed all of these attributes:  

Control over both trans-border movements and internal developments have often been 

problematic…the basic principle of Westphalian sovereignty, the autonomy of domestic 

structures, has frequently been comprised through intervention in the form of coercion of 

imposition by more powerful states, of through contracts or conventions that have 

involved invitations for external actors to influence domestic authority structures. While 

the basic principle of international legal sovereignty, the extension of recognition to 

judicially autonomous territorial entities, has been more widely honored, it too has been 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

45 

violated. In the international system norms, including those associated with Westphalian 

sovereignty and international legal sovereignty, have always been characterized by 

organized hypocrisy. Norms and actions have been decoupled. Logics of consequences 

have trumped logics of appropriateness. (Krasner, 1999, p. 221) 

 

The Sovereignty Gap 

Venneri refers to the paradox of statebuilding projects, in which international missions 

compromise domestic sovereign prerogatives in order to foster the institutional reorganization of 

a failing or failed state, democratize it, and establish stable authorities and well-functioning 

institutions that, at the end of the process, will independently exercise full sovereignty again, 

both domestically and internationally (2010, p. 153). In this reading, sovereignty has been 

redefined as a ‘responsibility’ of the intervening powers, and to this day remains the normative 

ground on which statebuilding initiatives can be justified. 

Building on Krasner’s work and complementing Venneri’s, Chandler (2006) describes 

the three ways that sovereignty has thus become ‘unbundled’: 1) by redefining sovereignty as a 

variable capacity rather than an indivisible right, thereby legitimizing a new hierarchy of variable 

sovereignty and undermining the UN Charter principle of sovereign equality; 2) by redefining 

sovereignty as a duty or responsibility rather than a freedom, legitimizing external mechanisms 

of regulation, held to enhance sovereignty despite undermining the traditional right of self-

government or autonomy; and, 3) by exaggerating the formal importance of international legal 

sovereignty so that this formal shell then facilitates the repackaging of external domination as 

partnership of country ownership and the voluntary contract of formally equal partners (p. 33). It 
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is with these considerations of international statebuilding in mind and the re-defining of 

sovereignty that we trace their constructs to their present application in Afghanistan. 

Empire Lite in Afghanistan 

In the context of the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan by American-led forces, neo-

colonialism has been raised repeatedly as a driving factor behind development assistance, but has 

been further critiqued as “imperialism lite”, where the quick-and-easy-war-that-never-was became 

complicated by an international guilt complex (Ignatieff, 2003). This guilt complex adds a new 

theoretical dimension to the statebuilding framework, where sociological factors become driving 

forces for the explanation of normative statebuilding, or the lack thereof. 

Ignatieff evokes prior failures addressed in the Responsibility to Protect, where it is suggested the 

Taliban’s vicious, destructive reign in wake of dueling warlords reducing large swaths of Kabul to 

rubble, “could have been stopped had the big powers not abandoned Afghanistan after the Soviet 

withdrawal” (Ignatieff, 2003). Further, the stark realities on the ground once the invasion started 

displayed the raw evidence of a moral requirement for complementary foreign aid and nation 

building; a strategy defined by M.J. Williams as a “comprehensive approach”, in which the aim 

was to link up development and reconstruction in a conflict zone with military effect (2003). This 

pillar of statebuilding – civilian and military coordination efforts in Afghanistan – will be further 

explored in the Analysis section of the dissertation.  

Ignatieff states that in order to ensure the ongoing viability of development in Afghanistan, 

the United States felt an obligation to nation build as part of their war strategy in order to create a 

democratic state strong enough to govern itself. The problem, he says, is the Bush Administration 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

47 

wanted to do this “on the cheap” and at the lowest level of investment and risk; hence, “empire 

lite”, or “nation-building lite” (2003). But as Ignatieff argues, “empires don't come lite…they come 

heavy, or they do not last. And neither does the peace they are meant to preserve” (2003, p. 116). 

The problem with Ignatieff’s premise is that it is fundamentally Western-centric (although 

arguably, this was his point). Ignatieff’s response to the question of why sustainable development 

is not happening in Afghanistan targets the United States’ intervention strategy as not heavy 

enough to warrant either military success or sustainable development, and suggests that had the 

US invested more into its military and nation building strategies from the start, democracy in 

Afghanistan would have been a sure bet. The failure was, according to Ignatieff, in part due to the 

illusion of permanence: effective imperial power requires controlling the subject people by 

convincing them that they will be ruled forever (2003).  

Chandler’s theory of Empire in Denial builds upon Ignatieff’s premise of the illusion, not 

application, of permanence in the Afghanistan context, post 2001. Although it is hard to argue 

against the idea that the United States demonstrated why it has a reputation for fickleness – and  

thus, impermanence - when “empires cannot be maintained and national interests cannot be 

secured over the long term by a people always looking for the exit” (Ignatieff, 2003),  Ignatieff’s 

Empire Lite theory appears to disregard both the documented failures of previous invaders who 

may have in fact employed heavier-handed imperialist tactics to no avail, but also the general will 

and interest of the Afghan people to embrace Western cultural ideologies that may not align with 

their own existing traditions and governance constructs. In Stephen Tanner’s Indomitable 

Afghanistan, he quotes a tribal Afghan leader in 1809, addressing a British diplomat who is trying 

to convince him of the benefits of a firm, centralized government. Says the leader, “we are content 
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with discord, we are content with alarms, we are content with blood, but we will never be content 

with a master" (2009). Two hundred years later, the concept of sovereignty, in its evolving context 

within the new IR sphere, remains a key sticking point in the creation of the Afghan state. 

 

Empire in Denial 

Building on Ignatieff’s Empire Lite, David Chandler’s theory of Empire in Denial takes 

the notions of moral imperialism with a light footprint a step further. Empire in Denial rejects the 

Left and Foucauldian critical perspectives on statebuilding in favor of a framework that connects 

the internationalism espoused by western states and international organizations, like the 

European Union (EU) and the World Bank Group (WB), with the desire to portray a 

grand project to domestic audiences in Europe and the United States. He writes, “it was the 

distance which the international sphere provided that enabled values and higher aims to be more 

easily articulated. Governments could declare their commitments to ethical causes which 

appeared to remove the accusation of petty self-interestedness and restore a sense of larger 

purpose” (Chandler, 2006, p. 78). As Ignatieff states, “when policy was driven by moral motives, 

it was often driven by narcissism…we intervened not only to save others, but to save ourselves, 

or rather an image of ourselves as defenders of universal decencies…we wanted to show that the 

West 'meant' something” (1998, p. 95). Empire in Denial highlights and explains the 

maintenance of the facade of sovereign equality and the desire to create strong states with the 

concomitant diminution of actual sovereign rights and domestic control over the state’s political 

system (Chandler, 2006, p. 78). Further, it does not subscribe to the idea that simple narcissism is 

what is driving modern statebuilding projects, rather, the desire of Western states to ‘deny’ 
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aspects of classical statebuilding is not a nefarious scheme but rather indicative of a lack of 

confidence on the part of the architects of the statebuilding endeavor (i.e., multilateral 

organizations and countries or coalitions supplying forces).  

 

Empire in Denial Explained 

Empire in Denial explains the ramifications of what happens when those who hold power 

lack a clear or coherent framework through which to exercise it. As Zaki Laïdi writes,  

power – understood in its widest sense – is conceived and experienced less and less as a 

process of taking over responsibilities, and more as a game of avoidance…social actors 

avoid taking on their own responsibilities or some responsibilities because, in the absence 

of a framework of meaning, responsibilities are measured only in cost terms. (2008, p.13) 

 

In the context of internationalized statebuilding efforts in the post-Cold War era, the international 

community, led by Western elites, lack a strong political vision and conviction in political goals 

for these efforts, which has in turn shifted the focus of these efforts away from issues of political 

power and capability in the countries being intervened in. This lack of a strong political vision 

has also transformed the international community’s relationship to political problematics on the 

global stage, marking a shift in international relations, particularly between non-Western states 

and their societies. International interventions have evolved from colonial perspectives of 

empire: the rejection of sovereignty, invasion and occupation, which were driven by clear 

political convictions and agendas. By avoiding these concepts and removing their necessity in 

the context of international interventions, Western powers deny their responsibilities of power 
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that exist in such interventions. As will be evidenced in the examples of Afghanistan and Bosnia, 

interventions are now effectively considered ‘partnerships’ between the Western-led intervening 

actors and the non-Western actors/governments of the country being intervened in. The language 

of such partnerships has given rise to normative statebuilding ideas around capacity-building and 

empowerment, which when coupled with a lack of clear political conviction, are resulting in 

perverse effects on legitimate democratic efforts and a weakening of the connection between 

states and their societies. These efforts are often designed in a way that allow international 

partners to evade responsibility for the outcomes, and prioritize administrative solutions over 

political ones.  

Empire in Denial suggests that while Western actors continue to drive interventions, they 

prefer to demonstrate their power by rejecting responsibility for their actions, ultimately 

devolving power to national state, regional or local authorities (such as in the Afghan case), or 

even other international institutions (such as in the Bosnia case). It appears that international 

relations are experiencing a shift in normative practices, where old forms of ‘traditional’ empire 

and political conviction are being denied in exchange for softer forms of intervention that lack 

political will, and are ultimately preventing the establishment of strong political links between 

non-Western states and their societies. 

The theory of Empire in Denial is in stark contrast to leading normative thought such as 

espoused by Francis Fukuyama in Nation Building – Beyond Afghanistan and Iraq, where he 

outlines the assumption that many post-Cold War crises involved an internal absence of state 

power that necessitated outside intervention and long-term receivership by the international 

community (2006, p. 2). This is a rather contentious assertion by Fukuyama. He also notes that 
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the link between ‘failed states’ and western security is presented as axiomatic and there is little 

analysis of the morality or legality of statebuilding. Fukuyama asserts that “given the genuine 

problems posed by failed states, it is unlikely that the United States or the international 

community more broadly will be able to avoid nation-building in the future” (2006, p. 14). Even 

if this may be inevitable, challenging the constructs of statebuilding and interventions is an 

extremely limited academic field. In his 2005 book From Kosovo to Kabul and Beyond, 

Chandler writes,  

today, the governments of the United States and Britain declare they have a duty to 

protect the rights of the Afghan people. Tomorrow, they may claim the duty to protect the 

human rights of someone else. The problem is that there is no mechanism to make the 

actions of the world's most powerful states accountable to the citizens of the states they 

choose to intervene in. The claim to act on behalf of other people can create a dangerous 

blank cheque to justify the action of Western governments. (2005, p. 72) 

 

Furthermore, the claim to act on behalf of other people can have profoundly harmful 

impacts for the people of the country being intervened in. This is particularly heightened if it 

appears that the intervening parties are not fully dedicated to such efforts. Empire in Denial, as 

interpreted in this study, is orientated towards a holistic analytical and explanatory framework of 

statebuilding in the context of Afghanistan, and provides a much-needed counter to much of the 

academic and normative literature on the subject of statebuilding.  

 

Sovereignty in Empire in Denial 
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Sovereignty, as framed by Empire in Denial, rejects the classical understanding of the 

term’s meaning to a state’s political and legal right to self-govern. The former understanding of 

sovereignty, with its universalist and rationalist legacy steeped in a tradition of imperialism and 

modernization, is understood to be particularly problematic in its silence towards the embedded 

nature of the subject and, with this, the illusionary nature of autonomy (Chandler, 2006, p. 35). 

Essentially, in the former understanding of sovereignty, the autonomy and capacity of subjugated 

subjects were not a focus area for imperialists. Now, sovereignty refers to building the social 

capacities and capabilities of an intervene-in country to support good governance, yet still from a 

Western democratic perspective. As Krasner notes, sovereignty has been ‘unbundled,’ taking out 

the old-fashioned and problematic idea of ‘autonomy’ from the term (Krasner 2004, 2005). 

Today’s interventions focus on human-centric policy frameworks, where ‘building’ as a national 

social capacity is the norm. In essence, new interventions aim to fill the ‘sovereignty gap’ 

between de facto and de jure sovereignty (Ghani & Lockhart, 2008), via capacity-building 

efforts. Capacity-building will be further elaborated on in Parts V and VI. 

 

Democracy in Empire in Denial 

Democracy, in the Empire in Denial context, no longer refers to the freedoms of citizens 

engaged in the public sphere of debate and contestation over policy goals; but to the spreading of 

democracy based around social capacities and capabilities (Chandler, 2013, p. 153). Simply put, 

democracy is not considered from the perspective of a ‘political problematic’; rather, it is 

embedded and based around the domestic social spheres. In the traditional sense, the concept of 

democracy has shifted away from one based on power and control (as expounded by Foucault), 
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to one where democracy is something citizens are “given” as a means to equalizing social power; 

equalizing the capacities of a states’ citizens to behave and act as ‘active’ or ‘responsible’ 

citizens (Chandler, 2013, p. 153).  

Foucault described this inverted notion of democracy in the ‘Platonic reversal’, where 

democracy is separated from reason. This was further detailed in the ‘Aristotelian hesitation’, 

whereby democracy shifted from the equality of the political sphere to a matter of the sharing 

and equalizing of power, leading to the modern discourses of transparency and the role of civil 

society (Chandler, 2013, p. 153). The shift in the conceptualization of democracy is one from the 

political to the individual, the latter being defined further here as the ‘human-centered world’. In 

the human-centered approach to development, democracy rejects the Foucauldian notions of 

reason and the exercise of power, and embraces the opposite: “democracy no longer legitimizes 

power but serves merely as a negative or limiting factor, serving to diversify and disperse 

governance within society” (Chandler, 2013, p. 153-154). This is an important point in the 

theory, and will be expanded upon further on. 

 

Human Agency and the Development Discourse 

The normative human-centered approach in the international development and IR sphere 

can be traced back to the influential works of Nobel Prize winning economist Amartya Sen 

(1999). The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank both 

subscribed to human-centered development approaches in the post-Cold War era, and as early as 

1990, as evidenced in the UNDP’s Human Development Report 1990: The Concept and 

Measurement of Human Development: 
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Human development is a process of enlarging people’s choices. The most critical of these 

wide-ranging choices are to live a long and healthy life, to be educated and to have access 

to resources needed for a decent standard of living. Additional choices include political 

freedom, guaranteed human rights and personal self-respect. 

Development enables people to have these choices. No one can guarantee human 

happiness, and the choices people make are their own concern. But the process of 

development should at least create a conducive environment for people, individually and 

collectively, to develop their full potential and to have a reasonable chance of leading 

productive and creative lives in accord with their needs and interests. (UNDP, 1990, p. 1) 

 

 Complementing the report, Sen’s "Development as Freedom" (1999) enlarges the concept 

of development to encompass the ideas of human agency - such as welfare, well-being and 

dignity. Sen argues that development is a process of expanding the freedoms that people enjoy, 

where "expansion of freedom is viewed . . . both as the primary end and as the principal means 

of development. Development consists of the removal of various types of unfreedoms that leave 

people with little choice and little opportunity of exercising their reasoned agency" (1999, p. 

XII). This view of freedom - reasoned agency - envisages individuals with expanded capabilities 

to lead the kind of lives they value (Sen, 1999, p.85). Sen states:  

 the ends and means of development call for placing the perspective of freedom at the 

 center of the stage. The people have to be seen, in this perspective, as being actively 

 involved – given the opportunity – in shaping their own destiny, and not just as passive 

 recipients of the fruits of cunning development plans. The state and the society have 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

55 

 extensive roles in strengthening and safeguarding human capabilities. [But] this is a 

 supporting role, rather than one of ready-made delivery. (1999, p. 53) 

 

By 2011, a decade after the invasion of Afghanistan, UNDP’s Human Development 

Report Sustainability and Equity: A Better Future for All, echoed the 1990 report (and Sen’s) 

perspective on the importance of human agency: 

Human development … is about expanding choices. Freedoms and capabilities are a 

more expansive notion than basic needs. Many ends are necessary for a “good life,” ends 

that can be intrinsically as well as instrumentally valuable - we may value biodiversity, 

for example, or natural beauty, independently of its contribution to our living standards. 

(UNDP, 2011, p. 1) 

 

The ‘human-centered’ approach to development will be discussed further in this study in relation 

to the National Solidarity Programme in Afghanistan, and work by the Aga Khan Foundation.  

 

The Human-Centered Approach and Empire in Denial  

This dissertation is ultimately an opportunity to consider new choices for approaches and 

new ways of thinking. In critiquing a human-centered approach to development – a normative 

framework that is endorsed by many leading industry and academic experts – the role of the 

individual is often accepted as a ‘problematized’ one. As discussed in the introduction, in taking 

a human-centered approach, such as through ‘bottom-up’, local level project implementation, the 

inherent assumption around which the human-centered approach is designed is that 
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humans/subjects are reduced to an object of product processes within the environment they are 

embedded. Individuals – human subjects – are problematized in this framing, and are not 

considered first and foremost as subjects capable of transforming their surroundings, but are 

instead considered as objects in a process that require transformation. In the development 

context, this is done through international assistance mechanisms. I seek to challenge this 

perspective. As Chandler states, “the precondition for human progress is the taking of an 

affirmative moral position on the human as transformative subject rather than as the object in 

need of transformation” (2013, p. 172). 

 

Statebuilding and Empire in Denial 

In the development arena, weak or post-conflict states continue to be the recipients of 

socially-focused, internationalized statebuilding projects which seek to transform subjects 

through externally designed or imposed reforms. There are many critics of the many failures of 

statebuilding efforts in the post-Cold War era, and there has been a contemporary academic 

focus on examining the links between external foreign engagement in statebuilding, and the 

internal governance mechanisms in non-Western states. This has especially been the case in 

higher-profile cases such as Bosnia, Iraq, and Afghanistan, for example. However, considerably 

less research has addressed the policy frameworks of statebuilding efforts in the post-Cold War 

era by looking at (and questioning) the practices of international actors and institutions driving 

these efforts, or the impacts and consequences on the non-Western states being intervened in via 

these policy frameworks. This thesis will explore these policy frameworks, framed within the 

theory of Empire in Denial, as an attempt to kick-start meaningful statebuilding reforms in a 
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manageable way; at the organizational level. Ideally the findings drawn from Afghanistan’s 

experience to date could spur stakeholders to the statebuilding enterprise to look more 

reflexively at their approach in future global scenarios.  

 

Prioritizing Governance over Government in Empire in Denial 

In returning to the normative approach described above, twenty-first century 

statebuilding continues to prioritize governance functions over the political problematic of 

government. Politics are reduced in importance underneath Western-led administrative reforms, 

such as creating frameworks for rule of law, or on the opposite end of the spectrum, 

implementing local-level projects with little or no ties to centralized government influence. 

Statebuilding is thus a social project, where it should be a political one. The idea of prioritizing 

the ‘social’ elements of statebuilding will be addressed in the following sections through the 

framework of a ‘human-centered’ approach to development projects, via capacity-building 

efforts. This human-centered approach to capacity-building, where the focus is on human 

subjects seen as in need of social transformation, lacks the ability to produce effective political 

transformation, as the human-centered focus denies it the opportunity. Rather than strengthening 

the political capacities of state-level governance, the human-centered approach can have a 

perverse effect in weakening the relationship between state institutions and societies, producing a 

tendency towards ‘phantom states’ which exist more on paper than they do in reality (Chandler, 

2006, p. 24). The focus of statebuilding efforts becomes its processes, rather than its ends 

(Chandler, 2006, p. 47). Instead of focusing on outcomes, the focus of internationalized 

statebuilding efforts is on outputs. I will argue this using the examples of Bosnia and 
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Afghanistan.  

 In the Bosnia example, the consequence of the normative framework has been the 

establishment of an internationalized system of governance, overseen by an international body. 

In this model, national sovereignty was voluntarily rejected, in favor of creating an 

internationally managed protectorate. In Afghanistan, a different approach, which I will argue is 

an evolutionary shift from the Bosnian model, has led to the establishment of a ‘second civil 

service’, and an under-capacitated national government that continues to push for self-realization 

and a reduced reliance on the international community. Sovereignty is demanded by the Afghan 

state, but a new definition of the term is accepted, in which the international community is 

envisaged as taking an important but purposefully subordinate role in ‘building’ the state. Now, 

15 years after the US-led invasion, the international community is stepping back and accepting 

this role in a more formal manner. The Afghan Government has taken meaningful steps and 

created structures to transition the country from one that has been heavily reliant on international 

support, to a self-determined, democratic nation with a clear vision for self-reliance. This will be 

discussed in detail in following sections. This shift, and more importantly, the recognizance by 

international partners and the Afghan state, thus allows for the shift from prioritizing governance 

over government to be realized more easily. 

 

From Neutral to Active? 

The Cold War position of the United Nations was that of a neutral, observing institution. 

In the post-Cold War era, this approach is no longer applicable. Now, as evidenced by a series of 

international interventions throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, international actors are tasked 
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with creating, protecting, and sustaining peace, or at least, reducing conflict. As part of these 

tasks, these actors assume capacity-building roles, to facilitate and support the development of 

critical state institutions. However, in undertaking these interventions, politics are taken out of 

conflicts by portraying the intervention (military or otherwise) of Western powers as above 

politics. As Chandler states, “there is alleged to be no self-interest at work in external 

intervention, rather it is equated with the neutrality of policing, merely enforcing international or 

‘cosmopolitan’ norms and laws” (Chandler, 2006, p. 59).  

Closing the Sovereignty Gap 

In the Empire in Denial framework, there has been a clear inversion of the concept of 

sovereignty. Instead of defining sovereignty by the classical definition, it is now associated with 

the creation of a set of capacities, to be built during the statebuilding process. This association 

has led to a new international hierarchy of legitimized and accepted norms, whilst 

simultaneously removing the original concepts of the right to self-government.  

In the UK Overseas Development Institute working paper report, Closing the Sovereignty 

Gap, sovereignty is described in precisely these functional ‘to-be-built’ terms: 

The consensus now emerging from global economic, military and political institutions 

signals that this gap between de jure sovereignty and de facto sovereignty is the key 

obstacle to ensuring global security and prosperity. The challenge is to harness the 

international system behind the goal of enhancing the sovereignty of states – that is, 

enhancing the capacity of these states to perform the functions that define them as states. 

Long-term partnerships must be created to prepare and then implement strategies to close 
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this sovereignty gap. (Ghani, Lockhart & Carnahan, 2005, p. 4)  

 

Here sovereignty is detailed as a ‘shared’ process, to be undertaken in cooperation with 

the international system. Sovereignty is a capacity to be built or enhanced within national 

structures, by external actors. Here we can see one of the central paradoxes of the contemporary 

statebuilding discourse: if sovereignty is defined as the capacity of non-Western states to 

promote and build good governance, is there then not inherently a permanent place in 

interventions for external institutions to implement strategies for long-term engagement in these 

societies in order to enhance their sovereignty? How can this norm be challenged and modified 

to better suit the needs of countries like Afghanistan? 

Fixing Failed States: Ghani and Lockhart 

In analyzing primary and secondary source data for this dissertation, it was important to 

clearly link the academic and practitioner experiences by ensuring that I was abreast of not just 

the literature and policy guidance on statebuilding in Afghanistan, but also by documenting their 

application in the international arena. Many of these experts have long worked on ‘both sides of 

the fence’; inside and with large, multilateral institutions, for NGOs and private companies, and 

for the governments of weak and strong states. Many of them have also published books and 

articles, and are actively engaged in teaching and critiquing development issues. Others have 

since moved on from Afghanistan, applying their skills to other situations and contexts. The 

leading academics and practitioners on the Afghan context comprise a small group of experts, 

who are well known internationally, and extremely approachable. During the course of this 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

61 

dissertation, one of these leading theorists, Ashraf Ghani, was appointed as President of 

Afghanistan. This moment, in September 2014, marked the opportunity for one of the leading 

experts on Afghan economic recovery and statebuilding, to put theory into action, and thus for 

the purposes of this study, led to some extremely valuable insights into the statebuilding process 

from within his academic and political circles; a group of people deeply committed to realizing 

peace in Afghanistan within their lifetimes.  

In 2008, Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart, Director and co-founder of the Institute for 

State Effectiveness and Director of the Market Building Initiative at the Aspen Institute, co-

authored Fixing Failed States: A Framework for Rebuilding a Fractured World. The book was 

expansive in its coverage of statebuilding efforts, but maintained a continuous focus on the 

Afghan state.  Following Ghani’s appointment as President, I deemed it useful to analyze the 

book in relation to not just the well-documented shortcomings of statebuilding efforts in the first 

ten years following the US-led invasion, but in relation to the country’s trajectory in the second 

decade, in which a transformation is envisaged that pivots Afghanistan into a position of 

sovereign self-reliance. 

Ghani’s installment also enriched my data collection through my work with the United 

Nations. Long known as a critic of wasteful programming and half-hearted reform efforts – with 

a particularly critical eye towards large international bureaucracies – Ghani’s writings and 

subsequent demands and expectations on statebuilding and project reforms – directly impacted 

my work on this dissertation, which is a direct extension of my professional interests. In short, 

Fixing Failed States moved from being a “must-read”, to an oft-referenced and critiqued guide to 

understanding better what Ghani expected for broader reformation efforts. In particular, I 
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focused my critique of Fixing Failed States on 1) building new ideas into the categorization of 

projects as posited by Ghani and Lockhart, in order to strengthen their viability, and 2) assessing 

statebuilding in Afghanistan against the book’s list of the state’s ten functions. Some of these 

ideas are presented at the end of this dissertation. 

 Ghani and Lockhart make the case that “the aid system, which was designed for a 

different era, is now deeply out of synch with the challenges of the contemporary world” (2008, 

pp. 86). It is more appropriate to the era of state sovereignty, when functioning states were 

constituent units of the international system. As a result,  

the central task that the aid system should perform — generating prosperity by bringing a 

global knowledge of stocks and flows to countries without it—is not being performed. In 

view of the fact that it comprises extractive industries and technical assistance brigades, 

the aid system—instead of opening countries up to legitimate entrepreneurial activity—

epitomizes the side of capitalism that is fundamentally exploitative. (2008, pp. 86) 

 

Ghani and Lockhart are wary of the nature and effectiveness of international aid projects, 

and in great detail single out the United Nations for implementing poorly designed, wasteful, and 

ineffectual projects. Effectively, the authors decry the international community’s evasion of 

responsibility. The argument can be made that if these projects are being considered as 

‘fundamentally exploitative’, then the benefits of such projects – if any – are not likely to 

achieve the impacts they ought to.  
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Ten State Functions 

Before moving to the project level of statebuilding efforts, the authors provide a working 

list of the ten functions of the state: in essence, the vision for a future, stable Afghanistan. In 

summary, these ten functions are:  

1. Legitimate monopoly on the means of violence 

2. Administrative control 

3. Management of public finances 

4. Investment in human capital 

5. Delineation of citizen rights and duties 

6. Provision of infrastructure services 

7. Formation of the market 

8. Management of state’s assets 

9. International relations 

10. Rule of Law 

In creating this list, Ghani and Lockhart build upon and expand outwards from the 

Weberian definition of the state2. The rationale for this expansion is because they also provide an 

updated definition of what constitutes state sovereignty in the contemporary aid environment: 

We have defined a sovereign state as one that earns legitimacy at home and abroad by 

performing its critical functions in an aligned manner. The strategic goal is a fully 

                                                 
2 Max Weber defines the state as “a community that successfully claims a monopoly over the legitimate use of 

violence within a given territory” (1919). This will be detailed further in the context of definitions in International 
Relations theory. 
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functioning and sovereign state that is more autonomous and less dependent than before. 

Critical to this is an understanding that to be fully sovereign and independent, a country 

must be able to generate revenue self-sufficiently and exercise its sovereign functions in a 

capable manner. While the goal of a sovereignty strategy is the creation of state 

institutions that fulfill all ten core functions, the point of departure and the method of 

prioritization are context specific. (2008, p. 178) 

 

Thus, the goal of a sovereign state - using Ghani and Lockhart’s definition, cannot be 

realized until all ten functions of the state are in place. This perspective is valuable in reminding 

practitioners that these dimensions of the state are not going to be realized over a short time 

period. Each dimension requires a carefully planned approach, comprised of specific, coherent 

projects and programmes that will tie together into the larger statebuilding portfolio, and thus 

contribute to realizing the end goal. This perspective will be detailed in the data and analysis 

chapter of this dissertation. 

Managing Projects  

The authors categorize statebuilding projects into five categories: 

1. The developmental project; 

2. National programs; 

3. Humanitarian interventions; 

4. Quick-impact projects; and 

5. Sector approaches. 
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This dissertation focuses on developmental projects, with a secondary review of the 

large-scale National Solidarity Programme (NSP). Some comments are also made on the 

alignment of quick-impact projects and their implications. 

 

Summary of Literature Review 

In this literature review I have provided an overview of Afghanistan’s socio-historical 

and contemporary statebuilding issues, the emergence of liberal internationalism on the global 

stage, evolving contemporary concepts of statebuilding and sovereignty in the post-Cold War 

period, the subsequent rise of the moral imperialism and human-centered development 

approaches, and the theory of Empire in Denial. I have identified gaps in the literature on 

statebuilding in Afghanistan in the areas of the theory of Empire in Denial, and links to largely 

rural statebuilding projects and programmes and their relation to the overarching political 

problematic of statebuilding efforts. In upcoming sections, I will apply this framework to the 

Afghanistan context, focusing on the 2001-2015 period, looking at policy guidance and 

practitioner experience in implementing large-scale programmes designed to contribute to 

statebuilding efforts. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
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Overview 
 

Chapter II of this dissertation builds a theoretical framework grounded in a constructivist 

approach, with a focus on post-Cost War statebuilding models. Using best practices and 

guidance on statebuilding theory, Chapter II provides a definition of statebuilding relevant to 

Afghanistan that links to Empire in Denial. Using Afghanistan as a case study, the dissertation 

evidences three trends of Empire in Denial: 1) a desire for international actors to act collectively 

in statebuilding interventions, 2) focusing on statebuilding problems with no immediate 

solutions, and 3) in implementing projects, programmes, and outcomes, passing responsibility to 

those with the least influence. In detailing a constructivist approach and issuing a challenge to 

other development practitioners, this section discusses the Weberian statebuilding model, links 

between International Relations and constructivism, and elaborates on the linear evolution of 

development theory and the notion of people as ‘problems’, who are viewed primarily as in need 

of increased social capacities, instead of as key actors in a political statebuilding process. 

 

Statebuilding Models 

As evidenced in the literature review, conceptual models of statebuilding have evolved 

from historical linear approaches that align with a realist perspective of power and influence, to 

contemporary non-linear constructivist approaches that remain in flux. In the pre-Cold War era, 

statebuilding was aligned with classical concepts of modernization, in which sovereignty 

remained a Westphalian concept, and the academic field was dominated by the realist 

perspective of countries expanding their presence and reach through demonstrations of power 

and control. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the post-Cold War era ushered in a new 
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perspective on interventions and statebuilding. Interventions – particularly those undertaken in 

the 1990s – took the form of ‘liberal internationalism’ or ‘solutionism’, where it was assumed 

that mechanistic Western perspectives and democratic ideals could be exported to non-Western 

states, usually in a post-conflict setting. In the post 9/11 era, the invasions of Afghanistan and 

Iraq ushered in the model of ‘New Wars’, where the classical notion of sovereignty began to 

weaken even more as statebuilding efforts became increasingly internationalized, and 

sovereignty was redefined from a pluralistic, human-centered perspective, and as a capacity that 

needed to be ‘built up’.  

 

Endogenous Causality and the Political Problematic 

The approach can be referred to as ‘Endogenous Causality’, where local contexts were 

highlighted as the key consideration points for implementing ‘Bottom Up’ approaches (while 

debating the heavy-handed nature of more linear ‘Top Down’ approaches). ‘Bottom Up’ 

approaches were designed in a way that classical notions of sovereignty could somehow remain 

intact, while capacity-building efforts focused on ‘building’ state sovereignty via endogenous 

processes and overcoming what Ghani, Lockhart, and Carnahan refer to as the ‘Sovereignty 

Gap’.  The consequence of such policies is that despite seeking to distance themselves from the 

internal running of such states, international experts and administrators remain deeply involved 

in designing and implementing programmes and capacity-building schemes without wider 

consideration for the overarching political problematic, thus transferring power further away 

from elected representatives. The result of this is that the measures appear external to the 

populations and not politically legitimate. Bypassing the political process “hinders attempts to 
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cohere post-conflict societies and overcome social and political divisions” (Chandler, 2006, p. 

43). 

 

Statebuilding Theory and Definitions 

Reviewing the main theoretical approaches to statebuilding offers further insight into the 

Afghan statebuilding case and the links to capacity and legitimacy. There are two main 

theoretical approaches to definitions of statebuilding – ‘exogenous’ and ‘endogenous’. 

Specifically, it is the blurring of these terms that will be explored further below from the 

perspectives of legitimacy and sovereignty. 

 

Exogenous Statebuilding 

Exogenous statebuilding is considered an activity undertaken by external actors, 

countries, and/or coalitions attempting to build or rebuild the institutions of a weaker states, 

which may be post-conflict or failing. This refers to the model of liberal internationalism as 

described in the theoretical framework. 

 

Endogenous Statebuilding 

The idea of endogenous statebuilding is arguably misleading. In the post-Cold War 

context of sovereignty re-defined as a ‘building’ process and not as a ‘right’ of a country, 

endogenous statebuilding does not refer to the opportunity for a country to develop its own 

governance structures and institutions without external help. Instead, in its current form, 

endogenous statebuilding refers to the intent of external actors/countries/coalitions to support 
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statebuilding efforts as the central objective of their intervening in a weaker, post-conflict, or 

failing country.  

Endogenous statebuilding is the current normative theory for statebuilding3 in the post-

Cold War context, including in Afghanistan. Over the past decade donor countries have been 

hard at work commissioning ‘best-practice’ and knowledge products on the practice of 

statebuilding within the endogenous vein. The practices outlined in this work have been 

examined and discussed as primary and secondary data for the purposes of this study and will be 

further explored in following sections. Overall, the normative framework, such as found in the 

British Government's Department for International Development (DFID) 2008 Working Paper, 

States in Development: Understanding Statebuilding, argues that endogenous statebuilding is (or 

should be) a political process and not just a process of technical capacity enhancements, 

instituted from the outside in (Whaites, 2008).  Statebuilding involves 1) political deals, 2) the 

establishment and prioritization of core functions, and 3) the willingness to respond to public 

expectations (i.e., legitimacy in the eyes of the governed public.  

While reports and policy guidance such as Supporting Statebuilding in Situations of 

Conflict and Fragility (2011), created by The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) working group on statebuilding detail at a broad level examples and 

lessons on statebuilding successes and failures, there is a significant lack of literature and 

                                                 
3 Nation-building versus statebuilding: some academics use "nation-building" interchangeably with "statebuilding". 

However, the idea of a nation usually refers to the population itself and its variables of national identity and social 
construct. Statebuilding is the more broadly accepted term in issues related to state structures and capacity such as in 
this paper.  
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expertise in the area based on successful examples. I suggest several reasons for this, echoing 

sentiments by Laïdi (1994, 1998) (1994, 1998), and I challenge, amongst other things, the 

normative assumption that such efforts are scalable into timelines of mere years or decades. 

Further, there is scant evidence of successful post-conflict statebuilding in the contemporary 

period.  

This dissertation analyzes how the current normative frameworks for international 

statebuilding efforts evade the political problematic of sovereign power: the constructs of Empire 

in Denial. The data and analysis collected for this thesis points to the fact that overarching 

political solutions are not being considered through the application of internationally supported 

programmes and projects, and that the problems these programmes are trying to solve tend to 

create localized effects and impacts, but remain detached from the larger political power 

structures of the state, thus creating a self-perpetuating environment of normative statebuilding 

fatigue for both the host countries and their international partners. Chandler argues that 

statebuilding is an under-theorized issue and that questions of statebuilding remain focused on 

technical and administrative concerns, and learning lessons from previous experiences in order to 

build the governance capacity of fragile states (2006, p. 189). In terms of statebuilding, ‘creating’ 

democracy and political autonomy are then seen to be the end goal of the process, rather than 

crucial aspects of the process of state capacity-building itself. With this narrow focus by the 

international community, the importance of broad social engagement and indeed, of social 

adoption and support for a political process, are downplayed in the statebuilding discourse. 

 

Empire in Denial: Three Trends 
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I submit that the framework of Empire in Denial points to three trends in contemporary 

statebuilding efforts. Using Afghanistan as a case study, the three trends that will be analyzed 

are: 

1. A desire to act collectively: The Afghanistan example highlights a remarkable example of 

the ‘internationalization’ of an intervention, where both the military and civilian efforts in 

statebuilding include a substantive list of international actors and organizations, and where the 

precise responsibility for statebuilding efforts has not been clear.   

2. Focusing on problems with no immediate solutions: In the Afghanistan context, there 

has been a tendency for leaders and policy to focus on problems with no immediate solution, 

such as the War on Terror, and on hollow capacity-building efforts that do not explicitly link the 

strengthening of state institutions and overarching governance to the respective societies they are 

charged with overseeing, or fail to produce results within an appropriate period.4 

3. Passing responsibility to those with the least influence: International actors, while 

claiming ownership of key statebuilding processes, pass the responsibility for the outcomes of 

these processes to national government partners, often before there is a good chance of being 

successful.  

Central to these arguments is the denial of power inherent in modern statebuilding 

                                                 
4 While capacity-building is a longer-term endeavor, important, incremental results can certainly be observed over 

shorter time periods in statebuilding efforts. This study is, rather, focused on large scale capacity-building 
programmes that were entrusted to achieve incremental results in shorter time periods (five years or less), and did 
not, as a way to reflect on the integral components that must be considered when developing such programmes. 
Certainly, some capacity-building programmes in Afghanistan have yielded strong results, but a gap in the 
understanding of their linkages to the overarching political problematic and effective statebuilding policy practices 
remains for the broader development industry. This is further examined in the data and analysis and findings 
chapters. 
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discourse, which casts international intervention as neutral assistance to nation states, who 

voluntarily enter into such cooperation, but who must ultimately take responsibility for the 

success or failure of the policies implemented. 

 

Looking Forward 

The central concerns of this study are to not just challenge the necessity of interventions 

and present an opportunity for more holistic thinking in their application where necessary, but to 

investigate some of the underlying causes of normative behavior in statebuilding efforts that 

appear to be hampering development, through the lens of Empire in Denial and country-level 

projects and programmes, and challenge their industry acceptance. It is my position that this 

normative approach to statebuilding is now evolving again, and becoming increasingly non-

linear, with a focus on what I will call governing effects. In mapping this evolution, I argue that 

internationalized statebuilding since the 1990s follows the below trends: 

Post-Cold War 1990s: Liberal Interventionism and Solutionism. The exportation of democracy 

form Western countries. 

Post 9/11 2000s: Endogenous Causality. The era of ‘New Wars’, where moral intervention and 

military securitization efforts are coupled alongside the exportation of democracy. Statebuilding 

efforts seek to ‘overcome’ the sovereignty gap from the bottom up.  

2010s: Governing Effects. Local transformative processes build agency but are not amenable to 

political solutions. Sovereignty in its historical form no longer exists. Local systems are 

identified as key statebuilding components, but in a risk-mitigated environment, void of political 

influence. 
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Constructivism, International Relations and Development Theory 

Framing the current situation in Afghanistan, the notion of the Afghan state and 

statebuilding efforts, and assessing aspects of its future development using the theory of Empire 

in Denial requires an understanding of the historical theoretical constructs of both International 

Relations theory (IR) and Development Theory, as well as sociological, cultural, political and 

philosophical elements of post-Cold War constructivist sensibilities and ontology.  

 

The Post-Cold War Paradigm Shift 
 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the post-Cold War period points to a 

defining moment in both the evolution of International Relations theory, when constructivism 

replaced realism as the preferred method of social inquiry. Similarly, the post-Cold War period 

ushered in a shift in normative Development Theory and state intervention from one that assumed 

Western democratic dominance and linear solutionism (largely via imperialistic means of 

exporting democracy), to an approach that began to consider and implement complex, pluralistic, 

endogenous and ‘lite’ approaches to international interventions. This shift culminated in the notion 

of what is now referred to as ‘statebuilding’. The following sections will detail this remarkable 

global theoretical shift, provide key concepts and definitions for the dissertation, and introduce the 

theory of Empire in Denial and statebuilding in the Afghan context. 

 

Empire in Denial – Afghanistan 2001-2015 

Within this constructivist approach I propose the consideration of David Chandler’s 
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Empire in Denial as a theoretical framework to better interpret and understand Afghanistan 

statebuilding efforts in the period 2001-2015. This context will also help ground the dissertation 

within a constructivist framework that considers the rapid evolution of applicable premises, 

particularly within the realm of complex modern development and social theory. Within the 2001-

2015 timeframe and through data gleaned on specific projects and programmes attributable to 

overall statebuilding efforts, I will propose an overarching theory to the Afghan-specific 

statebuilding model that demonstrates rapidly shifting norms. The model will serve to challenge 

leading (and current) normative behaviors in the development and social-theoretical contexts, 

particularly those employed by actors within multilateral agencies such as the United Nations. 

 

International Relations Theory 

IR theory is a broad and complex area of theory. At a macro level, IR includes the analysis 

of the existing and potential conflicts between states, where state concerns are addressed in the 

“international political sphere, [and] governments calculate the stakes involved with political, 

economic, and military action…once these stakes are calculated, interrelated states will proceed 

with new or existing economic and social policies with the intention of maintaining peaceful and 

economically beneficial relations” (Aron, 1967). 

Complementing this position, Agnew claims that IR scholars may focus on relations that 

cross national or geographical boundaries, as well as political processes that take place within state 

territorial boundaries and operate as a function or extension of international relations (Agnew, 

1994). It is within this area of IR study that my research analyzes the relationship between 

Afghanistan and the international community engaged in the statebuilding process. 
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Constructivism5 

Constructivism, although not a theory ascribed to only in international relations, is a 

theory according to which social phenomena are constructed through interactions among 

humans, who interpret one another’s actions and define situations based on those interpretations. 

In short, constructivism offers a way of studying social phenomena, which people tend to treat as 

though they were objective entities (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 421). In other words, 

constructivism is a lens by which to explain how things came to be, as opposed to how they are.  

However, constructivists do not treat social phenomena as objective entities; they see these 

phenomena as the interactions between human actors who interpret those phenomena within 

specific social and historical contexts (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 421). In the context of 

international relations, the main point is that states are seen as socially constructed. 

 

Constructivism and International Relations 

Up until the 1990s, realism, anchored in the work of Kenneth Waltz’s (1979) seminal 

Theory of International Politics, remained the dominant paradigm in international relations 

theory. Realists contend that nations pursue power and wealth, and that anarchy and the 

                                                 
5 The study of social problems is the area of constructivism that is most relevant to political science. The social 

constructivist study of social problems evolved from the labeling perspective on deviant behavior in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, in which the social construction of deviant behavior was constructed (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 
2011 p. 422). Constructivists began studying how a phenomenon is constructed into a social problem through the 
interactions among social actors, agencies, groups, organizations, and institutions; it is through these interactions 
that the actors define the problem (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 422).  
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distribution of relative power drive most of what goes on in world politics (Guzzini and Leander, 

2006, p. 1). Constructivists, on the other hand, counter that structural realism misses what is 

often a more determinant factor, namely, the intersubjectively shared ideas that shape behavior 

by constituting the identities and interests of actors” (Guzzini and Leander, 2006, p. 1). 

The revival of constructivist thinking was accelerated by the end of the Cold War. The 

previously accepted mainstream realism IR theorists found tremendous difficulty in explaining 

the end of the Cold War, or more generally, the associated systemic change (Wendt, 1999, p. 4). 

Mainstream constructivism, on the other hand, made its headway into the discipline from the 

early 1990s onwards, when Alexander Wendt’s article “Anarchy is what states make of it’” 

articulated a critical project directed at the hegemony of neoliberalism and neorealism in a 

distinctively different voice from other critical theoretic and post-structuralist contributions 

(Weber, 2014). 

Constructivism provides a distinct form through which to theorize on the topic of 

international relations. With the rise of globalization and the interconnectedness of today’s 

world, global politics are guided by the intersubjectively shared ideas, norms, and values held by 

actors (Guzzini and Leander, 2006, p. 1). The intersubjective dimension of IR, in which the 

social constructs human behavior and existence is studied, is at the heart of the constructivist 

approach.  

 

Globalization Defined 

A definition offered by David Held, Anthony McGrew, David Goldblatt, and Jonathan 

Perraton states that globalization is “a process (or set of processes) which embodies a 
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transformation in the spatial organization of social relations and transactions – assessed in terms 

of their extensity, intensity, velocity, and impact – generating transcontinental or interregional 

flows and networks of activity, interaction, and the exercise of power (Held et al, 1999, p. 16). 

According to another definition in Clark’s Globalization and International Relations Theory, 

globalization refers to “the process whereby power is located in global social formations and 

expressed through global networks rather than through territorially based states” (Clark, 1999, p. 

10). The issue of globalization permeates IR theory across the board: it impacts ideas of national 

economies, security and the state, state identities, sovereignty (which I will detail further below) 

and the sustainability of democratic institutions, to name a few. Therefore, globalization and its 

impacts and progress must be considered in the theoretical framework advanced in this paper, in 

order to highlight its permeation across IR theory and acknowledge its role in shifting 

frameworks, as will be proposed. 

 

The Three Building Blocks of Constructivism in International Relations 

The constructivist approach can be characterized by the three analytical focal points 

typically found in the analysis of world politics: intersubjectivity, the mutual constitution of 

structure and agency, and the double hermeneutics (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 430). 

 

Intersubjectivity 

Intersubjectivity refers to the condition of meanings that do not depend on a particular point 

of view to exist (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 424). Put another way, intersubjectivity refers 

to the role of perceptions in shaping world politics. This would account for all actors: civilians, 
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diplomats, non-state actors, etc., and the wide variety of social facts and artifacts that exist in 

international politics. Berg-Schlosser & Badie state, “norms, identities, institutions, rules, cultures, 

practices, languages, ideologies, and narratives are all forms of intersubjective meanings that shape 

world politics and guide action” (2011, p. 421). Norms will be discussed further below. 

 

The Mutual Constitution of Structure and Agency 

The mutual constitution of structure and agency refers to the dynamic processes through 

which actors and contexts coevolve and codetermine one another, and stresses that the social world 

comprises neither freestanding individuals nor free-floating structures (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 

2011 p. 422). Thus, actors (agents) and social structures are interdependent entities with the power 

to enact change.  

 

Double Hermeneutics 

Double hermeneutics refers to “a methodology centered on the interpretation of 

interpretations” (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 423). As people attach meanings to the different 

parts of their environment and act on the basis of those meanings, the first interpretive moment 

happens at the level of action. The second interpretive moment takes place at the level of 

observation, as social scientists seek to establish the meanings of the practices that they observe 

(Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 423). This allows for the transfer of scientific interpretation 

from layman (or non- scientific) interpretation, which is a critical aspect of the constructivist 

movement. 
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Reflexivity 

If discourse is constitutive of reality, then the social-scientific discourse, with its 

interpretation from afar of lay interpretations, also bears tremendous normative consequences 

(Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 423). This is perhaps why the majority of IR constructivists 

exhibit a strong disposition toward reflexivity. 

 

Constructivism as a Change Agent 

It becomes clear that in the social sciences domain, constructivism can be a powerful agent 

of change. Guzzini and Leander state that constructivism considers how ideational structures shape 

the very way actors define themselves: who they are, their goals, and the roles they believe they 

should play (2006, p. 1). This reflexive and introspective turn offers much hope for constructivism 

as an agent of change, as the ideational structure and actors have mutually constitutive and 

determining roles. Put another way, constructivists try to make strange what seems obvious, 

problematize the taken-for-granted, and denaturalize alleged universal truths (Berg-Schlosser & 

Badie, 2011 p. 423). As Wendt aptly notes, “in recent years the quality and depth of empirical 

work [in constructivism] has grown considerably, and this trend shows every sign of continuing. 

This is crucial for the success of constructivist thinking in IR, since the ability to shed interesting 

light on concrete problems of world politics must ultimately be the test of a method's worth” (1999, 

p. 4). 

Further reinforcing the point, Guzzini and Leander state, 

Structures constitute actors in terms of their interests and identities, but structures are also 

produced, reproduced, and altered by the discursive practices of agents…structures are 
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not reified objects that actors can do nothing about, but to which they must respond. This 

means that agents, through acts of social will, can change structures. They can thereby 

emancipate themselves from dysfunctional situations that are in turn replicating 

conflictual practices. (2006, p. 1) 

 

Addressing these ‘dysfunctional situations’ that are replicating conflictual practices is precisely 

the point of the social sciences, and researcher/practitioners contribute to strengthening the link 

between knowledge and practice6. 

 

The Emergence of Norms 

Constructivism allows for the study of all the facets of norms, such as their emergence, 

interpretation, role taking, and life cycles (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 425). Norms are not 

a stand-alone product of nations, of course; they are the result of a complex process encompassing 

the many players and forces in the IR field. Thus, when a norm is applied, interpretations will be 

very different depending on the situation. The pragmatics of norms, the rhetoric that is endorsed 

when norms are activated, and the discourse that can mobilize concepts such as legitimacy, 

authenticity, appropriateness, and conventions are all themes of constructivism in IR (Berg-

                                                 
6Constructivism points out what is taken for granted by citizens, diplomats, leaders, groups, organizations, agencies, 

and states. From the viewpoint of constructivism, the actions of nations are also performed according to their 
accounts and interpretations of what is considered legitimate, appropriate, or authentic (Berg-Schlosser & Badie, 
2011 p. 424). It is not just nations that are the objects of study in the field of international relations and thus warrant 
the constructive interpretation of their actions; multilateral agencies and non-governmental organizations are key 
players in IR. This is also a critical difference between constructivism and realism; the latter of which emphasizes 
power and control, while the former examines the norms involved in the IR sphere (and does not assume that nations 
are motivated solely by material power or interest). 
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Schlosser & Badie, 2011 p. 425) that will be addressed in this dissertation. First, however, to 

complement IR Theory and constructivism, Development Theory and its relation to the 

Afghanistan context will be detailed to highlight a historical and largely linear process of industry 

norms that have directly influenced statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan in the 2001-2015 period. 

As a theory, “development” has always included the concepts of growth and progress 

within its fluid definitions, but has also been subject to heated debate on precisely how such growth 

and progress ought to evolve. It will be considered here in simple Mill-sian terms as the ability of 

growth and progress to maintain an upward or forward trajectory, with an increase in benefits 

provided in the realm of base human securities (economy, food, heath, environment, personal, 

community, and politics).  In the context of a “developing country” – a term for which Afghanistan 

can be considered to subscribe to under the vagaries of the World Trade Organization’s provision 

for countries to self-identify as either “developed” or “developing” – development theory can be 

applicably traced back to the works of John Stuart Mill and Émile Durkheim. Max Weber provides 

an early and important definition of the concept of ‘the state’. 

 

Max Weber 

In arguably what is one of the most used definitions in International Relations theory, 

Max Weber defines the state as “a community that successfully claims a monopoly over the 

legitimate use of violence within a given territory” (1919, p. 1). Weber declared the state the 

most important constitutive element of all cultural life (1919). It is worth noting that Weber’s 

definition of the state is anchored in the legitimacy of traditional authority, meaning that “by 

virtue of the belief in the validity of legal statute” (1919), a state must use force in a legitimate 
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manner to adhere to his definition. In Weber’s context, states were sovereign entities used to 

consolidate, organize, administer and maintain the use of violence (Ghani & Lockhart, 2008, p. 

116). 

John Stuart Mill and “Non-Progressive Societies” 

To complement Afghanistan’s socio-historical context, Development Theory can be traced 

back to John Stuart Mill’s ideas of European dominance on the world stage. Mill subscribed to a 

“romantic nineteenth-century notion of historical and sociological development that regarded 

European cultures as the most progressive force for influencing the non-progressive societies” 

(Habibi, 1999, p. 127).  

Mill believed that controlling or influencing non-progressive societies - those in their 

“nonage” – could lead to their improvement (Habibi, 1999). However, he did not believe these 

societies merited some “abstract right to noninterference, territorial integrity, or self-

determination” (Habibi, 1999, p. 126). This is an interesting point, which remains compatible with 

20th century versions of liberalism and utilitarianism. Says Mill in The Spirit of the Age: “there are 

states of society in which we must not seek for a good government, but for the least bad one. It is 

part of the inevitable lot of mankind, that when they themselves are in a backward state of 

civilization, they are unsusceptible of being well governed” (1942, p. 289). 

For Mill, the underlying benevolence of such a statement is his belief in the development 

of human potential and the promotion of progress, even if applied through paternalistic, 

authoritarian means (Habibi, 1999). This is of course not meant to excuse the ethnocentric nature 

of such a statement, but as Habibi writes, Mill’s attitudes reflected the age in which he lived: 
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Practically no one from Western Europe questioned the notion that their cultures were more 

advanced than all other contemporary cultures…Karl Marx and Frederick Engels refer to 

the peoples of Africa and Asia as savages, barbarians, and semi-barbarians. With reasoning 

similar to Mill’s, they endorsed European colonialism as an important step toward progress 

and the victory of socialism. (1999, p. 139) 

 

Mill’s work, although deeply rooted in a colonial mindset, has paved the way for the 

expansion of development theory and concepts of modernization, as well as for a divergence 

between capitalist and socialist perspectives.  

Émile Durkheim 

Much like Mill, Durkheim’s prominent 19th century theory of development revolved 

around the concept of a linear, natural process that was challenged by the constructs of traditional, 

pre-industrial “mechanical” societies, but where their social development was an inevitable, 

natural evolution. According to his 1893 dissertation, The Division of Labour in Society, 

Durkheim believed that this foregone transformation would turn less advanced societies in which 

a “single law exists within and outside the individual”, into “organic” ones, where individuals are 

differentiated in function (Gehlke, 1935).  The shift would be from a “collective consciousness” 

to one of increased individualism and reduced traditionalism (Harrison, 1990).  

Of course, development theories following a unilinear approach have since been largely 

discredited, but the ideas posited by both Mill and Durkheim that societies are constantly moving 

in an upwards trajectory away from simplicity and towards complexity formed the groundwork 
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for more recent 20th century development theorists.  

 

Talcott Parsons and Modernization Theory 

In the context of “third world” countries,7 Talcott Parsons (1961) drew heavily upon work 

by Durkheim, Vilfredo Pareto, and Max Weber on social evolutionism, structural-functionalism, 

and the role of institutions in his action theory approach. 

Parsons was an avid proponent of modernization theory and viewed Western Civilization 

as the pinnacle of modern society. In the years following the Second World War, modernization 

was generally accepted by social scientists, planners and politicians, both in the West and in the 

Third World (Harrison, 1990). In modernization theory, developing nation-states were placed on 

an evolutionary scale in relation to Western civilization, thus providing a development pattern 

which, if followed in the Third World, would allow the ‘developing’ societies to ‘catch up’ 

(Harrison, 1990). The West, then, would actively assist in the transformation of these societies and 

provide the “ingredients necessary for development, especially ‘modern’ values, technology, 

expertise and capital” (Harrison, 1990, p. 146). Western-educated elites were tasked with weaning 

primitive, traditional people off their collective consciousness, and hauling them, “not without a 

degree of firmness, into the twentieth century” (Harrison, 1990, p. 146).  Harrison writes:  

It was the contrast of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ which led some writers to refer to the 

dualism of Third World societies. The modern sector, industrial, capital-intensive and 

highly ‘rational’, was the leaven which would eventually transform the backward, 

                                                 
7Termed as “developing countries” in my work, but often referred to as “Third World” countries by Parsons, 

Harrison, and others within quotes or citations. 
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traditional and mainly rural hinterland. Neo-evolutionism, structural functionalism and 

diffusionism were the analytical frameworks which were taken from sociology and applied, 

often uncritically, to the Third World. (1990, p. 147) 

 

Like his theoretical predecessors, Parsons has been subjected to strong criticisms about his 

approach to modernization, but his work has nonetheless proved influential and applicable to more 

critical contemporary development theories.  

 

People as “Problems” 

The line of thinking within development theory from Mill to Parsons clearly identifies 

particular social groups – in this case the inhabitants of developing countries – as “problems”. 

Clearly, there are countless examples of this line of thinking within today’s development contexts, 

where securing aid is a highly competitive process, and development is intertwined with political 

agendas. In his article “Anthropology and the Development Encounter: The Making and Marketing 

of Development Anthropology”, Arturo Escobar submits that “problems” in developing countries 

are “defined in such a way that some development program has to be accepted as a legitimate 

solution; and finally, that along with this ‘solution’ come administrative measures that make 

people conform to the institution's discursive and practical universe” (1991, p. 667). Escobar states 

that by labeling people as “small farmers," "illiterate peasants," or "pregnant women" people are 

reduced to traits, or “cases” of “problems” that are in fact issues of power; designed as such to be 

inherently political in nature (1991).  
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Challenging the Idea of ‘People as Problems’ 

This dissertation assesses statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan against the Weberian 

statebuilding definition, and seeks to challenge the idea of ‘people as problems’. By adapting the 

theory of Empire in Denial, this dissertation’s theoretical framework will offer a constructivist 

challenge to development industry professionals to better recognize normative behaviors in 

statebuilding efforts and consider their application in a more reflexive manner. 
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Overview 

In identifying with a constructivist perspective, the selection of my research methodologies 

are also deeply enmeshed with my personal values and desire to make sense of the larger-picture 

issues that impact my research. I have selected a case-study approach with a mixed qualitative 

research method for this dissertation. This approach was selected to allow for a broad range of 

insights into statebuilding efforts, focused on the specific examples of post-2001 efforts in 

Afghanistan, as well as the post-conflict Bosnia statebuilding project. In using a case-study 

approach, that included several discrete data-sets and semi-structured interviews and other 

qualitative methods, this dissertation provides an overview of the historical context of statebuilding 

efforts in Afghanistan, explores data on the topic and analyzes why the models produced through 

international development efforts seem to continue to fail in their attempts to underpin the country 

with a robust democratic framework. It also provides a comparison to the Bosnian statebuilding 

case, in order to highlight the prioritization of administrative and technical aspects of statebuilding 

projects. The importance of data triangulation will be explained. 

The chapter will describe the importance of the study’s socio-historical component, and 

the application of a pragmatic, democratic approach. It will then detail the qualitative methods 

used in this study: 1) semi-structured/open-ended interviews, 2) participant observation, and 3) 

content analysis. 

Finally, this chapter will highlight the importance of taking an inductive approach to the 

research methodology, and will describe the ethical considerations applied during the study. 

The research in this study designed to provide recommendations and spur new thinking in 

how the development industry can orchestrate a practitioner-led paradigm-shift in thinking, that 
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may lead to transformative results at the country level (not just for Afghanistan, of course). 

 

Case Study Approach 

With the intent of contributing to a body of knowledge about statebuilding practices, my 

dissertation focuses on Afghanistan using a broad-based exploratory case study approach. 

The aim is not to focus on an administrative or problem-solving critique of the statebuilding 

practices in Afghanistan, but to analyze the legitimacy gap between domestic political processes 

and externally driven (Western-led) solutions. This information may illuminate key challenges 

being faced in statebuilding in Afghanistan today, and may serve to inform future efforts, as well 

as other future country scenarios.  

The case study approach considers various elements of statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, 

as well as a comparison with the post-conflict era in Bosnia, starting in 1995. Several cases were 

deemed relevant to the Afghan statebuilding project, including: 1) development work and approach 

of the Aga Khan Foundation (AKF), 2) development work and approach of the United Nations 

Office for Project Services (UNOPS), 3) development work and approach of the World Bank 

Group (WB), 4) contributions to civilian-military coordination in statebuilding efforts, and 5) 

elements of the post-conflict Bosnia statebuilding project. Data sets were gleaned from these cases. 

Why Use Case Studies? 

Per Jenny Stewart, “case-based research has a long and honorable history in governance-

related research…as the case enables a rich and detailed study of a particular phenomenon, issue 

or problem to be carried out…where the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 
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clearly evident” (2012, p. 68).  Although Stewart’s article focuses on multi-case research, case 

studies may be undertaken purely for their intrinsic value, and not because they are representative 

in any sense of a broader set of concepts or issues (2012, p. 68).  

My research falls under what are referred to as ‘instrumental case studies’, that is, research 

approaches where a case is investigated precisely because it is an example or instance of a problem 

that has emerged, or is emerging from the relevant governance literature (Stewart, 2012, p. 68).  

According to Jackson, Drummond and Camara (2007), the case study approach to 

data collection is preferred in the following circumstances: 

1. The researcher wants to answer ‘‘how’’ or ‘‘why’’ questions; 

2. The researcher has little control over the contemporary real-life context to be studied; and 

3. When the boundaries between the context and phenomenon are not clear. (p. 25) 

By using elements of Afghanistan and Bosnian statebuilding efforts to inform an overall 

case study, I have applied analytic generalization to my research. Jackson, Drummond and Camara 

(2007) state, analytic generalization (also referred to as theoretical elaboration), “is a type of 

generalization in which the researcher uses a particular set of circumstances, like a case, as 

evidence to refine, dispute, support or detail a concept, model, or theory. However, the case is 

never regarded or portrayed as a definitive test of the theory” (p. 25).  

R.K. Yin traditionally held a more empirical view of case studies, but his definition still 

carries weight in the qualitative domain. He states that a case study,  

investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; copes with the technically distinctive 

situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data points; relies on 
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multiple sources of evidence, with data converging in a triangulating fashion; and benefits from 

the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis. (1986, 

p. 95) 

 

Triangulation and convergence will be detailed below. 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative analysis is the name for a reformist movement that began in the early 1970s, 

encompassing multiple epistemological, methodological, political, and ethical criticisms of social 

scientific research in fields and disciplines that favored experimental, quasi-experimental, 

correlational, and survey research strategies (Lee, 2012, p. 403). Simply put, qualitative analysis 

has to do with the observation of behaviors and characteristics of human phenomena (Lederman, 

1991). It is as Lee states, a research domain “imbued with a large body of methods and practices, 

and traverses several disciplines” (2012, p. 403).  

Qualitative analysis is a large, fluid, and far-reaching field. However, as Agee states, “the 

idea of qualitative inquiry as a reflective process underscores the strengths of a qualitative 

approach. At the heart of this approach are methods for representing what Geertz called the 

‘microscopic’ details of the social and cultural aspects of individuals’ lives” (2009, p. 431). To be 

effective using this approach, one must maintain an extremely reflexive position. As Foucault 

argues, my interpretation of the constructs I have studied cannot be devised from a position of 

superiority over any other position, as my research is directly informed by own biases and values. 

As Gadamer states in Truth and Method,  
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a person who believes he is free of prejudices, relying on the objectivity of his procedures 

and denying that he himself is conditioned by historical circumstances, experiences the 

power of the prejudices that unconsciously dominate him …a person who does not admit 

that he is dominated by prejudices will fail to see what manifests itself by their light. (1996, 

p. 360).  

 

My intent has been to contribute in a reflexive way where my biases/prejudices and values 

have been assessed and continuously re-assessed with rigor, and consider the volatility of the 

macro environment of Afghanistan, which remains embroiled in a period of turmoil and upheaval. 

The focus of my systematic social inquiry, regardless of whether it’s applied at a sector-level (such 

as at the programme or project level) or at a higher level (for overall statebuilding efforts), seeks 

to develop a framework or process for tackling development issues that facilitates a replicable, 

scalable, or inspirational model for future work (taking into account the appropriate context). 

 

Triangulation 

Triangulation is a validity procedure where researchers search for convergence among 

multiple and different sources of information to form themes or categories in a study (Creswell & 

Miller, 2000). Denzin (1978) identified four types of triangulation: across data, sources, theories, 

methods, and among different investigators (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Creswell and Miller state, 

“as a validity procedure, triangulation is a step taken by researchers employing only the 

researcher’s lens, and it is a systematic process of sorting through the data to find common themes 

or categories by eliminating overlapping areas” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126). 
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Agger states that triangulation is a natural fit for qualitative research projects that employ 

multiple methodologies and perspectives in efforts to enhance the search for truth, allowing us to 

see ourselves and the world from differing angles, dimensions and depths (2007). Triangulation 

lends validity and credibility to findings. I have sought to employ triangulation in order to consider 

the multiple angles, dimensions and depths of my research, and to link socio-behavioral and 

constructivist observations across my theoretical framework as well as via the triangulation of the 

selected methodological domains. The data gleaned from interviews was also triangulated with the 

document analysis I performed. 

Scoping the Research 

Employing a scalable and focused qualitative method has not been an easy task, nor an 

easy model to craft. To better frame the selected methodologies, I will briefly describe the 

community I engaged in my research. With a focused application of the below methodologies in 

relation to Afghanistan’s development and statebuilding efforts, for my research needs I consulted 

a community of practitioners and experts who, like me, are interested in seeking ways to support 

Afghanistan’s future in a manner that can contribute positively to national statebuilding, economic 

development and peacebuilding initiatives. This community includes: government officials, 

private-sector investors and companies, national counterparts (such as village leaders, Jirga council 

members, or members of local hegemonic structures), global experts involved with monitoring 

and overseeing internationally supported development efforts, officials from international 

organizations involved in development and rebuilding projects (such as the Aga Khan Foundation, 

the World Bank Group, the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations 
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Office for Project Services), relevant experts from within NATO and the military field, and 

academic experts on economic development and post-conflict reconstruction.  

 

Methodological Domains 

  This section will describe how the research was done, and what principles guided the 

study’s research practices. The section will describe the importance of the study’s socio-

historical component, and the application of a pragmatic, democratic approach. It will then detail 

the qualitative methods - the tools, techniques and processes used in the research. These methods 

that will be detailed are: 1) semi-structured/open-ended interviews, 2) participant observation, 

and 3) content analysis. 

 

Socio-Historical Research 

My study required a socio-historical research component in order to better explain how 

historical and current events in Afghanistan have shaped and impact the future of sustainable 

development. In Historicity and Socio-historical Research, John Hall describes the ‘explanatory-

factor framework’, which includes pre-conditions, precipitants, and triggers (1999). Hall states, 

describing explanatory factors can provide a useful orienting basis for explanation or 

interpretation, so long as the researcher resists the temptation to reify the factors—especially 

those that are analytically general or remote in time from a particular outcome. After all, factors 

are simply colligations, and the phenomena that they draw together…are not inalterable 

‘structures’ but rather themselves subject to the interplay of forces, events and actions that might 

alter both their character and subsequent events (Hall, 1999: 156–59; Katznelson, 2003). 
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The study of these forces, factors and phenomena proved to be an integral starting point 

for explaining and interpreting the overall situation in Afghanistan, as well as for providing 

sound recommendations for its future trajectory. Detangling ideas and identifying themes and 

key factors helped position my research in an explanatory-factor framework that considers the 

difficulties inherent of trying to understand and solve complex problems. 

Limitations 

There are many limitations to the socio-historic framework, including neglecting or 

dismissing key historical events that could be influential, assuming validity where it may not be 

present, and failing to recognize the importance of non-written histories (discussed in the 

following section.) However, socio-historical research does play an important role in building a 

methodological foundation; there is a practical aspect to the rigorous detailing of historical fact 

that can be easily overlooked. In my profession, we often refer to it as “lessons learned”, but the 

framework is much more than a simple discussion of what went wrong in the past. The socio-

historic framework allows deeper analysis by not just seeking to explore socio-historical 

phenomena to provide orientation, but by offering as complete a picture as possible that may 

help explain why Afghanistan is in the quandary that it is. Better understanding the bigger 

picture facilitates a more rigorous analysis of assessing future conditions - which also arguably 

has its limits and will be discussed in a later section - but is a form of risk assessment in which 

the benefits far outweigh not taking any action at all. 

Pragmatic Inquiry and Democracy 

John Dewey, in his 1927 work The Public and Its Problems explores pragmatic inquiry in 
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a social-political context. Dewey states, "pragmatists choose to solve problems at the public level 

that are not only "serious enough to warrant our attention" but are "consequences of conjoint 

activity" (Dewey, 1927, p. 59). In other words, as cited by Marion Smiley in “Pragmatic Inquiry 

and Democratic Politics”, they are problems over which the community has control by virtue of 

its having caused them. Likewise, these problems become collective problems, and even define 

"the public," by virtue of their source in shared activities and institutions (Smiley, 1999). The role 

of external actors in Afghanistan’s development efforts fit well into this description. 

 

The democratic approach 

Externally imposed or not, democracy in its Western-driven form may not be a panacea for 

Afghanistan's problems, but regardless, the major discourse falls around channeling democratic 

reform. There is a collective desire to effect change through democracy; in fact, Article Six of the 

Afghan Constitution demands it: “The state shall be obligated to create a prosperous and 

progressive society based on social justice, preservation of human dignity, protection of human 

rights, realization of democracy, attainment of national unity as well as equality between all 

peoples and tribes and balance development of all areas of the country” (2004). 

This methodology works in the context of my research because - even if impacted by 

political and individual agendas – “pragmatism and democracy together is an integrated process 

of inquiry that is democratic to its core” (Smiley, 1999, p. 630). Stated another way, "democracy 

is a necessary part of pragmatism and not just as one of its many consequences or goals to be 

achieved" (Smiley, 1999, p. 630). 
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Qualitative Methods  

To answer my research questions, I collected data that would unearth detailed historical 

information on statebuilding in Afghanistan and Bosnia, as well as on statebuilding paradigms and 

models in general, information, literature and statistical trends relating to projected development 

and associated risks, and practitioner expertise and perspectives through interviews (detailed 

below in ‘Methods’). In total, 20 open-ended and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

respondents from academia, the development industry, government, and international 

organizations who had worked on development projects and programmes in Afghanistan. The 

initial interviews were on average between 60 and 90 minutes. Out of the 20 interview participants, 

nine participants were contacted for follow-up discussions (again, open-ended and semi-structured 

in nature). Out of these nine participants, I remained in a continuing dialogue with six, during 

which we met several times for further discussion, in person, over Skype/phone, and via email. 

These dialogues took place over the course of at least two years, and in at least four cases, over 

the course of at least three years. 

Literature and key topics for interviews for building data to use Afghanistan as a case study 

included: 

● Statebuilding practices in Afghanistan (historical, contemporary) 

● Legitimacy – perceptions on governance (both sides of the intervention), statebuilding, 

theories 

● Governance structures 

● Concepts of sovereignty and empire (traditional, evolved, post-Cold War) 

● Post Cold-War international interventions 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

99 

● Institutional capacity-building  

Data was sourced through textual exegesis/content/archival analysis, semi-structured and 

open-ended interviews, and participant observation, the details of which are discussed below. 

Method 1 – Semi-Structured/Open-Ended Interviews 

Interviews were both semi-structured and open-ended, and were the key component of data 

gathering. Interviews took place with development practitioners and experts on Afghanistan, and 

included international and national prominent participants involved in statebuilding efforts. By 

interviewing both national experts in-country (from the government and development arenas), as 

well as international experts working in multilateral institutions such as the World Bank and 

United Nations, I gathered a significant amount of data that was broken down through content 

analysis and theme development to better inform my project. 

As noted above, I interviewed 20 experts in statebuilding, governance, institutional 

development, and reform, all of who have significant experience with post-2001 efforts in 

Afghanistan. The experts included development practitioners from the United Nations, the World 

Bank, and the Government of Afghanistan, as well as several scholars who have written 

extensively on the theoretical and applied aspects of statebuilding practices in the country. Several 

participants were sourced through professional work with the United Nations Office for Project 

Services, where projects have focused on national infrastructure and rural development, the 

Government of Afghanistan, UN Women, the Government of the United States of America, the 

World Bank, and international think-tanks. Interview participants comprised both Afghan and 

foreign nationals. 

I made initial contact with the interview participants through a variety of means, including 
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informally, via professional channels and out-of-work meetings, and formally, via phone calls and 

emails. Fourteen out of twenty interviews were conducted in person; the remaining six were 

conducted via email, Skype, and telephone. 

 

Relationship Building  

In a qualitative research project, it is crucial to build a strong relationship with your 

participants (Yin, 1986, p. 95). To facilitate this, I relied on semi-structured and open-ended 

interview questions that allowed for more conversational interviews; it is my opinion that this 

technique fostered a sense of openness and put the participants (and myself) at ease, thus allowing 

for richer data extraction, and allowing a level of reflexivity to stay open to new ideas or fresh 

thinking. The nature of the questions allowed the participants more freedom in answering; as Yin 

states, theoretical propositions should guide the research and interview questions, but a case-study 

approach encourages multiple sources of evidence that converge during the analysis phase of the 

project in a triangulating fashion (1986, p. 95). This collaborative approach also facilitated the 

emergence of credible data; several participants have remained as ad-hoc advisors to my research, 

providing information, feedback, and guidance throughout the course of the dissertation, and far 

beyond the original interview timeframe. This validity lens is one of building the participant’s 

view into the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000). More will be said of the interview guide and 

technique below. 

 

Open-Ended Questions 

Including open-ended questions in the interviews allowed the participants – who are 
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experts in their respective fields and on the topic addressed – to raise new ideas, issues, and themes 

that also influenced my research. This level of reflexivity is hugely important in qualitative 

research; I adhere to the idea that by allowing a certain degree of flexibility and openness to the 

interview process, that my own learning can be significantly expanded by listening deeply to the 

experts, who hold different opinions and ideas that I had not previously considered. As Aggers 

states, with no “supreme vantage point”, your own vantage point is relative and your knowledge 

is perspectival (Aggers, 2007). I attempted to apply this reflexive process, coupled and framed 

within a strong, defensible theoretical framework, to allow new contexts to be considered that can 

widen or expand the knowledge area I am researching, including for beyond the scope of this 

dissertation.  

 

Interview Guide and Protocol 

The questions in the interview guide are arranged into themes. The following themes to 

explore legitimacy in the Afghan statebuilding context were considered:  

1. Questions (one to two) exploring the structure of the statebuilding process within 

Afghanistan, (such as, for example, where internally, military and rule of law structures lie 

in opposition to other facets of statebuilding such as healthcare, education and civil society, 

and externally, where international statebuilding practices are at odds with nationally 

designed practices); 

2. Questions (one) around the impact and benefits of ‘capacity-building’ in statebuilding in 

Afghanistan on specific projects/programmes; 

3. Questions (one to two) around the idea of country-level contextualization and sustainability 
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of statebuilding, when applied specifically to the Afghan context – what is the long-term 

viability of the current approach and what, if anything, should change;  

4. Other (one), where the participant will be encouraged to share any views, perspectives, or 

opinions of their own; and 

5. The interviews closed with two questions: 1) are there any other experts, people etc. you 

think I should talk to as part of this research? 2) do you have any textual information you 

can share with me (reports, documents, from specific projects/programme, etc.)? 

The idea behind the questions asked was to try and remove any potential limitations to the 

subsequent discussion. I wanted to enable the participants to consider the interview as 

‘conversational’ and ‘flexible’, and to feel free to discuss related topics that may be of interest to 

them.  

All interviews were conducted in English. I took recordings of sixteen of the interviews; 

four declined permission to record due to sensitives and legalities.  

I conducted face-to-face interviews in Kabul, Afghanistan, Faizabad, Afghanistan, New 

York City, USA, Washington, DC, Islamabad, Pakistan, Copenhagen, Denmark, and Vancouver, 

Canada. I conducted phone and Skype interviews from Canada, Denmark and the United States as 

well. Gender balance, diversity, and practitioner experience were key considerations in the 

selection of participants. 

 

Method II - Participant Observation 

Participant observation played a critical and significant role in my research. It is usually 

considered to be an integral method for ethnographic research; as a practitioner engrossed daily in 
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work related to my research, it was also a natural by-product of my research. By observing a sub-

sample of the interview participants during their work on statebuilding efforts, a level of richness 

and detail was added to my research, which I argue increases the reliability of my study. In my 

role at UNOPS I was able to observe and join in meetings regarding both project level and strategic 

issues for development projects in Afghanistan, both at the headquarters level in Copenhagen, 

Denmark, and in our country office in Kabul, Afghanistan, as well in our country office in 

Islamabad, Pakistan, which operated under management in Kabul. Further, through my current 

work, I have been afforded more in-depth observations with regard to political positioning and 

statebuilding efforts in the country. In all cases, I have ensured organizational permission to glean 

data from these meetings and conversations to inform my research. I also relied heavily on 

correspondence such as email exchanges and project documentation to inform my research. 

 

Method III - Content Analysis 

The rich, detailed content analysis of archival documents and authorial texts/literature was 

also a key component of my research project. Hseih and Shannon define qualitative content “as a 

research method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic 

classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (2005, p. 1278). According to 

Elo and Kyngäs, content analysis “is a method for making replicable and valid inferences from 

data to their context, with the purpose of providing knowledge, new insights, a representation of 

facts and a practical guide to action” (2008, p. 108). Content analysis is a way to test theoretical 

issues to enhance understanding of the data by distilling words into content-related categories with 

the aim of attaining an outcome of the analysis through concepts or categories describing the 
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phenomenon (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p. 108).  

I performed content analysis on the transcribed interviews, authorial literature, and related 

documents by drawing out a thread of Afghan specific statebuilding theory (such as detailing eras 

and paradigms: colonialism, neo-colonialism, liberal internationalism, 'ethical' interventions, 

humanitarian interventions, human-centered frameworks, international protectorates, the 2003 

Iraq invasion, 'Empire Lite', ‘Empire in Denial’, 'post-ethical' interventions, etc.), and detailing 

Afghanistan’s historical relationship context (including the global history of statebuilding/failure, 

geopolitics, and the ‘Great-Game’). I also analyzed primary and secondary source documents in 

relation to the Bosnia statebuilding experience, to create a specific case study on the initiative. 

 

Inductive Approach 

If there is not enough existing knowledge about the phenomenon or if this knowledge is 

fragmented, such as is in the case of my research topic, an inductive approach is recommended 

(Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Employing an inductive approach to analysis allowed for categories to be 

more easily derived from the data, and while some academics have broken the representation of 

inductive analysis into three phases – preparation, organizing and reporting – there are no 

systematic rules to the process, as the overarching goal for any approach remains the classification 

of text into smaller content categories (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 

As discussed above with the interview process, the content analysis process also identified 

new categories of views of the research topic that helped refine, extend, or enrich the dissertation. 

Of course, unexpected issues (both positive and negative) arose with the emergence of new data 

or as a result of maintaining a rigid approach to the research outputs, including conflicting 
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viewpoints on the overall ‘tone’ of the research (as either hyper-critical or unrealistic), as well as 

suggestions to allow for more idealistic outcomes and recommendations. A reflexive approach was 

required to ensure that the inherent bias that a researcher such as myself brings to the respondents’ 

work is recognized, documented, and constantly challenged. This helped mitigate issues such as 

being more likely to find evidence that is supportive rather than non-supportive of the proposed 

theory, or overemphasizing theory that can hinder an understanding of the contextual aspects of 

the phenomenon being studied (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 

Amongst other forms of validity raised above with regards to interviews, according to 

Creswell and Miller (2000), “qualitative researchers routinely employ member checking, 

triangulation, thick description, peer reviews, and external audits. Researchers engage in one or 

more of these procedures and report results in their investigations” (p. 124). I applied several of 

these checks to my data analysis, including thick description and triangulation which are described 

as follows.  

When analyzing the data, it was important to make defensible inferences based on the 

collection of valid and reliable data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). To increase the reliability of the study, 

it was necessary to demonstrate a link between the results and the data. It was critical to detail the 

analytical process as much as possible (using vivid, thick description) when reporting the research 

findings, by providing a clear description of the context, selection and characteristics of 

participants, data collection and process of analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008).  

Authentic citations were also used to increase the trustworthiness of the research (Elo & 

Kyngäs, 2008). Elo and Kyngäs state that in their experience, if there are more citations than 

authorial text, then the analysis process is usually incomplete (2008). My research aims to balance 
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the number of citations with an equal or greater amount of authorial text. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Because of my position as a development practitioner, my research could be categorized 

as direct commentary about a fragile, partner (and member) state that could have unintended 

negative consequences. I have taken all possible steps to ensure my work will not be considered 

unethical within my industry, or by my employer, or cause damage or danger of any sort for 

Afghan nationals, all interview participants, and colleagues, either now or in the future. During the 

doctoral program, I undertook an ethical review process and course of study, both of which I 

successfully passed. Following the ethical review, I prepared for the participant interviews and 

adhered to all ethical guidelines and processes regarding the rights of the participants before, 

during and after the interviews.  

Participants were informed of their voluntary right to withdraw from the study at any time 

with dignity and without prejudice, of their right to review and withhold interview, survey, and 

journal information collected during the study, and of their right to be informed of all people who 

will be transcribing or have access to the interview, survey, and journal data collected.  

In addressing privacy concerns, I worked collaboratively with participants to gain 

agreement in how their identity will be shared in the research, in addition to getting additional 

informed consent for any depiction of any individual. 

In addressing issues of confidentiality, all interview documentation remains strictly 

confidential. All necessary precautions were followed to keep secure the participant’s information 

collected through the interviews, written communication and journal entries. Other than participant 
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names (for only select participants) and the organizations they work with, all other personal 

information remains protected through confidentiality of the research process. Security steps 

including ensuring password protection on the laptop computer where all data has been collected; 

and using a password secure backup data-storage device, are in place. 

Participants were informed of the potential benefits of being involved in this dissertation, 

including taking part in a reflective experience that has the potential to heighten and develop 

awareness of state-building best practices in Afghanistan, identify new innovative models, and 

share knowledge on state-building that may be of benefit to others.  

All interview participants signed consent forms that were duly read to them.  

Further, from a methodological perspective, clearly identifying and demarcating my 

professional and academic motives when engaging participants was important to ensure 

participants were not negatively affected by sharing their opinions and perspectives. 

Conclusion 

John Dewey writes in The Public and Its Problems that "no one can take into consideration 

all of the consequences of the acts he performs ... he must limit attention and foresight to matters 

which, as we say, are distinctly our own business.... the man of even the most generous outlook 

has to draw the line somewhere, and he is forced to draw it according to whatever concerns those 

closely associated with himself" (1927, p. 52). Methodologically framing my research goals has 

been key to not just limiting the scope of what I seek to study, but ensuring that the research is 

designed with enough rigor so that useful, socially impactful benefits can be realized upon its 

completion. 
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I have argued that socio-historical research, oral history, and pragmatic inquiry – all of 

which share advantages and disadvantages as methodological domains – are used in a 

complementary fashion for my dissertation, while assisting in highlighting my positionality. These 

methodologies also speak to my knowledge goals, which aim to support social change - 

statebuilding and development in Afghanistan in this context by employing a multi-faceted 

approach to problem solving.  

I have also outlined three methods for data collection and analysis: open-ended, semi-

structured interviews, participant observation, and content analysis. 
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CHAPTER IV 

AFGHANISTAN AND THE GREAT GAME: AN OVERVIEW 
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Well is the Game called great! I was four days a scullion at Quetta, waiting on the wife of 

the man whose book I stole. And that was part of the Great Game! From the South - God knows 

how far - came up the Mahratta, playing the Great Game in fear of his life. Now I shall go far 

and far into the North playing the Great Game. Truly, it runs like a shuttle throughout all Hind. 

Kim - Rudyard Kipling 

Overview 

Chapter IV of the dissertation will provide a timeline of relevant statebuilding history in 

Afghanistan, originating with the Great Game in the 1830s, and leading up to the present day. 

This timeline will demonstrate how statebuilding, even in present-day Afghanistan remains 

rooted in consequences of the Great Game, wherein competing regional, international and 

geopolitical interests are hindering development efforts. This section will also detail the key 

factors in post-2001 statebuilding efforts, including national economic drivers, political 

structures and the involvement of the international community following the signing of the Bonn 

Agreement, which aimed to install a post-Taliban democratic system and set the stage for 

massive national programmes to support these efforts. By detailing these issues, this section will 

create a platform upon which to analyze and compare the Afghan case study against normative 

statebuilding efforts, and contextualize the data collected. 

 

Key Factors Hampering Statebuilding in Afghanistan 

 The key factors hampering statebuilding in Afghanistan, both historical and current, as 

described in this chapter are: 
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1. Afghanistan’s “Great Game”, tracing both the historical implications and contemporary 

importance of several countries and their geopolitical and regional interests, including: 

the United Kingdom, Russia, the United States, India, Pakistan, Iran, China, and the 

Central Asian republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan; 

2. The rise and fall of the Taliban regime; 

3. Afghanistan’s two largest economic drivers, international aid monies and the drug trade; 

4. The country’s governance and power structures, namely the relationship between formal 

and informal power and governance structures; and  

5. The 2001 Bonn Agreement and implications. 

 

The Great Game: Origins, 1830 

Afghanistan has been at the center of a complex geopolitical struggle since the British 

attempted to control it in the 19th century. Specifically, the country played a pivotal role in the 

political tensions between Britain and Russia, and the neighboring territories in Central Asia and 

Southern Asia. Termed “The Great Game”, the confrontations were originally between tsarist 

Russia and Great Britain, then between Britain and the Soviet Union, and finally, between the 

Soviet Union and the United States. (Berkowitz, 2007). 

In 1830, Britain attempted to establish a new trade route into Uzbekistan, and wished to 

turn Afghanistan into a client-state protectorate and use it as a buffer zone to protect against any 

Russian invasion into India or nearby British sea trade routes in the Persian Gulf. However, the 

Pashtuns fiercely resisted the British invasions. The result was a series of long, bloody wars, 

including the First Anglo-Afghan War of 1838, the First Anglo-Sikh War of 1843, the Second 
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Anglo-Sikh War of 1848, the Second Anglo-Afghan War of 1878, and several invasions into 

Central Asia by Russia.  

At the same time, in attempts to secure a military base on the Indian Ocean – and thus 

command and control the Eurasian lands, Russia attempted to take control of lands around the 

Black Sea, the Caspian Sea, and the Himalayan mountains—the countries known today as 

Azerbaijan, Chechnya, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Kyrgyzstan. In 

trying to maintain control over India and secure its borders, the British pushed north from 

colonial India (now India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh), and moved into present-day Pakistan 

through a series of military and diplomatic incursions (Berkowitz, 2007).  

 

The Treaty of Gandamak, 1879 

At the end of the Second Anglo-Afghan War of 1978, in their attempts to control 

Afghanistan, the British provided weapons and support to the ruler Amir Abdul Rahman Khan. 

The British insisted that the Amir honor the 1879 Treaty of Gandamak (1879) and not attempt to 

extend his power beyond the Durand Line. However, the Amir in turn used the resources 

provided to use violent and coercive means to design the state into one of his choosing. In the 

1880s, he decided to strategically displace members of different ethnic groups, some of whom he 

attempted to exile. The Amir’s rule appears to have foreshadowed a familiar pattern seen in 

postcolonial states, with Afghanistan being no exception. 

 

The Anglo-Russian Convention, 1907 

In 1907, the Anglo-Russian Convention carved out spheres of influence for Britain and 
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Russia in southwestern Asia, effectively pausing the Great Game. At this time, Russia was 

weakened by its loss to Japan in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, and both Russia and Britain 

faced a growing threat of war with Germany (Berkowitz, 2007). 

 

The End of the Second World War and Britain’s Waning Influence, 1945 

Following the end of the Second World War, Britain’s military and economic power was 

weakening and its ability to sustain its colonies was declining. Russia—now the Soviet Union—

again became a threat, and Britain faced an enormous challenge in how to successfully maneuver 

out of India and leave in place a governance system that could repel Soviet interference.  

 

The Russian Invasion of Afghanistan, 1979 

Afghanistan has long been reliant on an agrarian economy and foreign aid. In the 1970s, 

approximately 85% of the population lived in rural settings, which split the economy between one 

that was largely subsistence-based, and an urban scheme that drew most of its income from links 

to the international state system and market (Rubin, 2000). As Western foreign aid started to 

decline in the second half of the 20th century, Afghanistan became increasingly reliant on Soviet 

assistance, particularly for the development of major national infrastructure and support for the 

armed forces. In 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, following a period of violent turmoil 

in which the country’s leadership and direction was repeatedly thrown into upheaval (Rubin, 

2000).  

 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

114 

The Saur Revolution and Installation of Pro-Soviet leadership, 1973-1979 

In 1973, Former Prime Minister Mohammad Daoud Khan seized power from his cousin 

King Mohammed Zahir Shah in a coup, ending the monarch’s 40-year rule. Daoud was killed only 

five years later in another coup - known as the Saur Revolution - by Afghan military officers 

sympathetic to the Kremlin and recruited by the Marxist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan 

(PDPA). Daoud was replaced with former Secretary General of the PDPA, Nur Muhammad 

Taraki. However, Taraki was killed in yet another coup in September 1979 and Deputy Prime 

Minister Hafizullah Amin assumed the presidency. As the Mujahedin resistance against Amin and 

his government grew within Afghanistan, un-trusting Soviet officials also sought to depose him, 

and Amin was killed in December 1979 during the onset of the Russian invasion. Former Deputy 

Prime Minister Babrak Karmal was installed as the new head of government, and dependence on 

the Soviet Union increased dramatically. The ensuing counter-insurgency, and bombing and 

strafing campaigns by Russian and Afghan Government forces against the Mujahedin resistance 

essentially destroyed the rural subsistence economy and forced mass urbanization within Afghan 

cities, as well as to refugee camps in Pakistan and Iran (Rubin, 2000).  

 

The Cold War Period: Soviet Invasion and Political Maneuvering, 1979-89 

Following the Soviet invasion, Afghanistan was transformed into a battleground for the 

well-documented proxy cold war between the United States and the Soviet Union. During this 

period, massive inflows of military and financial assistance to the Mujahedin and the regime (led 

by the United States and Soviet Union, respectively) fueled the expansion of a war economy 

(Rubin, 2000). This rapid influx of arms and aid contributed to a rapid monetization of the 
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economy, and provided the startup capital for commanders to begin investing in the production 

and trafficking of opium (Goodhand, 2008). The destruction during the war not only impoverished 

the rural areas, but weakened the elites whose power had depended upon control of rural resources 

(Rubin, 2000), and as the governing elites in Kabul slowly lost their grip on the rural populations, 

the narco-economy grew. Fiefdoms led by regional warlords and traffickers began to spring up 

across the country.  

On one side, the state’s dependence on foreign aid and sales of natural gas became even 

more pronounced, but aid came exclusively from the Soviet bloc. While the state lost access to 

much of the countryside, more of the swollen urban population came to depend on it. By the time 

of the Soviet withdrawal, nearly all of Kabul’s food and fuel was donated by the USSR and 

distributed by the Afghan Government through coupons. As men under government control were 

enrolled in the war effort, women’s civilian roles expanded (Rubin, 2000). 

A different culture of dependency developed on the other side. Food production fell by half 

to two-thirds as the counterinsurgency against the Soviets devastated the rural economy (Rubin, 

2000). This destruction not only impoverished the rural population but weakened the elites whose 

power depended on control of rural resources. Much of the rural population fled to Pakistan and 

Iran, where it entered monetary economies. Islamic parties selected by Pakistan’s Directorate of 

Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) to be recipients of US and Saudi-supplied military assistance acted 

as gatekeepers for distribution of international aid (Rubin, 2000). 

During the Cold War period of the conflict, massive inflows of military and financial 

assistance to the regime and the mujahedin (from the Soviet Union and the US, respectively) fueled 

the expansion of a war economy, producing both rentier rebels and a rentier state. In the struggle 
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for pre-eminence amongst the Peshawar-based resistance groups, the cultivation of foreign patrons 

was the key to building constituencies within Afghanistan.  

 

Soviet Withdrawal and Fall of the Najibullah Government, 1989-1992 

When the Soviet Union withdrew its forces from Afghanistan in 1989, Mohammad 

Najibullah, the de facto leader and President of Afghanistan since 1986, was increasingly unable 

to maintain control of his armed forces. Although aid money, assistance, and military support 

continued to flow from the Soviet Union post-withdrawal, the collapse of the Soviet empire in 

1991 marked not just the decline of Russian aid to Afghanistan, but a turning point for the 

Mujahedin, in which Russian aid and influence in Afghanistan declined. When the aid money 

stopped flowing altogether in 1992, Najibullah’s armies and power structures effectively 

dissolved, and in March of the same year Najibullah stepped down.  

Following the withdrawal and cessation of financial aid from the Soviet Union, the United 

States was unable to play an effective role in the management of post-communist Afghanistan. 

This left the country extremely vulnerable to regional actors, including refugee-warriors who had 

earlier fled to refugee camps. At this point Pakistan, with its extensive cross-border ethnic Pashtun 

ties and Western alliances, emerged as the main interventionist in Afghanistan. Pakistan was at 

first supportive of the divisive mujahedin leader Gulbuddin Hikmatyar, and then proceeded to shift 

support to the Taliban and an alliance brokered with the al Qaeda terrorist network, which triggered 

unanticipated disasters in the region (Saikal, 2005). Afghanistan was quickly transformed into a 

hub for religious and political extremism and international terrorism. The anti-Taliban United 

Front resistance faction (known as the Northern Alliance), composed of mainly non-Pashtun 
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groups and led by Commander Ahmad Shah Massoud, found itself increasingly isolated (Saikal, 

2005), and unable to garner American support in their battle against the Taliban. 

 

The Intra-Mujahedin Civil War and Rise of the Taliban, 1992-1996 

The intra-tribal and ethnic conflict and rise of Islamic radicalism that followed the Soviet 

withdrawal and Najibullah’s resignation undermined all attempts at cooperation towards securing 

peace or nation building in Afghanistan (Singh, 2004, p. 546). The Taliban quickly rose to power 

following the collapse of Najibullah’s government. Within four years they had gained control over 

the country’s main roads, cities, airports, and customs posts, and implemented a transition from 

“localized predatory warlordism to weak rentier state power based on a criminalized open 

economy” (Rubin, 2000, p. 1793). Any lingering sense of national unity disintegrated, and 

Afghanistan was essentially turned into a “failed state” in which formal governance institutions 

collapsed and the state became a haven for illegal narcotics cultivation and smuggling. In this 

phase of Afghanistan’s turbulent war economy, the Taliban consolidated their hold over 90% of 

the country and centralized the means of coercion and predation, thus allowing for the 

consolidation and expansion of the drug economy (Goodhand, 2008). The linkages of this shift in 

Afghanistan’s economy to one that became overwhelmingly reliant on the illicit drug trade form a 

basis for the framework that can be applied when assessing the status of development initiatives 

in the country. As Jonathan Goodhand states:  

Afghanistan emerged as the global leader in opium production, based upon a ‘triple 

comparative advantage’ of favorable physical, political and economic conditions: a 

cultivation environment that produces opium poppies with a high morphine content; 
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chronic insecurity and institutional weakness that resulted in inadequate or non-existent 

forms of regulation; and poor infrastructure and rural poverty that prevented the 

development of alternative licit livelihoods. (2008, p. 408) 

 

Taliban Takeover and Fall from Power, 1996-2001 

The expansion of Taliban power, funded and armed through the narco-economy, led to the 

elimination of all but the strongest opposition, and by 1998, the Northern Alliance – a group of 

anti-Taliban resistance fighters led by Ahmad Shah Massoud – and other smaller pockets of 

resistance were the only true threats to the Taliban left inside the country. 

In 2001, the al Qaeda attacks on American soil prompted the United States to act, and 

eventually to launch the “War on Terror”, starting with an internationally supported military 

campaign in Afghanistan. US President George Bush sought to forcefully remove the Taliban 

regime, dismantle al Qaeda’s network, punish its leaders and operatives, stem Pakistan’s 

‘‘creeping invasion’’ into Afghanistan, and replace the Taliban with an internationally acceptable 

government (Saikal, 2005, p. 195). As the war progressed, Bush pledged to remain engaged in 

Afghanistan doing ‘‘nation-building’’ for as long as necessary to secure, stabilize, democratize 

and reconstruct the country (Saikal, 2005). This revision to the war strategy will be discussed 

further on. 

 

Resurgence of the Great Game, 2001-2016 

Now 15 years into a war waged to topple the Taliban and instate a democratic system, 

Afghanistan’s economy is still dominated by the illicit drug trade, the Taliban, while no longer in 
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power, have not been defeated, development efforts continue to face significant challenges, and 

democratic institutions struggle to function effectively. The situation is extremely complex: 

external actors and strong geopolitical players continue to influence, and sometimes destabilize, 

statebuilding efforts; opium production continues to fund a powerful illicit economy and finance 

insurgent efforts; internal ethnic groups and tribal factions govern and clash in many rural areas 

with little or no regard for central governance structures, and an uptick in attacks in Kabul threaten 

and undermine the Government’s attempts to control the country.  

Today, the Great Game continues, marred further by the rise of transnational Islamic 

fundamentalism. The original “buffer states” -- Pakistan and Iran, in particular -- that were 

supposed to protect India in the historical iteration of the game, became in and of themselves 

extremely unstable (Berkowitz, 2007). Now, these states, amongst others, continue to feed the 

instability in Afghanistan to further their own destabilizing regional agendas. India and Pakistan 

continue to checkmate one another as India looks to expand its influence in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan seeks to regain its pre-9/11 strategic role in the country. China maintains a close eye on 

securing Afghanistan’s tremendous natural resources, yet remains comfortably ambiguous in its 

strategy and contribution to the country’s security and stability. Iran and Russia appear keen to 

ensure that the U.S. leaves Afghanistan for good, yet remain concerned about instability in the 

north with their departure, and still Moscow is positioning itself to reclaim its great power status 

in the region. The list goes on; the number of players in each analysis depends upon the perspective 

that one takes to justify the return of the Great Game. It is worth describing a few of the players in 

the contemporary version of the Game, to highlight the complexities of undertaking coherent 

statebuilding efforts aimed at democratization in Afghanistan. 
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India and Pakistan 

India and Pakistan remain two key players in Afghanistan, and their rivalries have long 

impacted the country and its citizens. New Delhi has multiple interests in Afghanistan, and its 

contributions – particularly involving building infrastructure and delivering training aimed at 

strengthening good governance – have been recognized by Afghanistan and appreciated by the 

international community. Under normal circumstances, an increasing Indian role in Afghanistan 

would be in the latter’s interest, but should the Taliban assume power, either as a partner in 

government or as the sole ruler, India may find itself estranged, or even completely sidelined due 

to Pakistan’s murky, strategic ties with the Taliban. 

Pakistan views the Indian presence in Afghanistan as a threat to its own interests, and will 

continue to undermine New Delhi’s involvement in the country. Islamabad accuses India of 

instigating anti-Pakistan feelings and secessionist sentiment among ethnic Pashtuns, funding 

Pakistani Taliban to carry out attacks in Pakistan, and through its consulates along the Afghan-

Pakistan border, supporting a number of insurgencies such as in Baluchistan. The Afghan–Pakistan 

Transit Trade Agreement that prohibits the import of Indian goods into Afghanistan serves as a 

continuing reminder of Islamabad’s reluctance to allow India any economic benefit from 

Afghanistan. What remains clear, however, is that Afghanistan remains in need of aid from India, 

who have to date pledged approximately $1 billion dollars to rebuilding the country. In 

comparison, Pakistan has pledged approximately $150 million, although Pakistan argues that its 

true contributions lie in the costs of policing the long border, and hosting more than two million 

Afghan refugees within its territory.  
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China 

China is making substantial investments in Afghanistan in mining, telephony and energy, 

reaping what critics say are the benefits of a war ‘fought and paid for largely by’ the U.S.  China 

has refrained from any military involvement in Afghanistan and refused to contribute to sustaining 

the Afghan army beyond 2014. While China has obvious interests in protecting its multi-billion 

dollar investments, its biggest regional worry continues to be the East Turkestan Islamic 

Movement (ETIM), which has been fighting for the separation of China’s Xinjiang province. 

Beijing fears that if the Taliban returns to power, Afghanistan may once again become a haven for 

the ETIM, which has used the country for training and staging attacks in China. China is therefore 

inclined to deal with the Taliban and seek assurances from the insurgent group that they will not 

give sanctuary or support to ETIM militants in the event of a power-sharing arrangement or ousting 

of the Afghan Government. Beijing’s interests are supported and facilitated by Pakistan, as both 

the countries find common ground in their desire to keep India out of Afghanistan.  

For the Central Asian countries, curbing the spillover of terrorist and extremist activity 

from Afghanistan is of primary concern. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and 

Kyrgyzstan all reap enormous benefits by providing the Northern Distribution Network that links 

Afghanistan both by air and ground as an alternative to the NATO supply route through Pakistan, 

which has repeatedly been targeted by militants or closed down by Islamabad. The Central Asian 

countries and China claim that interactions and engagements through regional multilateral 

institutions – particularly the Shanghai Cooperation Organization – will enhance stability in the 

region.  
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Russia 

Russia is also in the race to bolster its own geopolitical position and gain material 

advantage in Afghanistan. Moscow claims that its main concern is to stop the Afghan narcotics 

trail and sever militant links to its restive Chechen region, but is also threatened by the U.S. 

supported new Silk Road project, increasing bonhomie between the U.S and Central Asian 

countries, and the recent commitment by NATO to retain troops in the region for at least the next 

several years. Moscow is also capitalizing on the declining U.S.-Pakistan relationship by 

strengthening its ties with the latter, and finds a common interest with Pakistan and China in a 

desire to reduce Western influence in Afghanistan.  

 

Statebuilding and the Great Game 

Over the last 200 years, statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan have evolved from historical 

colonial efforts to much more complicated and less clear motives in the post-2001 era. In defining 

statebuilding and understanding the operating environment, an overview of the Great Game, 

timelines and players, provides context for understanding difficulties that lie at the heart of failing 

efforts of the cooperating national leadership and international community to transform 

Afghanistan into a standalone, functioning state. However, there are even more issues internally 

that hamper statebuilding efforts, outlined in the following sections. 

 

Afghanistan’s Economy 

There are currently only two major resource flows in Afghanistan. One stems from 
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international donors and is intended to support statebuilding: since 2002, the average flow of donor 

money has amounted to approximately US$1.7 billion per year (Koehler & Zuercher, 2011). At 

the July 2012 Donors Conference in Tokyo, over 70 countries pledged their continuing support to 

Afghanistan with another USD$16 billion in aid through 2015. On October 5, 2016, the European 

Union and the Government of Afghanistan co-hosted the Brussels Conference on Afghanistan, 

gathered up to 70 countries and 30 international organizations and agencies to provide a platform 

for the government of Afghanistan to set out its latest vision and track record on reform. The 2016 

conference was fresh opportunity for the international community to renew or consider sustained 

political and financial support to Afghan peace, statebuilding and developments efforts.  

The second major source of economic activity in Afghanistan flow stems from the drug 

economy, which through its entanglement with nearly all aspects and levels of society also 

continues to fund the insurgency and undermine attempts at statebuilding. Coyne, Blanco, and 

Burns (2016) state that the area under opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan grew from 76,000 

hectares in 2002 to 209,000 hectares in 2013, with the majority of production occurring in southern 

provinces of the country, namely, Helmand and Kandahar Provinces (2016, p. 97). Further, 

Afghanistan now produces more than 80 percent of the world's illicit opium with revenues topping 

$4 billion annually, which is approximately 15 percent of Afghanistan’s licit gross domestic 

product (Coyne, Blanco, and Burns, 2016, p. 103).  

 

Insurgent Connections to the Drug Trade 

Regarding the illicit economy of the drug-trade, as Felbab-Brown states, measuring the 

size of illicit economies and any derivative numbers, such as profit levels, is notoriously 
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difficult, but it is estimated that by 2009, approximately 20 and 40 per cent of the Taliban’s 

income was generated from drugs thus fueling the rising insurgency (2009, p. 101). It is 

estimated that the Afghan drug trade employs more than 400,000 people, more even than the 

Afghan armed forces (UNODC, 2014). A 2014 United Nations report indicates that from 2013 to 

2014 the country’s opium harvest increased by 17 percent, which was the largest crop ever 

recorded in the country. Further, in 2012-2013 the opium harvest increased 36% from the 

previous year, valued at over USD$3 billion (UNODC, 2014). 

However, it is not just the Taliban who profit from the illegal drug trade: opium production 

is deeply entwined in the Afghan socioeconomic fabric and thus, in its political arrangements and 

power relations. 

The mainstream discourse on drugs; however, possibly exaggerates its political and 

financial influence in the Afghan context – there is little evidence to suggest that Afghanistan 

meets the definition of a full ‘narco-state’. Although drugs are a factor in political decision-

making, the narco-state discourse exaggerates their role by raising them to a position of primacy 

(Goodhand, 2008). The drug economy of Afghanistan, however, remains a key variable when 

assessing statebuilding efforts in the country, as drug money represents a significant source of rent 

for military and political entrepreneurs, other (licit and illicit) income streams, and plays a role in 

buying votes, positions and favors. The Karzai administration followed the Western agenda and 

declared a jihad on drugs, but large-scale eradication efforts often attacked farmers and producers 

who had voted for Karzai, and strengthened the perception that the government was ‘anti-Pashtun' 

(Goodhand, 2008, p. 67) 
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The Gap Between “Democracy” and “De Facto Political Reality” 

Afghanistan’s governance constructs are in part comprised of a complex tribal system 

which tends to work without central and regional authority. The country's modern political borders, 

having been drawn up in the 19th century by external powers, were done so with utter disregard 

for the mosaic nature of Afghanistan’s populace.8 In Amin Saikal's chapter, "Afghanistan’s Weak 

State and Strong Society", in the book Making States Work: State Failure and the Crisis of 

Governance, Saikal writes: 

Afghanistan has traditionally been composed of numerous micro-societies or associations of 

individual and group actors…Afghan micro-societies have historically been delineated along 

tribal, ethnic, linguistic and sectarian lines, coalescing around influential leaders claiming 

religious powers or capable of dispensing material and security benefits, generally on a 

patrimonial basis. (2005, p. 196) 

 

Ethnic Makeup 

Afghanistan straddles the borders of Iran, Pakistan, China, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and 

Uzbekistan. The Pashtuns, the traditional rulers of Afghanistan who predominantly live in the 

south, comprise 40% of the population, and enjoy a close relationship with Pashtuns across the 

border in Pakistan’s Balochistan province. The Tajiks make up 25% of the Afghan population, and 

                                                 
8  In 1893, Englishman Mortimer Durand was charged with drawing a border between Afghanistan and British 

India. He was to ensure such strategic points as the Khyber and Khojak passes and important cities such as Peshawar 
and Quetta fell on the Indian side of the border (Tanner, 2009). This meant drawing a line through the heart of the 
Pashtun homeland; this demarcation is not formally recognized by many Pashtuns. 
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are predominantly in the North along with the Uzbeks who comprise 6% of the population9. The 

Hazara tribe remain largely in the central provinces of Afghanistan and make up 18% of the 

population. The Hazara have often been persecuted, as minority Shia Muslims, by the more 

fundamentalist portions of the Taliban (predominantly from the Sunni tradition) (Gilbert, 2012). 

Since 2001, political party development in Afghanistan has been limited by the dominance of 

former mujahedin groups known as tanzim and their control of armed factions. Amongst the key 

collective political organizations are the various Sunni tanzim, including Jamiat-e Islami and 

Hezb-e Islami, Shia parties centered on the Hezb-e Wahdat, and the northern Uzbek and Turkmen-

based Junbesh-e Milli. Each of these groups remains highly personalized, factionalized, and only 

partially committed to democratic governance (Whitty & Nixon, 2009). Political party 

development will be further detailed in the next section, which discusses the Bonn Agreement of 

2001. 

 

Complex Power Structures 

The process of statebuilding in Afghanistan has been a constant struggle between the ability 

of the country’s leaders to effectively operate and coalesce with these micro-societies, essentially 

in tandem to the centralized democratic power structures, and the international community’s 

constant pressuring to determine the authority, power and legitimacy of the central government. 

As Whitty and Nixon state, there is a “fundamental disjuncture between de jure institutions heavily 

influenced by the demands of the international community, and a complex, variegated, and 

                                                 
9 The Northern Alliance was largely comprised of Tajik and Uzbek warriors. 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

127 

informal de facto political reality” (2009, p. 189). The key variable is that the more relations 

between the centralized government and the micro-societies are interactive and cooperative, the 

greater the chances of creating a hybrid, stable political order in the country, and measuring if what 

has been implemented is likely to generate the appropriate foundations for a lasting, legitimate and 

democratic political order (Saikal, 2005).  

During his reign, Hamid Karzai’s10 government did not prove its ability to realize stable 

political order with these micro-societies. Karzai’s weak governance allowed many local power 

holders, who draw on various kinds of micro-societal support and legitimacy, to gain power and 

act independently of Kabul, or even “in defiance of the central government – to the extent that 

Afghanistan’s journey on the path of viability and stability is seriously threatened...little has been 

achieved in relation to reintegrating many of the local hegemons into some kind of national frame 

of unity” (Saikal, 2005, p. 203). With Ashraf Ghani now in power, although frameworks and 

visions for a democratic Afghanistan have been expounded, formal law in the country (and largely 

anywhere outside of Kabul) currently co-exists with a wide range of customary tribal structures 

that are “equally or even more important in structuring the rights, obligations, and behavior of 

Afghans on a day-to-day basis” (Whitty and Nixon, 2009, p. 189). There is little practitioner-led 

research or success stories in the Afghan context that detail how to successfully operate within an 

environment that includes national, sub-national, and local level governance structures that do not 

necessarily complement one another, and may in fact work against one another. 

 

                                                 
10 President of Afghanistan (2004–2014), Acting President of Afghanistan (2001–2004). 
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A Departure from Post-Cold War Statebuilding 

As discussed above, the circumstances under which the 2001 invasion occurred marked a 

fundamental shift in operating frameworks, where the political interests of the United States and 

its “War on Terror” provided a new set of tools to be used in developing post-conflict 

democratization. Previous international peacebuilding interventions throughout the 1990s largely 

followed the sequence and logic represented in Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s An Agenda for Peace, 

which prescribed a toolbox of “modes of interaction”, including negotiated settlement, 

peacekeeping, disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration, elections, reconstruction and, 

ultimately, development (Whitty & Nixon, 2009). Under the doctrine of the “War on 

Terror,” failed states were no longer considered solely as devastated places rife with humanitarian 

catastrophe, but as potential havens for security threats, and democratization efforts were framed 

within a broader response to Islamic radicalism and terrorism (Whitty & Nixon, 2009). Further to 

this deviation from other post-Cold War statebuilding efforts, the current form of war in 

Afghanistan remains neither that of Clausewitzian interstate war or even classic civil war 

(government versus insurgency), but of a transnational war involving a variety of actors from 

several states (Rubin, 2000). This type of warfare and the resulting complex geopolitical 

consequences also fosters the conditions for economic activity such as those found in the drug 

trade, which is predatory in nature and responsible in part for the perpetuation of violence and 

instability.  

 

The Bonn Agreement  

The attacks of 9/11 dramatically altered the course of Afghanistan’s trajectory as a 
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sovereign state. Up until the attacks, the international community was deep in the post-Cold War 

throes of ‘normalizing’ international interventions as an opportunity and responsibility to prevent 

humanitarian catastrophe. Following the attacks, President Bush declared failed states such as 

Afghanistan as threats to international security and harbors of terrorist activity. Linking both 

counter-terrorism and national security concerns to humanitarian interventions was a swift 

deviation from the peacebuilding and humanitarian missions throughout the 1990s. Democracy for 

Afghanistan remained front and center in the Bush doctrine, to be installed following the complete 

removal of the Taliban government. The counter-terrorism agenda focused on addressing Islamic 

radicalism and international terrorism, and was framed within the narrative of the War on Terror. 

When US-led coalition forces invaded Afghanistan in Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) the 

United States made it clear that they were not interested in supplying troops for a long-term 

statebuilding mission, but rather, were committed to supporting a political transition and a central 

role for the UN (Saikal, 2005). 

The framework for this political transition was defined in the Bonn Agreement, signed on 

December 5, 2001. The Bonn Agreement detailed the creation of a body called the Afghan Interim 

Authority (AIA), which would assume responsibility for Afghan sovereignty. The agreement laid 

out a process by which a legitimate state could be built, focusing heavily on democratic elections 

and the power of the Loya Jirga – the traditional Afghan tribal Grand Council - an integral forum 

for decision making in Afghanistan comprised of tribal leaders. The Bonn Agreement on 

Provisional Arrangements in Afghanistan Pending the Re-Establishment of Permanent 

Government Institutions was effectively a brokered framework for peace (Whitty & Nixon, 2009, 

p. 61). The provisional arrangements would pave the way for an elected, democratic government 
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by mid-2004. It is important to note that the Agreement precluded any formal intrusion on 

government or legislative functions by international actors, and set rules for informal international 

influence. Although the Agreement outlined a path to peace, it was based on several premises that 

distinguished it from other peace agreements.  

One, the conflict was not over. The Taliban had retreated, but neither Mullah Omar, the 

head of the Taliban at that time, nor Gulbuddin Hekmatyar of Hezb-e Islami had been killed or 

captured (Whitty & Nixon, 2009, p. 62). The Taliban were not involved in the Bonn Agreement 

process, and this meant that for as long as key warring factions remained operational and excluded, 

they could continue to destabilize statebuilding efforts.  

Two, other warring factions were also not represented in the Bonn Agreement. Only four 

Afghan groups were invited. The first group was the Northern Alliance, comprised of mostly 

commanders from the minority ethnicities: the Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras. The second major 

group, known as the “Rome Group,” was comprised of mostly Western-educated Pashtun elites, 

and was supported by Zahir Shah, the king deposed in 1973 (Whitty & Nixon, 2009, p. 64). The 

third and fourth groups comprised of two smaller coalitions with strong Pashtun leadership: the 

“Cyprus Group” and the “Peshawar Group”.11  

Three, the Bonn participants were empowered to decide who would comprise the interim 

government. The United States wanted a strong central government, ruled by a president who 

could support American interests in the ‘War on Terror’. In the absence of a leader with broadly 

accepted legitimacy, the United States threw its support behind Hamid Karzai, an ethnic Pashtun 

                                                 
11 As of 2016, there are now nascent peace-talks and power-sharing discussions happening between the Taliban and 

the elected government, although they have not yet yielded significant results. 
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and aristocrat from a Kandahari tribe (Whitty & Nixon, 2009, p. 67). He was appointed to lead 

the Afghanistan Interim Authority, which deliberately left no room for formal legislative or 

executive involvement by the international actors. The Northern Alliance accepted this deal, 

along with agreement to a limited international force in Kabul, in exchange for three key cabinet 

positions, and a tacit agreement that demobilization of troops was not on the table and that the 

international troops would not be deployed outside Kabul (Whitty & Nixon, 2009, p. 67). The 

Tajiks assumed control of the ministries of defense, interior and foreign affairs under the interim 

government. Overall, the agreement outlined the following major objectives: the establishment 

of an interim Afghan government to fill the post-invasion power vacuum; the transformation of 

Afghanistan into a democracy by crafting the rules of engagement, such as a new constitution 

and holding elections to parliament and the office of the President; legitimizing the UN central 

role in statebuilding activities, and the creation of a security stabilization force (the International 

Security Assistance Force, or ISAF) to maintain security in Kabul and its surrounding areas to 

allow the interim government to successfully undertake and implement statebuilding initiatives 

(Nuruzzaman, 2009, p. 283). 

 

The Bonn Agreement and Politics 

The Bonn Agreement was dissimilar to other peace settlements, and was more of a UN-

brokered roadmap that set out a process for statebuilding. It did not detail how to settle the major 

political issues in Afghanistan. This is an important point to make, as the Bonn Agreement 

represents a pivotal moment in the creation of the contemporary Afghan state, and was a largely 

process based exercise. It did not seek solutions to the key challenges that would be faced in 
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creating the Afghan state, with respect to the political problematic. Further, it focused on the 

interim arrangements and the setup of the provisional government without detailing the future 

transition, or asking nor answering questions of what kind of state Afghanistan should be and what 

form of government it should have. It is presumed that such details were decidedly to be worked 

out during the transition period. 

A major feature of the Bonn Agreement was the primary emphasis on re-asserting the 

authority of the centre in Kabul (Nixon & Ponzio, 2011, p. 2). Because of the democratic reforms 

stemming from the Bonn Agreement, Afghanistan’s state structure is one of the most centralized 

in the world. Budgeting, reporting and appointments remain concentrated at the central level in 

Kabul, through the Presidency or ministerial headquarters. Afghanistan’s 34 provinces do not have 

independent budgetary authority nor can they technically retain revenues (although historically 

some have done so, though this tendency has been curtailed heavily in the past three years). 

Decision-making is ultimately carried out in Kabul. Arguably, and given the presence of regional 

warlords and a largely rural population, such a structure can cause imbalances in power and 

influence that can negatively affect democratic development.  

 

Bonn Impacts on Statebuilding 

While ostensibly Afghan-led, the Bonn Process was certainly influenced at key points by 

the needs of international actors and “by path dependency that was introduced by the 

empowerment of the warlords during the invasion and the decision to adopt a light footprint” 

(Whitty & Nixon, 2009, p. 208). A reading of the agreement makes clear the UN influence in the 

process, on behalf of the international community. The state structures resulting from the heavily 
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centralized state approach laid out in the agreement have had a significant impact on subsequent 

statebuilding efforts by the international community, which was forced to throw its weight behind 

whatever government emerged from the Bonn Process (Whitty & Nixon, 2009). At the same time, 

those who were not involved in the Bonn Agreement, such as the Taliban, were fueled to challenge 

the agreement and continue to attempt to undermine the nascent democratic government (Whitty 

and Nixon, 2009).  

The Bonn Agreement, although arguably created and agreed to in a short period (less than 

a month), did not detail the key political challenges that would need to be overcome for the Afghan 

statebuilding project to prove successful. While it outlined a clear process for the adoption of a 

democratically elected government, the centralized nature of the government and its various 

control functions did not provide it with a widespread writ with which it could oversee nation-

wide security stabilization and reconstruction efforts. Due to this structure, The Karzai government 

in Kabul remained extremely weak under his leadership between 2001-2014. Since then the Ghani 

administration has not been able to muster much more strength, perhaps due in part to the 2014 

power-sharing agreement with Abdullah Abdullah. Meanwhile, rural power holders and warlords, 

who draw on various kinds of micro-societal support and legitimacy, have grown in power and 

can act independently or in defiance of the central government – to the extent that Afghanistan’s 

journey on the path of viability and stability is seriously threatened (Saikal, 2005). Little has been 

achieved in relation to reintegrating many of these local hegemons into a national frame of unity. 

Similarly, says Saikal, “a big question hangs over what kind of governmental system would be 

most appropriate in piecing Afghanistan together effectively to ensure the country’s long-term 

viability” (2005). Yet, statebuilding efforts continue with these questions remaining largely 
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unanswered.  

 

Creation of the National Solidarity Programme 

During the Bonn period, Ashraf Ghani, Afghanistan’s Finance Minister between July 2002 

and December 2004, was a key strategist in planning Afghanistan’s economic recovery. Ghani 

recognized that the legitimacy of the government depended on its ability to deliver awaited 

assistance to rural communities across the country (Evans & Barakat, 2012, p. 549). Working with 

the World Bank and community-driven development (CDD) specialists, Ghani and his team 

designed the National Solidarity Programme (NSP) to build national solidarity and provide the 

AIA with an element of popular legitimacy. The NSP is one of the largest community driven 

development programmes in the world, and has played a key role in government owned 

statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan since 2003. The NSP is managed by the Ministry of Rural 

Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) and implemented by a range of NGO facilitating 

partners. The NSP creates Community Development Councils (CDCs) through local elections; 

these councils then develop priority lists for the allocation of block grant assistance to small-scale 

development projects, taking into consideration gender and ethnic balance in its operations (Nixon 

& Ponzio, 2011). The NSP will be further described in the data and analysis chapters. 

 

Differing UN and Coalition Objectives After Bonn 

Another factor that makes statebuilding in Afghanistan complex is the interconnected but 

differing objectives of the international, UN-led mission, and the American-led military mission, 

in particular as the latter party experienced mission creep and changing objectives in the post-
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Bonn period, and as they continued to address military and strategic goals in country and across 

the broader Central Asian region. The UN, in the light of its 1990s experiences in Angola, 

Bosnia, Cambodia, Macedonia and Mozambique, remained more focused on setting up processes 

and rules, such as drafting a new constitution, initiating a broad-based political process owned 

and supported by all Afghan ethnic and factional groups, and facilitating development to reduce 

the scope of resistance by the Taliban (Nuruzzaman, 2009, p. 284). The constitution that was 

subsequently adopted in early 2004 provided for a two-branch legislature and a Supreme Court, 

made the Wolsei Jirga (the Lower House of Parliament) the center of governmental powers, 

established a strong presidential system, affirmed women’s equality under the law, and allowed 

for the formation of political parties based on Islamic principles and values (Nuruzzaman, 2009, 

p. 284). In many ways, these early international statebuilding efforts revolved around the 

technical aspects of building the state and state sovereignty; processes and procedures were 

drafted, and capacity-building programmes to implement them through national government 

partners were created. At the same time, national instruments were not being used by donors to 

deliver the assistance. In 2002 the UN issued a Consolidated Appeal for Afghanistan with no 

reference to the reconstruction strategy or the national budget, and donors largely delivered 

assistance through their own implementing agencies and preferred NGOs. According to the 

Ministry of Finance, in 2004-05, out of a total of USD$4.9 billion of public expenditure, only 

$1.4 billion was channeled through the government budget; the rest was delivered through aid 

organizations (Nuruzzaman, 2009, p. 284).  

Meanwhile, the American military objectives in Afghanistan were arguably threefold:  1) 

eliminate the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, to avoid future terrorist attacks on America, 2) deploy and 
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maintain military forces in the Central Asian republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan 

and Uzbekistan to check the Islamist forces in those countries, and 3) achieve balance against the 

growing Chinese, Iranian and Russian influence in the Central Asian region (Nuruzzaman, 2009, 

p. 284). Statebuilding was certainly not a primary objective of the US-led forces following the 

2001 invasion; however, the resurgence of the Taliban by 2005 and the colossal efforts 

undertaken with minimal returns forced the Bush Administration to review statebuilding as a 

guiding principle. On this front, efforts were made to capacity-build and train Afghan police and 

army personnel to help military efforts in stamping out the Taliban insurgency (Nuruzzaman, 

2009, p. 284). These efforts were continued by the Obama Administration as central to building 

the Afghan state, and in the last eight years renewed military efforts have taken two dimensions: 

1) reinforcements for American troops, and 2) convincing Pakistan to fight against the Pakistani 

Taliban and deny both Al-Qaeda and Afghan Taliban forces safe operational havens in Pakistan 

(Nuruzzaman, 2009, p. 284). During this period the US military have launched military 

operations across Afghanistan (with a particular emphasis in the South and East) that have 

culminated in significant loss of civilian life, and have served to lose the ‘hearts and minds’ of 

many Afghans. Further, since the invasion, coalition forces often entered into agreements with 

regional level warlords in united fronts against the Taliban, leading to an emergence of multiple 

authorities and no effective central command for regional military activity and that was not 

connected to the Kabul-based government. Nuruzzaman notes that in this chaotic situation, “the 

state reconstruction project largely lost its mission, vision and purpose” (2009, p. 284). 

Disinterest in Democratization 

Zuercher, Roehner and Riese (2009) submit that the unique social and political 
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environments in Afghanistan as detailed above have stifled interventionist attempts at peace and 

statebuilding “despite the fact that Afghanistan conducted reasonably free and fair elections under 

international guidance”, because “the country still lacks not only capacity but also elite and popular 

demand for democracy” (p. 255).  The authors state that unlike in previous peacebuilding 

interventions such as in Kosovo, Bosnia12 and Herzegovina where robust and highly intrusive 

missions proved more successful at ending wars, in Afghanistan there is a neither the capacity 

within the UN mission, the coalition and Afghan forces, and the internationally supported Afghan 

Government to end the conflict, nor does it appear that there is a high demand for the current 

iteration of the Western-developed concept of democracy. Instead, negative fallouts of ethnic 

polarization, little or no political will of ruling elites to move toward stronger democracy, and the 

intrusive tutelage of external actors provide serious barriers to democratization (Zuercher et al., 

2009). Basically, the ideas of Western-democracy have not been legitimized or proven as ‘the best’ 

solutions for the Afghan case, and when coupled with competing or conflicting military interests 

by ISAF, it seems tenuous at best to argue that the current approach – and variations thereof – is 

‘as good as it gets’ for Afghanistan. As Zuercher et al state, “the ruling elite seems less and less 

committed to democratization, corruption is increasing, and good governance remains a distant 

dream, yet the international community continues its engagement because it fears losing the 

support of the ruling elite” (2009, p. 256). Where is the legitimacy of the process? 

 

The Great Game Continues 

                                                 
12 The case of Bosnia will be explored further in following section. 
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 This section has provided an overview of the evolving complexities of Afghanistan’s Great 

Game, which continues to hinder democratic statebuilding efforts in the country. Competing 

regional, international and geopolitical interests, which have been playing out in Afghanistan for 

nearly 200 years, create unprecedented difficulty in uniting the country, when external actors such 

as Taliban supporters in Pakistan, and allies to Russian state interests in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 

routinely impact and meddle in cross-border affairs, threatening the burgeoning legitimacy of the 

democratically-elected Afghan Government. These actions have impacts at the project and 

programme level of statebuilding efforts, and continue to undermine unification efforts across the 

country. Furthermore, illicit resource flows stemming from within Afghanistan, the country’s 

reliance on foreign aid, and complex rural power-structures all play key roles in determining the 

future of the Afghan state.  
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Overview 

Chapter V presents the data collected for the study. The data is categorized into several 

data-sets, examining various elements of statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, as well as a 

comparison with the post-conflict era in Bosnia, starting in 1995. Data was collected from several 

cases deemed relevant to the Afghan statebuilding project, including: 1) development work and 

approach of the Aga Khan Foundation, 2) development work and approach of the United Nations 

Office for Project Services, 3) development work and approach of the World Bank Group, 4) 

contributions to civilian-military coordination in statebuilding efforts, and as mentioned, 5) 

elements of the post-conflict Bosnia statebuilding project. 

Three methods were used for data collection and analysis: open-ended, semi-structured 

interviews, participant observation, and content analysis. Data was collected over a period of three 

years (2013, 2014 and 2015). As noted in the methodology and research section, I interviewed 20 

experts in statebuilding, governance, institutional development, and reform. The experts included 

development practitioners from the United Nations, the World Bank, and the Government of 

Afghanistan, as well as several scholars. As detailed in the introduction section, I asked several 

open-ended questions including: 

1. As practitioners, how do we measure statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan?  

a. How is statebuilding defined in the context of Afghanistan? How does this compare 

to other/normative statebuilding models? 

b. What constitutes success in statebuilding in Afghanistan? What constitutes failure? 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

141 

c. What are the constructs of Afghanistan’s statebuilding project in the framework of 

Empire in Denial, and how has this impacted development efforts? 

d. How effective has capacity building been in the Afghan state since 2001? 

e. Does a lack of legitimacy on the part of the international community impact the 

current approach to statebuilding in Afghanistan? 

f. What is the role of the Afghan state in statebuilding efforts? 

 

As noted earlier, in several cases, the open-ended interviews served as the starting point 

for continuing discussions, many of which have continued even beyond the data collection phase. 

The interviews provided rich, detailed and introspective data into the overarching question: “why 

are statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan failing to produce the results intended?”. While the 

responses from the various participants were vast, personal, and subjective, by linking their 

responses to project data and reviewing primary source documents, details began to emerge that 

suggested an underpinning observation that normative statebuilding frameworks were causing 

frustration, but that these normative frameworks, many of which are found in previous 

interventions such as Bosnia, were also not well understood by all practitioners. Follow-up 

conversations often spurred new thoughts and ideas on how to challenge these frameworks, some 

of which I have detailed in the section regarding civilian-military coordination.  

I was also able to observe many of my interview participants implementing their work 

related to statebuilding, which was largely focused on projects and programmes. These 

observations happened in several countries, but mostly involved significant time in Afghanistan, 

as well as at corporate UNOPS headquarters in Copenhagen. In Denmark, I was able to observe 
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and participate in management decisions and strategizing as it related to contributions to Afghan 

statebuilding efforts. The data sets were gleaned from interviews, observations, and content 

analysis from three organizations in Afghanistan, as noted above. Further, in the case of UNOPS, 

project data was collected from a project called “Keeping Afghans Connected”, as well as from 

organizational initiative regarding UNOPS’ work in Afghanistan, and interactions with the 

Government. In the case of the World Bank Group, project data was collected from the National 

Solidarity Programme and the Capacity Building for Results Programme.  

 

Data Set 1: The Aga Khan Foundation 

Overview 

  This section will present data collected through interviews, document analysis and 

literature regarding the Aga Khan Foundation, and in particular, the organization’s work in 

Afghanistan on healthcare reform. It will also present data related to the organization’s 

normative approach to development projects. Data was collected from multiple interview 

participants. I interacted with three of the participants on multiple occasions, in order to clarify 

and expand on information related to the interview questions.  

 

Background 

In 2012, I was managing a €31.3M Hospital Rehabilitation Programme in Northern 

Afghanistan, aimed at improving the regional healthcare delivery system. The programme was a 

partnership between the Aga Khan Foundation, the Kreditanstalt Fur Wiederaufbau (KfW) 

German Development Bank, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the 
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Afghanistan Ministries of Finance and Health. My project teams had recently initiated 

construction on one provincial hospital in Faizabad, Badakhshan, two district hospitals in the 

districts of Baharak and Kishem, and a health center in the district of Wardooj, all in the 

province of Badakhshan. It was this work with the Aga Khan Foundation Afghanistan that 

facilitated interviews and content analysis for this dissertation. 

To provide context to the hospital rehabilitation programme, in 2002, the Afghanistan 

Ministry of Public Health (MoPH) developed a Basic Package of Health Services (BPHS) in 

partnership with USAID, the European Commission, World Bank, WHO, and UNICEF to 

address major health needs of the population. The BPHS was tailored to provide accessible, low 

cost, good quality healthcare, through health posts, basic health centers, comprehensive health 

centers and district hospitals. Covering seven priority health concerns: maternal and newborn 

health, child health and immunization, public nutrition, communicable diseases with 

concentration on tuberculosis and malaria, mental health, disability, and essential drugs, the 

BPHS was delivered by twenty-seven international and non-governmental organizations, under 

the overall supervision of the MoPH. The MoPH retained overall stewardship of the national 

health sector, defining priorities, monitoring, coordinating, and evaluating implementation of 

healthcare provision, but the construction and delivery of services in many provinces was done 

largely by the sub-contracted NGOs, including the Aga Khan Foundation (AFK).  

The Aga Khan Foundation, a part of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) of 

agencies, has implemented “innovative, community-driven solutions to development challenges 

for more than 45 years” (AKDN, 2016). At the 2002 Tokyo conference, the Aga Khan pledged 

USD$75 million for reconstruction projects in Afghanistan. Fourteen years later, AKDN’s 
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assistance exceeded the initial pledge nearly ten times: as of 2016 nearly USD$750 million has 

been channeled through the AKDN, and has helped to “produce large-scale rural development, 

health, education and civil society programmes; the provision of a range of microfinance 

services; the safeguarding of historic landscapes and neighborhoods in Kabul and Herat; a 

rapidly growing mobile phone network; and the renovation of a five-star hotel in Kabul” (Aga 

Khan Foundation, 2016). 

Building on over 30 years of in-country relations, AKF enjoys a strong relationship with 

many communities in the north of Afghanistan. The hospital projects were undertaken in 

extremely remote and rural areas with strong local support and dedication to addressing 

extremely serious public health issues such as maternal, infant and under five mortality rates, 

which were some of the highest in the world. With the conflict raging in parts of Afghanistan in 

2012, the northern province of Badakhshan did not experience the worst of the violence, 

although insecurity was rampant, and ISAF (German) forces were pulling out from the province 

at the same time. Aside from stringent oversight, monitoring and evaluation to ensure the 

projects would finish in scope, on time, and within budget, constructing the healthcare facilities 

required immense local political, social, and economic support. Ensuring community buy-in to 

the project designs and outputs, in pursuit of larger outcomes such as reduced child and maternal 

mortality rates was essential to the success of the larger programme. Thus, stakeholder 

management was by far the largest aspect of work on the programme: countless hours were spent 

engaging local communities and leaders to maintain their buy-in and support for the projects – 

from ensuring site protection by local militias, approving phase plans, facilitating procurement of 

goods and services both domestically and from neighboring countries, ceremonially blessing the 
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facilities, providing construction workers, etc.  

However, projects such as the hospital rehabilitation programme and related initiatives 

were being met with limited results, in that local-level healthcare provisions were not easily 

being linked to national strategies, or even the Ministry of Health in Kabul. One colleague, who 

provided technical support to the Ministry of Public Health of Afghanistan by developing 

institutional capacity, improving the quality of health care services, and supporting the 

implementation of community midwifery programs in three provinces, noted several concerns 

with monitoring the outcomes of her projects. She noted that “monitoring and evaluating has 

proven to be difficult, while other pressing political and security matters, including Taliban and 

ISIS, continue to hinder peace, security, economic development, and improved relations with its 

regional partners” (A. Simpson, personal communication, October 3, 2014).  

She further stated that in Afghanistan, 

…from a health systems standpoint, access to basic human right (including health care) 

 have started to improve. Since 2002, Afghanistan has made substantial progress in 

 improving the accessibility of health care: the percentage of women delivering with the 

 assistance of skilled birth attendants has more than doubled, and the number of Afghan 

 women receiving antenatal care from a skilled provider nearly tripled. Currently, 

 approximately 64% of the population has access to basic health services - this was nearly 

 10% back in 2002.  However, there are still challenges, as key health indicators are not 

 being met. High infant, child and maternal mortality; challenges of poor nutrition; poor 

 sanitation; and a high burden of communicable diseases. Access, availability and quality 

 of health care services remain a challenge, including enhancements to policy to  
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 implement a universal health care strategy. (A. Simpson, personal communication, 

 October 3, 2014)  

 

 The participant identified broad concerns with the capability of the country to meet the 

basic challenges in the healthcare domain, and expressed frustration with the viability of 

individual projects that were not well-linked to an overarching health strategy or governance 

structure. She noted, 

 There continue to be potential major political crises, as well as major structural 

 challenges that Afghanistan has faced and will continue to face for years to come. The 

 Afghan state continues to be dependent on increasingly fickle foreign support for funding 

 large parts of its budget, including all of its military expenditures. Its economic prospects 

 have significantly worsened compared to three years ago and remain dim for the 

 foreseeable future. Sadly, the Taliban insurgency is more than entrenched and persistent 

 violence never lets up. Maybe there's no hope. Or starting to deliver real governance 

 improvements can help the sustainability of the Afghan state and the basic political state 

 in the country. Better governance buys time, opens political space for the negotiations, 

 and strengthens the government’s hand in them. But this, along with many other things 

 linked to it, may take another two decades, if at all. (A. Simpson, personal 

 communication, October 3, 2014). 

 

Another colleague, who worked on monitoring and evaluating large health sector projects in 

Afghanistan, expressed similar views on the shortcomings of statebuilding: 
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 In the health sector, state-building can be considered the actual construction of health 

 facilities and their increased coverage, in addition to strengthening human resources to 

 deliver services, strengthening health governance to develop appropriate and feasible 

 policies and strategies, and improving the knowledge and practices of households for 

 better health behaviors. In the health sector, the operation of these health facilities is 

 essential including having a sufficient number of qualified health workers (male and 

 female) in health facilities, and having an operational and timely supply chain for 

 medicines and drugs. These operational elements are not yet there in the Afghanistan 

 health sector. (A. Simpson, personal communication, September 14, 2014) 

 

The participant noted the importance of capacity building national health sector experts, and 

expressed views that this also was not happening adequately: 

 Capacity – this means strengthening capacity for people to not only do their jobs 

 adequately but also to think critically and to make evidence-based decisions. Clinicians 

 (doctors, nurses, midwives) require continuing medical education. Local research 

 institutes need to understand research methods and how to appropriately interpret and 

 inform policy. Health sector staff should be updated on current international standards for 

 health facility building codes, clinical guidelines for service delivery, etc. State-building 

 is only possible when members of the states are well-equipped and able to sustainably 

 rebuild all parts of society. Of course, none of this actually happens in real life. We build 

 enough capacity to feel good about ourselves and then pull the rug from under our local 

 partners to ensure that we ourselves still have a job. (A. Simpson, personal 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

148 

 communication, September 14, 2014) 

 

The participant also noted an example of the lack of coherence of a sector-wide approach to 

statebuilding: 

 For instance, UNICEF received funding from the Japanese government for maternal and 

 child health programming. They wanted to introduce a demand side financing 

 intervention (giving CHWs incentives for referring patients to the health facilities) and 

 giving them transportation. They decided on their own to procure auto-rickshaws to give 

 to CHWs in 5 priority provinces with high malnutrition rates. However, these were very 

 mountainous provinces and auto-rickshaws would require a lot of maintenance and fuel 

 which may not be available in rural mountainous areas. The MoPH refused the use of 

 auto-rickshaws, but UNICEF said, oops…we already ordered them…and I have no idea 

 what happened to the project after because the UNICEF rep moved to another country. 

 So communication is clearly a problem. Everyone has their own idea of what is best for 

 Afghanistan – what would work or what wouldn’t. But at least talk to people first. (A. 

 Simpson, personal communication, September 14, 2014) 

 

A Human-Centered Approach 

The Aga Khan Foundation addresses is work through a “human-centered approach. In a 

2016 interview, Aga Khan’s Aleem Walji, the the recently appointed Chief Executive Officer of 

the Aga Khan Foundation (and former Innovation Chief at the World Bank) stated: 

The way in which we operate is very consistent with the principles of human-centered 
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design: You start not with the project, not with institutions, but with the needs of the 

communities themselves…we co-design, co-create projects with the communities 

themselves based on their priorities. They play a key role and drive the projects and the 

institutions that are created. (Pasquini, 2016). 

 

Walji is referring to a development approach he calls “multi-input development”, where 

the needs of the communities are considered in a long-term, holistic way (Pasquini, 2016). He 

states, 

We take a very, very long-term view. That means you have to build and underwrite the 

institutions, like hospitals and schools. Donors often don’t want to pay for institutions; 

donors don’t often want to pay for a program that has a 20-year horizon. We have to find 

ways to help to underwrite those costs — innovative ways to finance. (Pasquini, 2016) 

 

In taking this long-term view, AKF reminds donors and communities in which they work, 

that “by building long-term institutions, you also demonstrate to the country and the 

communities in which we work [that] we are not going anywhere. Syria is a country, as an 

example, where even during the war we had not left. We’re still there. We are not going 

anywhere” (Pasquini, 2016). 

 

Concluding Comments on Data Set 1: 

  This section has presented data in relation to work of the Aga Khan Foundation. In 

particular, data regarding healthcare programming, and an organizational ‘human-centered’ 
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approach have been discussed. Excerpts from interviews and content from secondary sources 

have been presented. The data will be further analyzed in the following chapter, in relation to the 

theoretical framework, and other data sets. 

 

Data Set 2: The United Nations Office for Project Services 

Overview 

  This section will present data collected through interviews, document analysis and 

literature regarding the United Nations Office for Project Service, and in particular, the 

organization’s work in Afghanistan, related to infrastructure and capacity building projects. It 

will also present data related to the organization’s normative approach to development projects, 

and principles guiding the organization’s project management methodology. Data was collected 

from multiple interview participants. I interacted with several of the participants on multiple 

occasions, in order to clarify and expand on information related to the interview questions.  

Further, in working with and observing UNOPS’ contribution to statebuilding efforts, I 

collected observational data around organizational effectiveness, capacity building projects, and 

project management best practices, namely, the application of the PRINCE2 methodology that is 

used to frame projects and interventions. I also collected data around the ‘tailoring’ of this 

methodology into the organizational context, and at the project level.  

 

Background 

The United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS) is an operational arm of the 

United Nations, supporting the implementation of peacebuilding, humanitarian and development 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

151 

projects around the world. UNOPS provides project management, procurement and infrastructure 

services to governments, donors and other UN organizations. It currently implements around 

1,000 projects worth over USD$1 billion a year for its partners' peacebuilding, humanitarian and 

development operations. For example, in 2012, UNOPS managed the construction or 

rehabilitation of 3,560 kilometers of roads (largely in Afghanistan and sub-Saharan Africa), 

9,661 shelters and relief facilities, procured more than 19,000 units of machinery or equipment, 

and trained more than 47,000 individuals. 

 

Areas of Support 

I selected UNOPS for this case study not just because of my familiarity with the agency 

given that I worked for the agency for several years, but because UNOPS exemplifies many of 

the important reforms in development that can be replicated across the larger UN system. My 

experience with UNOPS, under the leadership of Under-Secretary General and former Executive 

Director, Dr. Jan Mattsson, allowed me greater insight into how implementing important projects 

as part of larger statebuilding efforts in difficult, fragmented, and complex environments can be 

harnessed via strong management capacities and innovations, in order to realize the mandate of 

the organization. For example, UNOPS continuously benchmarks against external bodies, 

striving for relevant certifications and adopting internationally recognized best practices, 

ensuring that internal processes actively increase the effectiveness of partners' projects13. 

The role of benchmarking against external bodies and industry standards (or creating new 

                                                 
13 More information can be found here: https://www.unops.org/english/Pages/Home.aspx 
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industry standards) is a challenge to the normative behaviors seen in many other UN agencies, 

particularly for practices decried by author-practitioners such as Ashraf Ghani and Clare 

Lockhart.  

Over the course of my doctoral studies I had the opportunity to be a part of many 

strategic corporate initiatives that aimed to strengthen the organization from the inside out, 

including undertaking field-support missions and maturity assessments for regions, country 

offices, project staff and government officials and partners, creating, implementing and 

managing policy guidance and controls such as standardized project documentation templates 

and job descriptions, ensuring global compliance with corporate ‘gates’ such as a business 

pipeline (referred to as the Lead System), and working closely with partners to generate new 

business and promote the adoption of standardized management techniques and methodologies. 

For this study, I observed very open discussions amongst UNOPS leadership and AEMO 

Regional and Country Directors, over the span of many years of rigorous continuous 

improvement measures and reform initiatives. Insights and observations, for the purposes of this 

study, of this change in thinking were gleaned through a variety of data including email 

correspondence, conference and video calls, face-to-face meetings, one-on-one interviews, and 

informal discussions. The management group consulted a wide breadth of experts, including 

country and multi-country (hub) directors in Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Jerusalem, and 

Copenhagen. 

 

Management Reforms 

In 2006, led by Dr. Mattsson, UNOPS underwent a transformative process of 
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implementing robust financial and management controls as part of major reform efforts that have 

led to an improvement in organizational efficiency, transparency and effectiveness.  

As noted previously, UNOPS is a fully self-financing organization. This is unique in the UN 

system, and UNOPS, through a strong governance structure, maintains solid financial reserves in 

accordance or in excess of the levels set by the Executive Board. This allows the organization – 

operating in difficult and complex environments, a strong financial foundation, which is 

important in demonstrating the long-term viability of the operating model, and for undertaking 

continuous improvement initiatives. 

 

UNOPS Afghanistan 

UNOPS’ largest country presence is in Afghanistan (Afghanistan Operations Centre - 

AGOC, based in Kabul), where it has been operating for over ten years. AGOC supports the 

implementation of the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS)14 in a wide range of 

sectors such as education, agriculture, governance, rule of law and infrastructure. Since 2003, 

UNOPS AGOC has supported the Afghanistan Ministry of Public Works (MoPW) and the 

Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) in the construction and 

rehabilitation of over 10,000 km of roads in the country. AGOC also works through embedded 

experts in the government to implement the National Emergency Rural Access Project 

(NERAP), which will provide for the construction and rehabilitation of a further 2,000 km of 

rural roads.  

                                                 
14 More information can be found here: http://mfa.gov.af/en/page/6547/afghanistan-national-development-

strategy/afghanistan-national-development-strategy-ands 
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From 2013 to 2015, I was a regional advisor for the UNOPS Asia, Middle East, and 

Europe Regional Office (AEMO RO), based in Copenhagen, Denmark, and Amman, Jordan. 

Afghanistan was the largest country office my portfolio, and I maintained a close working 

relationship with the office, undertaking several field missions, and providing remote support 

from Copenhagen and Amman. In collecting data for this study, an interview participant from 

Afghanistan noted: 

The discussion on UN’s relevance and added value in Afghanistan is reaching new 

 heights. The new president smartly used the UN Security Council to request a Tripartite 

 Review in paragraph 48 of the recently renewed UNAMA mandate, “role, structure and 

 activities of all United Nations entities in Afghanistan, in full consultation and 

 engagement with the Government of Afghanistan and key stakeholders, including the 

 donor community”, within six months. Maybe there is a need for something similar in 

 UNOPS, i.e. to quickly review cost structures in Copenhagen and initiate adequate 

 austerity measures. (A. Simpson, personal communication, April 16, 2015) 

 

In May 2015, the current Executive Director of UNOPS (Ms. Grete Faremo, who joined 

UNOPS as Under-Secretary-General and Executive Director in August 2014) and the AEMO 

Regional Director were requested by Ashraf Ghani, President of Afghanistan since September, 

2014, to meet in Kabul and discuss further reformation of UNOP’s contributions to building the 

Afghan state. The meeting provided an opportunity for President Ghani to assess UNOPS’ 

contributions to statebuilding efforts during the Transition Decade, and to provide his vision for 

UNOPS’ support in the Transformation Decade to the new UNOPS Executive Director.  
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At the meeting, the following points of concern emerged from discussions between 

President Ghani and Ms. Faremo: 

● UNOPS has “achieved nothing in Afghanistan”;  

● UNOPS is “not aligned to Government strategy”; 

● UNOPS has “high overheads, has stolen key staff, and has high salaries for both National 

and International staff”; and 

● UNOPS “competes for donor funding with the GOIRA and local contractors” (Adam 

Simpson, personal communication, June 5, 2015). 

 

 Ghani also requested that in line with his vision of realizing self-reliance for Afghanistan, 

that UNOPS provide its commitments in alignment with and awareness of the four propositions 

of the working paper “Realizing Self-Reliance: Commitments to Reforms and Renewed 

Partnerships”, which was presented at the London Conference on Afghanistan, December 2014. 

In summary, the four propositions are: 

1. …that Afghanistan is facing an economic crisis with the transition taking a heavier than 

expected toll on the economy and the pace of reforms. Private sector confidence has 

slumped and a fiscal crisis is underway, with the government failing to mobilize adequate 

revenue to meet its financing priorities. Restoring confidence and improving revenue 

mobilization are the essential pre-conditions for surviving transition and successfully 

building a democratic state; 

2. …in order to realize self-reliance in the transformation decade, in the face of likely 

reductions of donor assistance, more private investments and revenue-generating sources 
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will be needed to trigger growth. Building infrastructure for regional integration trade and 

transit agreements, connectivity, cross-border investments will be a fundamental part of 

our national strategy. Public funds will have to be channeled to sectors with maximum 

potential for growth, revenue and employment. Aid effectiveness will have to be 

substantially improved; 

3. …what look like economic and social problems have at their root failures of governance 

and a lack of serious commitment to fixing problems. Actions to fight corruption, end 

patronage, and avoid collusive practices have been undertaken half-heartedly or 

undermined from within; and 

4. …lessons of the past decade show the urgent need for the senior most levels of the 

national government to take a stronger hand in managing the overall implementation of 

policy reforms and development assistance. Government leadership is needed to ensure 

that the agenda matches national priorities, capacities, and resource envelopes within a 

multiyear strategic planning framework; to monitor performance and enforce 

accountability; and to exercise appropriate flexibility to enable changes in response to a 

highly uncertain environment. (GOIRA, 2014, p. 5) 

 

The paper notes the perceived underlying root failures of governance and a lack of 

commitment to addressing and fixing these problems. It is important to note that the paper is not 

specifically referring to a set of actors, but it is suggestive that such failures stem from the 

actions of both the international community who committed to build strong governance 

structures (‘building sovereignty’), and within the Afghan Government and populace, who have 
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undermined efforts to curb corruption, etc.  

The crux of the working paper is that while Afghanistan appreciated the role the 

international community has taken to help the country rebuild, from a position of very low 

baselines, the decade of transformation signals an end to international reliance. The paper states, 

“to support these goals, aid should now play a facilitating and enabling role to build the systems, 

trade agreements, and investment environment that will allow Afghans and overseas partners to 

invest with confidence” (GOIRA, 2014, p. 21). 

 

Responding to Concerns 

A working group was tasked with formally addressing President Ghani’s concerns and 

expediting new commitments to the Office of the President to create a platform for positive 

dialogue. Data was collected for this study as I observed the response and participated in the 

working group.  

The response, which would be issued by the UNOPS Country Director in Afghanistan, 

was crafted to reaffirm commitments and achievements in Afghanistan, highlighting 

commitment to local capacity building and development, including Government institutions and 

the private sector, and providing justification for how UNOPS has been aligned to the 

Government’s approach and on-budget modality. In particular, the response noted contributions 

to enhanced project management, procurement expertise and other reforms within Afghan 

Ministries, including: 

Capacity-building: 

● A project management certification programme, using PRINCE2, within the MoPW to 
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support enhanced project management skills development of project, or tashkeel staff; 

● Regular workshops on best practice for contract management, procurement and QA/QC 

are supported by UNOPS in order to grow national capacity; and 

● Planned assistance to MoPW for capacity building for reform to champion HR policy 

reforms in the Government with the support of MoF and the Independent Administrative 

Reform and Civil Service Commission (IARCSC). 

Procurement and Contracting: 

● Capacity development in preparation of technical specifications and bid documents, 

construction supervision, quality control, and operations and maintenance; 

● Procurement capacity assessments, targeted advice and/or certification against 

internationally recognized procurement standards for the entire procurement process or 

for selected parts; and 

● Mentorship in supply-chain services such as shipping, insurance, and customs clearance, 

including cold chain and handling of hazardous material, with the possible inclusion of 

inventory management. 

Developing the Capacity of the National Construction Industry: 

● Training in FIDIC (International Federation of Consulting Engineers) model contracts 

targeting national construction industry companies and the Government’s procurement 

personnel; and, 

● Further planned dialogue with the Government around an International Organization for 

Standardization (ISO), building on the expertise UNOPS has gleaned from undergoing 

the process. (A. Simpson, personal communication, June 25, 2015) 
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Training and Expertise: 

The response to President Ghani re-affirmed UNOPS’ commitment to engagements in 

Afghanistan in line with its UN mandated areas of development expertise: project management, 

procurement, and infrastructure. In fact, several of the commitments in the response were based 

on previous work that had been undertaken in Afghanistan over several years, with key donors 

and funders such as the World Bank and the United Kingdom’s Department for International 

Development (DFID). In the response to Ghani, capacity building programmes in the areas of 

project management, procurement, and infrastructure are not based simply on the ‘know-how’ of 

UNOPS staff; they are drawn directly from international best practices and standards, revised 

into the development context by UNOPS experts, and promoted through formal certification-

based trainings back to government partners. To keep the administration apprised, the response 

letter committed to enhanced communications with the Government and Office of the President 

via quarterly reports to the Office of the President to brief the Office on operational activities, 

and regular invitations to the office of the President and Ministry counterparts to attend project 

board meetings for the major works projects ongoing in the country. 

 

On the Working Group Paper Response 

As noted, the response to Ghani on UNOPS’ efforts in Afghanistan sought to give 

assurances to the Afghanistan Government of the organization’s intent to contribute to ‘impacts’, 

rather than ‘outputs’. However, it should be noted that this intent was identified and implemented 

by the organization during the course of its engagement with the previous and longstanding 
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Karzai administration, over the course of many years. The observations and data collected for the 

purposes of this study were largely collected around the transition period between the Karzai and 

Ghani administrations; as such, while the formal response to Ghani evidences the strategic intent 

by UNOPS to address statebuilding concerns in the context of Afghanistan’s ‘Transformation 

Decade’, it does not signify a particular turning point in the organizational approach being 

undertaken within the UNOPS mandate.  

 

PRINCE2: A Structured Project Management Methodology 

Data was collected on UNOPS’ tailored adoption of project-management best practices. 

Participant observations and discussions were also had in regard to the question: “can project 

management methodologies help with larger statebuilding initiatives?” (A. Simpson, personal 

communication, April 5-9, 2014, May 25, 2015, June 5, 2015, July 12-15, 2015). 

PRINCE2 is a process-based method for effective project management15. PRINCE2 is a 

de facto standard used extensively by the United Kingdom Government and is widely recognized 

and used in the private sector, both in the United Kingdom and internationally. PRINCE2 was 

first adopted by the United Nations Development Programme in the 1980’s, and has 

subsequently been adopted by UNOPS, who consider the methodology to be directly applicable 

to development projects, once tailored to the operating environment. Project Managers, who are 

often hired on one to two year international contracts, if not yet certified, must commit to passing 

the PRINCE2 Foundation and Practitioner (levels one and two of the methodology) within six 

                                                 
15 More information can be found here: https://www.axelos.com/best-practice-solutions/prince2/what-is-prince2 
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months of being hired. This is a corporate requirement: project managers are hired on 

standardized terms of reference regardless of where they are deployed to in the world.  

 

Principles 

There are seven principles to the PRINCE2 management methodology that must be applied:  

1. Continued business justification – is there a justifiable reason for starting the project that 

will remain consistent throughout its duration? 

2. Learn from experience – project teams should continually seek and draw on lessons 

learned from previous work. 

3. Defined roles and responsibilities – project teams should have a clear organizational 

structure and involve the right people in the right tasks. 

4. Manage by stages – projects should be planned, monitored and controlled on a stage-by-

stage basis. 

5. Manage by exception- projects have defined tolerances for each project objective to 

establish limits of delegated authority. 

6. Focus on products - projects focus on the product definition, delivery and quality 

requirements. 

7. Tailor to suit the project environment - PRINCE2 is tailored to suit the project’s 

environment, size, complexity, importance, capability and risk. 

 

PRINCE2 in UNOPS and Development 

Rolling out corporate initiatives to increase the adoption of the PRINCE2 methodology 
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by all UNOPS personnel was one way in which practitioners can address some of the 

challenging, normative aspects of internationalized statebuilding, and strive to refine them. 

Assessing the efficacy of these initiatives and PRINCE2 project – which will be explained 

further in the next section – is another logical way to continuously improve. The assessment 

technique, called the Portfolio, Programme, and Project Management Maturity Model (P3M3), is 

directly linked to the PRINCE2 methodology, and is considered as a global best practice 

benchmarking tool. 

 

The P3M3 Model 

As discussed in previous sections, there is value in standardizing the approach to 

managing projects and programmes, either at the institutional level, or if possible, more broadly, 

such as across entire national governance structures. Once a standardized approach is 

implemented across an organization (and recalling that such organizational ‘change’ projects are 

in themselves long, difficult projects that may take years to complete), it is imperative to be able 

to benchmark how well the methodology is being applied, in order to measure improvement. The 

AXELOS P3M3 (Portfolio, Programme, and Project Management Maturity Model) provides a 

framework with which organizations can assess their current performance and put in place 

improvement plans with measurable outcomes based on the organizations’ best practice16. The 

P3M3 framework is complementary to PRINCE2. P3M3 can be used to understand the key 

practices in effective portfolio, programme and project management processes, identify the key 

                                                 
16 More information can be found here: https://www.axelos.com/best-practice-solutions/p3m3 
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practices that needs to be embedded to achieve the next Maturity Level, and to understand and 

improve an organization’s capability to manage its portfolio, programmes and projects 

(AXELOS, 2016). 

P3M3 Model in UNOPS 

Over the duration of this doctoral programme, and while collecting field data for the 

purposes of this dissertation, I used the P3M3 model in UNOPS to gain a better understanding of 

overall programme and project management effectiveness and facilitate and assess capabilities 

on programme and project management best practices. The assessment process takes 

approximately one to two weeks, and involves a series of in-depth interviews with country office 

leadership and project staff, as well as the review of project documentation and conversations 

with donors. It enabled UNOPS to identify current strengths and weaknesses in their global 

project portfolio, so that a roadmap for improvement to realize change could be mapped out, thus 

assisting the improvement of the delivery performance, in order to increase customer and client 

satisfaction and programme/project success rates.  

The assessment covers seven crosscutting areas:  

1. Resource Management; 

2. Financial Management; 

3. Management Control; 

4. Risk Management; 

5. Benefits management; 

6. Stakeholder Engagement; and 
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7. Organizational Governance. 

Generally speaking, the idea of PRINCE2 and P3M3 is to grow the organizational 

capacity in managing successful projects, via rigorous, evidence-based assessments that provide 

a scale of how ‘mature’ the organization is in this capacity. An example of process-excellence on 

a UNOPS project is exemplified in the diagram found in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: UNOPS Project Management Process Chart 

 

Benefits Management 
 

As part of my data collection and work with UNOPS in assessing projects and creating 
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corporate guidance, such as project benefits. The term ‘benefit’ can have a slightly different 

meaning in the field of project and programme management. While project management subject 

matter experts (largely in the private sector) refer to ‘benefits’, institutions such as the United 

Nations use the term ‘impact’. The difference between a benefit and an impact is that the impact 

is the overall and long-term effect of an intervention, while the benefit is a measureable 

improvement resulting from an outcome. 

Thus, the justification for benefits management on projects is the poor track record of 

initiatives in measuring project outputs' contributions towards outcomes. This is to ask the 

question: “Why do projects take so long, develop ever greater complexity, and yet too often fail 

to achieve any truly significant impacts?” The causes of this failure are often attributable to 

linear thinking by organizations.  

Interviews with UNOPS staff discussed issues such as the need to look beyond ‘box 

ticking’, compliance-driven approaches based on an activity-led mindset in project management 

(A. Simpson, personal communication, August 4, 2015). This was driven by the recognition that 

compliance-driven project management often misses the point when it comes to development 

work. An interview participant noted that UNOPS projects at the country level must be driven by 

a clear understanding of the benefits they wish to enable and contribute to realize on behalf of 

beneficiaries, even if the project being managed by UNOPS is only a small fraction of the overall 

contributions required to achieve these (A. Simpson, personal communication, August 4, 2015). 

For example, in managing the construction of 1,000 kilometers of road work in Northern 

Afghanistan, UNOPS, as the contract manager and oversight authority for national firms sub-

contracted to deliver the physical road, should not view the road-building project as a means to 
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an end. The road – commissioned by the Government of Afghanistan, the Ministry of 

Transportation and the Ministry of Public Works – is part of a much larger system of tens of 

thousands of kilometers of roads in the country – much of which is linked in a giant ring. 

Building a section of road is thus intricately linked to national-level statebuilding efforts that 

involve many factors, such as: 1) building the capacity of national firms and increasing the 

number of qualified companies and personnel capable of undertaking roads projects in 

Afghanistan; 2) in partnership with the relevant line ministries, transferring best practices, 

knowledge, personnel, and resources so that future projects may be managed without 

international oversight (i.e., ‘working yourself out of a job’); and 3) linking the road, from the 

inception and design stage, to other statebuilding, development, and economic development 

initiatives happening in the affected territory, including the building of road-dependent 

infrastructure such as hospitals, markets, schools, bases and bridges, railway lines, power 

stations, mines, and perhaps most importantly, communities. Project Managers, in following 

project management best practices, should also be acutely aware of all foreseeable risks to 

project success. If, for example, a road, bridge and customs stations network is built to increase 

economic prosperity and link multiple border region communities in Tajikistan and Afghanistan 

as well as create a new northern supply route for NATO-ISAF (or perhaps even for Russia, 

China, or Pakistan) there is a good possibility that such infrastructure will be also used for 

insurgent mobility, cross-border drug, human, and gem trafficking, and could be susceptible to 

the influence of local hegemonic structures, such as warlords or power-brokers looking to 

capitalize on increased traffic levels or the presence of foreign troops. In looking at such risks, 

one can see how, in the statebuilding context of a volatile and insecure country, building a road 
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is in fact much more than simply building a road and must be regarded as a multifaceted element 

of larger statebuilding efforts. 

Interviews with UNOPS staff provided insight into how practitioners were ‘changing the 

thinking’ inside the institution.  Participants noted how in furthering discussions on changing the 

thinking, the organization was better prepared to speak with government partners and other 

organizations about the ‘value-add’ of the project-level work being undertaken (A. Simpson, 

personal communication, August 4, 2015).  These practitioners agreed that shifting the business 

model to be more strategically ‘outcomes based’ in how UNOPS was positioned as an 

organization, in the development arena. As discussed in one correspondence, a senior leader in 

the organization noted, in voicing approval for this strategic shift,  

projects are simply a tool to coherently apply activities in efforts to achieve outputs, in 

our case in pursuit of development. They are simply a means, not an end. If we continue 

to think from project to project, then we stunt our growth as we limit our thinking and 

dialogue on opportunities… [the new approach] should also ensure we focus a little more 

on advising as opposed to doing and puts some gravitas to our promise to do ourselves 

out of a job. Moving from opportunistic project to project doesn’t really do justice to the 

exit strategy we propose to have, this rather requires an understanding of where we not 

only add value to short term “doing”, but also longer term development of governments’ 

capacity to take over the gaps we fill. (A. Simpson, personal communication,  

August, 4 2015) 

 

Another leader stated, 
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I like the intention of moving away from navel gazing in project management and having 

[a] future focus in building national capacity at country level. We have to continuously 

ask ourselves what will remain in the country if UNOPS moves out today? Having a 

cadre of international experts with various PM certifications (P3M3, PRINCE2, etc.) and 

a country operation with [a] high maturity level won’t help those we want to help unless 

we have figured out how to transfer our expertise and knowledge. We are not here to 

demonstrate our excellence. (A. Simpson, personal communication, August 5, 2015) 

 

Another interviewee stated that in Afghanistan, the business of an organization like 

UNOPS is bound to come under intense scrutiny (A. Simpson, personal communication, August 

14, 2015). The participant mentioned that a well-established and adhered-to methodology that 

helps frame, conceptualize and deliver a project can be a source of great reassurance for 

government partners (A. Simpson, personal communication, August 14, 2015).  

 

Keeping Afghans Connected 

In highlighting the UNOPS discussion to align with President Ghani’s vision for aid and 

development in Afghanistan, data was collected from a capacity-building programme for 

transport infrastructure, “Keeping Afghans Connected” (KAC). I will now profile this program, 

beginning with an overview of the program’s development, its results so far.  

In speaking with the project design team and associated experts, as well as vetting the 

corporate proposal (in my role at UNOPS), team members informed that the project reflexively 

addressed previous weaknesses in capacity-building projects, and sought to ameliorate these by 
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employing a well-structured, well-researched PRINCE2 project that was put together in close 

cooperation with national partners in the line ministries (A. Simpson, personal communication, 

August 7, 2015). 

 The project addressed the fact that while the transition era in Afghanistan has seen 

significant capital investment in the country’s transport infrastructure network, especially roads, 

maintenance of the infrastructure network has not been subject to systematic routine or even 

periodic maintenance. In many parts of the country infrastructure that has only recently been 

built is already deteriorating. In the short to medium term, both the Government of Afghanistan 

and partners such as UNOPS agree that it is simply not possible for GOIRA to assume full 

control in operating and maintaining the vast road network that is required to ensure its upkeep 

(not to mention to avoid losing significant gains in national infrastructure that have been made in 

the past decade). This is not just due to human resources capacity; developing the institutional 

and technical competencies required to maintain the roads also requires the government to 

generate the revenues required to perform operations and maintenance works. As outlined in the 

“Realizing Self-Reliance” working paper (2014), this financial challenge is expected to remain 

for the next several years. 

 

Project Overview 

“Keeping Afghans Connected” (KAC), is designed to address the challenges involved 

with keeping Afghanistan’s road networks open and accessible. The project aims to increase the 

operations and maintenance (O&M) capabilities of the Ministry of Public Works by targeting 

investment at the O&M management system and all elements of the broader organizational and 
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institutional architecture that influences the O&M system. It is also a commitment to the 

individuals and teams that together form the human component of the O&M system. By 

supporting MPW throughout the 36-month project period, it is the intention of the project to 

create sustainable maintenance capacity for O&M within MPW. The three components of the 

project are:  

1. Technical assistance; 

2. Training and development; and 

3. Partnership with an international engineering research organization 

One of the strengths of the training and development component is the partnership with 

local institutions. For KAC, the Afghanistan Technical Vocational Institute (ATVI), as lead 

partner, will undertake a needs assessment before benchmarking minimum critical competencies 

and designing a multi-year curriculum to develop all relevant human resources within the 

MoPW.  

The KAC project will be considered successful if the following outputs are achieved after 

three years, as per the logical framework. In summary, success will be measured around four 

components: 

1. The establishment of a National and Regional Highway maintenance and management 

framework for Afghanistan; 

2. Minimum critical O&M capacity developed in the Helmand Department of Public 

Works; 

3. Minimum critical O&M capacity developed in the Salang Department of Public Works; 

and 
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4. Individual competencies are developed to a benchmarked standard. 

 The fourth component aims to establish the core capacities necessary for the scaling-up 

of O&M capabilities across all 34 provinces across Afghanistan. This component will include 

undertaking a national condition survey and asset registry (pavement management system design 

and implementation) and will harmonize all standard documentation necessary to enable that 

goal. This would ultimately lead to a sustainable, national O&M capacity in the MoPW.   

The KAC project document noted, “KAC recognizes the challenges of capacity-building 

projects, and seeks to overcome them by recognizing the difference between ‘capacity 

substitution’, and true ‘capacity development’ (A. Simpson, personal communication, August 7, 

2015). Similarly, OECD states in “Monitoring the Principles for Good International Engagement 

in Fragile States and Situations, Country Report 1: Islamic Republic of Afghanistan”,  

The state, donors and implementing agencies have been caught in the dilemma of 

delivering fast versus building capacity for a progressive improvement and expansion of 

service delivery. As a result, a number of mechanisms have been put in place to substitute 

for state capacity in the delivery of regular state services. These mechanisms have 

included parallel project implementation units attached to a ministry or a national 

programme; international and national technical assistance embedded in ministries; and 

external implementation through NGOs or private contractors. While this has boosted aid 

absorption capacity in the short term, partly fulfilling a political need for quick results, it 

has also weakened direct attention to civil servants, while generating a certain level of 

resentment among ministry staff. (OECD, 2010, p. 44) 
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Capacity Building 

  Finally, an interview participant noted that she felt UNOPS was making significant 

strides with its capacity building programmes, such as envisaged in the KAC project. She noted, 

  Capacity building [has] worked well. All UNOPS projects more or less had capacity  

  building built into their projects and programmes and UNOPS personnel were imbedded  

  in ministries. It often proved difficult to improve processes but as mentioned above, state  

  building is a long term process and change won’t happen overnight. It requires a great  

  deal of patience and communication before change will happen. (A. Simpson, personal  

  communication, October 5, 2015) 

 

Concluding Comments on Data Set 2: 

  This section has presented data in relation to work of UNOPS in Afghanistan, as well as 

in relation to its organizational approach to development projects. In particular, data regarding 

capacity building projects, agency/governmental coordination, project management, and the 

UNOPS business model has been presented. Excerpts from interviews and content from 

secondary sources have been presented. The data will be further analyzed in the following 

chapter, in relation to the theoretical framework and other data sets. 

 

Data Set 3: The World Bank Group 

Overview 

  This section will present data collected through interviews, document analysis and 

literature collected on two World Bank Group funded projects: 1) the National Solidarity 
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Programme, and 2) Capacity Building for Results Facility. I will also present data collected on 

the efficacy of these programmes, as measured by external experts. In the following chapter, I 

will present an analysis of how these programmes align, or not, with dominant paradigms of 

capacity building approaches used in contemporary state building. Data was collected from two 

interview participants. I interacted with both of these participants on multiple occasions, in order 

to clarify and expand on information related to the interview questions.  

 

The National Solidarity Programme (NSP) 

The National Solidarity Programme is the main rural reconstruction programme in 

Afghanistan. The NSP is a large-scale development programme, and in my opinion warrants 

much more analysis than I will be able to grant within the scope of this paper. I interacted with 

one of the main architects of the programme, to better understand how the programme has 

contributed to statebuilding efforts, and how it might be replicated or expanded even further. I 

also analyzed primary project documents, as well as evaluation reports and findings that were 

produced in 2015. 

 

Programme Overview 

Financed primarily by the World Bank through the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust 

Fund (ARTF) and administered by the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 

(MRRD), the NSP provided block grants of USD$20,000 to USD$60,000 to every village in the 

country, as long as they agreed to abide by requirements that the village elect its leadership 

council by secret ballot, hold participatory meetings to design its own recovery plan and projects, 
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and post its accounts in a public place. These leadership councils are called Community 

Development Councils, or CDCs. The government managed the overall process and finances, 

and contracted 29 “facilitating partners” that comprise one UN agency, 21 international NGOs, 

and seven national NGOs to manage the local level operations including personnel and elections, 

with an international firm overseeing the latter. The two main objectives of the NSP are: 1) to lay 

the foundations of strengthened community-level governance; and 2) support community-

managed reconstruction and development sub-projects that improve rural communities’ access to 

social and productive infrastructure and services (Evans & Barakat, 2012, p. 556). By 2008, the 

program was successful in creating more than 12,000 village development councils, and the 

approval of more than 19,000 project plans (Ghani & Lockhart, 2008, p. 216). More recent 

evaluations of the NSP will be detailed further on. 

 

A ‘Bottom-Up’ Approach to Democratization 

Supported primarily by the World Bank, the intent of the National Solidarity Program is 

to address the process of democratization from the ground level up, targeting village-level 

politics.  Since the late 1990s, donor support through the World Bank for community 

participation has shifted away from community-based development (CBD) – which emphasized 

collaboration, consultation and information sharing – in favor of community-driven development 

(CDD), which “affords communities control over decision-making processes and resources in the 

design and implementation of sub-projects” (Evans & Barakat, 2012, p. 550). 

The rationale for the CDD, ‘bottom-up’ approach model is to foster improved relations 

between the central government and citizens of Afghanistan, who for many years felt 
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disempowered by the ruling regimes. By enhancing inclusive forms of local governance and 

providing poverty alleviation strategies, the programme has also been extremely successful in 

ensuring the participation of women. The NSP was implemented in parallel to the creation of the 

requisite constitutional documentation and administrative processes that led to the 2004 

presidential election in Afghanistan.  

The NSP has been impressively broad in its rollout: phase one, between May 2003 and 

March 2007, reached 17,300 communities. The second phase, between April 2007 and March 

2010, was projected to reach 4,300 additional communities, for a total of 21,600 communities, or 

ninety percent of Afghanistan’s 24,000 villages or rural settlements (Monsutti, 2012, p. 572). 

The overall budget was US$929 million, with communities receiving, at a maximum, US$60,000 

each. The secret-ballot election process became “a vehicle for empowering men and women to 

elect their village councils directly and hold them accountable by means of transparent processes 

of decision making” (Monsutti, 2012, p. 572). The intended objective was to transform villages 

that were previously neglected or being over-run by local-level government corruption into 

villages that contribute directly to democratic reform.  

Following the implementation of the first phase of NSP from 2003 to 2007, the World 

Bank and the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan requested that the impacts of 

the programme be rigorously evaluated by independent researchers, known as the NSP Impact 

Evaluation (NSP-IE) (Beath, Christia, & Enikolopov, 2015, p. 303). The NSP-IE was undertaken 

as a large-scale quantitative evaluation across a range of the NSP’s envisaged economic, 

institutional and social outcomes.  

The findings of the NSP-IE identified several aspects in which NSP is succeeding, and 
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areas where performance has been more limited. Using a randomized controlled trial across 500 

villages, the results show that NSP positively affects the access of villagers to drinking water and 

electricity, increases acceptance of democratic processes, improves perceptions of economic 

well-being and lessens constraints to the participation of women in public affairs (Beath et al, 

2015, p. 315). However, effects on perceptions of local and national government performance 

and material economic outcomes were more limited, or short-lived;  

positive effects on attitudes towards central and subnational government faded quickly following 

the completion of NSP-funded projects (Beath et al, 2015, p. 315). Additionally, it was 

determined that NSP negatively affected perceptions of local governance quality among male 

respondents, while the composition and behavior of the customary village leadership appears to 

be unaffected by the intervention (Beath et al, 2015, p. 315). These findings will be analyzed 

next. 

 

NSP External Findings: Political Attitudes, Legitimacy and Statebuilding 

In evaluating the NSP’s impacts on civilian attitude towards politics and democratic 

statebuilding, the NSP-IE found that 

evidence of NSP’s impact on democratic values is mixed. There is strong evidence that 

NSP increased voting in the 2010 parliamentary elections, with the proportion of male 

and female villagers who claimed to have cast a ballot being 4 and 10 per cent higher, 

respectively, in treatment villages. NSP also appears to raise appreciation of democratic 

elections, at least as manifested by a 24 per cent increase in the proportion of male 

villagers who prefer that the village headman is subject to a secret-ballot election. 
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However, NSP has no effect on female views of democratic elections, on participatory 

decision making procedures or on the already-high proportion of male villagers who 

believe the President or provincial governor should be elected. NSP also has no impact 

on the proportion of villagers who believe it appropriate to discuss governance issues 

publicly or who support the participatory resolution of major village issues. (Beath et al, 

2015, p. 310). 

 

Further, evidence was weak that the NSP served to increase perceptions of legitimacy of 

the central government. Beath et al., note, 

NSP has no impact on whether villagers believe that the government should exercise 

jurisdiction over local crimes, set the school curriculum, issue ID cards or collect income 

tax. Furthermore, NSP has no impact on whether villagers prefer a centralized state (as 

opposed to a weak federation) or who identify primarily as Afghan (as opposed to a 

member of a specific ethnic group). At midline, NSP increases linkages of villages with 

government officials and representatives of the Afghan National Security Forces, 

although these effects do not last beyond the period of project implementation. (2015, p. 

311). 

 

The NSP-IE results suggest that, while NSP at first increases individual perceptions of 

the central government, this effect fades after the completion of NSP-funded projects. This 

finding suggests that local communities perceive NSP as a government-sponsored intervention 

and that government support is contingent upon the continual provision of public goods and 
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services, such as development projects (Beath et al, 2015, p. 314). In summary, while NSP was 

able to improve access to utilities and services, this was not sufficient to improving overall 

perceptions of the government without clarity on access to future services, ideally delivered in a 

regular, planned format.  

In putting aside government perceptions and legitimacy for a moment, there was one very 

notable and remarkable outcome of the NSP. In interviews with Afghans, both employed by the 

international community and those employed by the government, the notion of increased 

individual empowerment was repeatedly raised. An interview participant stated, “the NSP 

reached many places across Afghanistan that were otherwise cut off from what was happening in 

Kabul. To me, this is a form of social development that is necessary to win hearts and minds of 

local populations” (A. Simpson, personal communication, March 5, 2014). This echoes the 

findings of Ghani and Lockhart following the first phase of NSP implementation, after which 

they stated,  

Many representatives maintain that as a result of this program they—for the first time in 

their lives—feel like citizens of a state, they have rights, and they are not just people who 

are subject to the whims of a distant authority. As the program regularly brings the 

village representatives together both at the provincial and national levels to exchange 

views and learn from one another’s experiences, awareness of common problems and 

innovative responses have both improved immeasurably. In the process, the village 

councils have become the first legitimate, lobbying interest groups in the country. (2008, 

pp. 206-207). 
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The OECD corroborates this finding as well, stating in “Monitoring the Principles for 

Good International Engagement in Fragile States and Situations. Country Report 1: Islamic 

Republic of Afghanistan”, that the NSP was successful among the population because “even if 

its actual effects are limited, people felt that they were in charge” (2010, p. 22).  

 

Civil Society Organizations 

 However, in this study, the role of civil society organization’s (CSO’s) in supporting 

programmes like the NSP was questioned by an interview participant. The participant felt that 

while programmes like the NSP empowered civil society actors, overall, it was not enough to 

ensure sustainable results at the local level, in which CSO’s could continue to operate over the 

longer-term. The participant noted, 

 Afghanistan’s civil society is very robust, in which an era of community based civic 

 growth in Afghanistan has not been witnessed in the country’s contemporary history. 

 However civil society in Afghanistan also suffers from a result of significant donor 

 funding instigating such interests. Many CSOs are not viewed as represented the interests 

 of their constituents and are rather seen as business functionaries that are attached to the 

 aid industry. With the drawdown of donor funding, many CSOs have also gone 

 effectively out of business. CSOs did not prioritize the sustainability of their 

 organizations beyond set donor projects. Also, very few CSOs mobilize Afghan 

 philanthropy to fund their initiatives beyond international donors. While the advocacy 

 effectiveness of CSOs has substantially increased, many CSOs are still limited in 

 organizational capacity and project monitoring, which intern affects their service 
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 delivery. (A. Simpson, personal communication, October 5, 2015). 

 

 At the same time, the participant noted his belief that the effectiveness of CSOs has 

increased as a result of international donor funding (A. Simpson, personal communication, 

October 5, 2015). 

 

Concluding Thoughts on the NSP 

This impact is one of many positive aspects of NSP’s ‘bottom-up’ approach. As noted, by 

embracing a bottom–up approach, CDD empowers local communities to select and manage 

projects which best address local priorities. This is no easy feat, and the NSP was extremely 

successful; it must be lauded for not just its scale, replicability, and success, but that it was rolled 

out in an extremely short timeframe across all 34 provinces, often in environments known to be 

hostile to women, insecure and prone to violence, and suspicious of the central government in 

Kabul.  

At the same time, the NSP has evidenced some important aspects of this study’s 

theoretical framework. The programme is a notable example of a bottom-up, human-centered 

development approach that serves to empower individuals, and reframe democracy as a state-

social function rather than a concept based on authoritative power and control. In Afghanistan, 

this approach was largely welcomed by thousands of communities. This should be considered an 

extremely positive and momentous success, particularly in an era in which interviewees from 

civil society, donor institutions and GOIRA were raising concerns that too much emphasis was 

being applied to building institutions, and local social and economic development through more 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

181 

traditional mechanisms were not being given as much consideration. An interview participant 

stated, 

Afghanistan’s state-building is complex. The reasons are largely attributed to managing 

 state-building of sovereign nation that is significantly impacted through regional and 

 international super-powers. As such, the engagement of non-Afghan actors and 

 significant amounts of funding from the international community, results in a process of 

 extremely fragile state-building in Afghanistan that has limited accountability and 

 transparency to Afghan people. I worked on elements of the NSP; the social gains on the 

 ground were encouraging, but did not feel related to the on-goings in Kabul. Today,  

 the sustainability of Afghanistan’s and the international community’s efforts in

 Afghanistan is largely under question. (A. Simpson, personal communication, October 2, 

 2015) 

 

World Bank Evaluation of the NSP 

The World Bank underwent an evaluation of its country programming in Afghanistan 

between the years 2002 and 2011. In “Afghanistan: Country Program Evaluation, 2002–11”, the 

study notes that while the “World Bank strategy has been highly relevant to Afghanistan’s 

situation, beginning in 2006 the strategies could have gone further in adapting ongoing programs 

to evolving opportunities and needs and in programming activities sufficient to achieve the 

objectives of the pillars in those strategies” (The World Bank Group, 2013, p. XII). There is a 

further concern that due to contradictory advice and competing donor programs that have 

compounded conflicting views among different government agencies and led to a missing middle 
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level of governance, “without viable district or provincial institutions, the investment in 

community organizations at the village level may not be sustainable, substantial project benefits 

notwithstanding” (The World Bank Group, 2013, p. XII). In response, the World Bank 

evaluation recommends a number of enhancements to programme effectiveness, including but 

not limited to helping the GOIRA to 

develop a comprehensive, long-term human resources strategy for the civilian sectors; 

focus on strategic analytical work in sectors that are high priorities for the government; 

assist in the development of local government institutions and, in the interim, support the 

development of a viable system for service delivery at subnational levels; assist in 

transforming the National Solidarity Program into a more sustainable financial and 

institutional model to consolidate its gains; help strengthen the regulatory environment 

for private sector investment; and scale up International Finance Corporation (IFC) and 

Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA) support to the private sector. (The 

World Bank Group, 2013, p. XII) 

 

While it is important to address the critical functions of the middle-level of state governance – 

such as the institutions required in provinces, districts and communities, the report also seems to 

stop one step short on the governance scale, glossing over the importance of strengthening the 

larger political problematic and continuing to prioritize lower-level structures.  

 

Capacity Building for Results Facility 

I will now present data on the second World Bank Group funded project, the Capacity 
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Building for Results Facility. Afghanistan’s government and the World Bank recently signed an 

agreement to implement this project, which is a US$350 million five-year facility that will 

provide support to line ministries to facilitate their own reform plans, particularly those 

ministries responsible for the implementation of the national priority programmes. Integral to 

this facility will be the hiring of skilled Afghans from the second civil service directly into the 

civil service at senior grades.  

Two-Tier Systems 

In the report, Afghanistan: Country Program Evaluation, 2002–11, the World Bank, 

addressed the issue of this second civil service, stating that over the decade in question, the 

approach to public administration reform supported by the Bank used a variety of incentive 

schemes to motivate key Afghan civil servants and other contracted specialists, offering, inter 

alia, contract pay rates up to 11 times the highest rate for civil servants (The World Bank Group, 

2013, Appendix I, p. 198). The second civil service was deemed to include over 5,000 key 

personnel that help adopt many of the structures, processes, and systems recommended by the 

World Bank, as well as contract staff in field and support positions. The contractors were 

estimated in the range of: 18,000 contract staff and 14,400 civil servants in the Ministry of 

Health, and 6,100 contract staff and 2,900 civil servants in the Ministry of Rural Reconstruction. 

The report noted, somewhat ironically, that maintaining this second civil service “is politically 

and financially unsustainable without donor financing” (The World Bank Group, 2013, 

Appendix I, p. 198).17 

                                                 
17 The OECD (2011) reiterates the warning of an Afghan second civil-service, stating in policy guidance: “beware 
of bypassing mainstream government institutions and creating a dual public sector…parallel systems for aid delivery 
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Subsequently, the Capacity Building for Results project was initiated. In the World Bank 

report “Afghanistan in Transition: Looking Beyond 2014”, Hogg, Nassif, Gomez, Byrd and 

Beath state that the Capacity Building for Results project will draw on two key lessons learned 

from the last ten years: 1) that reforms within government must be led by the relevant reforming 

institution, rather than imposed from outside, and 2) that capacity building should be grounded 

on existing ministry structures and should not create parallel institutions (2013, p. 109).  

Once reform plans and targets are made by the respective line ministries, the project will 

ask them to demonstrate progress, which may unlock funding from the Ministry of Finance. The 

project will ask ministries how they will coordinate ongoing projects within the ministry to 

achieve these targets and will support their planning for a progressive reduction in donor support 

to ministry activities (World Bank, 2016). Depending on the ministry’s track record of reform, 

willingness to participate, and criticality to economic development and service delivery, the 

facility will offer a package of support to the ministry (World Bank, 2016). 

The capacity-building project is noted to have several advantages: 1) it will enable the 

government to offer competitive salaries in a heated labor market, 2) it will help set up a cadre of 

senior professional staff to drive continued reform of key departments in ministries and agencies, 

3) it will work toward institutionalizing civil service management capacity, marking a shift from 

ad hoc capacity injection to more sustainable management positions, and 4) by emphasizing 

comprehensive reform throughout ministries, it will stress capacity to enhance service delivery 

subnationally through better planning, coordination, and use of resources (Hogg et al., 2013, p. 

                                                 
undermines long-term capacity and organizational building [and] challenges the very heart of government 
accountability” (OECD, 2011, p. 84). 
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109). I note this section because it is unfortunately rather indicative of the approach to problem-

solving in the development sphere. The project document, steeped in the language of positive 

reform and advantageous appeal, essentially aims to undo the errors of ten years of externally 

regulated and funded statebuilding efforts. Ten years, in programme management terms, is 

roughly the length of two major programmes. It is twice the length proposed in the Capacity 

Building for Results project for reintegrating all the second civil service personnel. This 

suggests, rather unfortunately, that either no consideration was given by the World Bank over a 

ten-year period to the burgeoning issue of creating a second civil service, or that its contributions 

to statebuilding efforts over those ten years were ad-hoc and poorly managed. The third option – 

which is perhaps more inflammatory and speculative – would suggest that the World Bank was 

aware of this issue, and perhaps intended to deal with it at a more appropriate or opportunistic 

time.  

 

Project Data 

A project report, Afghanistan - Afghanistan Capacity Building for Results Facility 

(CBR): P123845 - Implementation Status Results Report: Sequence 12, the latest implementation 

status and results report, dated September 12, 2016, provides an overview of implementation 

progress thus far: 

Overall progress towards achievement of the development objective had been slow over 

the first 3-4 years of project implementation. This was largely due to aspects of the 

project design, capacity issues, and political-economic factors. Establishing a 

comprehensive program with robust entry criteria, an appropriate salary scale and the 
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necessary management systems was a complex undertaking given the environment. 

(Elmahdi, 2016, p. 2) 

 

Although not much detail is given, this section of the report presents extremely vague indicators 

to explain why overall progress was slow. Specifically, Elmahdi refers to aspects of the project 

design, capacity issues, and political-economic factors. Of particular note is the reference to 

capacity issues: while it is unclear what issues are being referred, capacity building is also the 

development objective of the project. Elmahdi continues: 

 

A mission was consequently conducted in February 2015 to confirm a set of proposed 

 reforms to Project design and implementation arrangements of CBR. These reforms were 

 agreed with His Excellency the President of Afghanistan and senior officials of the 

 Government of Afghanistan and included agreement for high level leadership and clear 

 implementation arrangements for the Project; simplified access for ministries to CBR; 

 accelerated CBR civil service recruitments; and support for core components through the 

 use of specialized firms. Following issuance of a decree in August 2015 by His 

 Excellency the President of Afghanistan instituting the legal framework for these Project 

 reforms, a Restructuring Mission was undertaken (August-September 2015) to formalize 

 changes to the Project. (2016, p. 2) 

After escalating the concerns of the project, the top-level of the Afghan Government intervenes 

to reform the project. This level of involvement suggests that corporate governance of the project 

was lacking up until the restructuring mission. Elmahdi further writes,  
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Project Restructuring has now been finalized and was formally approved by the ARTF 

Management Committee (MC) on May 15, 2016. Restructuring changes are expected to 

significantly improve performance and accelerate pace of implementation of the Project. 

In fact, marked progress has already started to be made including improved access to 

CBR for line ministries with CBR Proposals (CBRPs) now approved for nine of thirteen 

priority ministries and two of the remaining four completed and awaiting approval. One 

key output of CBRPs is the recruitment of high capacity staff into critical posts at salaries 

closer to the market rates. 222 of these positions have recently been selected, with a 

further close to 1,000 positions in various stages of pipeline. The Project further supports 

training for selected civil servants, and through the Afghan Civil Service Institute 

(ASCI), it has conducted two pilot trainings, one for SMGs and another for HR directors. 

The Project also supports fourteen-month Mid-Level Management Development 

Programs (MMD), the first batch of which will conclude in January 2017. This program 

is the equivalent of a two-year work experience that will allow graduates to qualify for 

accelerated promotion to mid-level manager level across the civil service…as a result of 

the above-captured implementation progress, made since the enactment of Restructuring 

Changes, Project Ratings assessed by the Midterm Review are recommended to be 

upgraded from "Moderately Unsatisfactory" to “Moderately Satisfactory” for both 

"Progress towards achievement of PDO" and "Overall Implementation Progress. 

(Elmahdi, 2016, p. 2) 
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In summary, after spending no less than ten years contributing to the establishment and 

perpetuation of a ‘second civil service’ in Afghanistan, the World Bank created a second 

programme – in the Transformation era, and at a cost of USD$350M – to now transition these 

skilled employees back into the actual civil service, using donor funds to continue to pay the 

wages of staff in the Afghan civil service. The project, which commenced January 21, 2012 and 

is scheduled to complete December 31, 2017, has been recently assessed and is deemed to be 

providing a “moderately satisfactory” result in relation to its objectives. The upgraded rating is a 

direct result of the intervention of the President of Afghanistan (and former World Bank 

employee), Ashraf Ghani, who demanded more clarity on the implementation strategy, and 

requested to be personally involved, to effectively push the programme forward.  

The project data that is publicly available is scant. However, it provides valuable insight 

into a crucial capacity-building project that was initiated and immediately veered severely off-

course – in this case for three to four years – before adequate reforms were undertaken to bring it 

back into the range of at least “moderate satisfaction”.  

 

Concluding Comments on Data Set 3: 

  This section has presented data in relation to work involving the World Bank in 

Afghanistan, as well as in relation to evaluations of its programmes. In particular, data regarding 

the National Solidarity Programme, the Capacity Building for Results Facility, and guidance 

from World Bank experts has been presented. Excerpts from interviews and content from 

secondary sources have been presented. The data will be further analyzed in the following 

chapter, in relation to the theoretical framework and other data sets. 
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Data Set 4: Civilian-military Coordination 

Overview 

In this section, I will present data regarding civilian-military coordination in relation to 

the dominant paradigms of statebuilding approaches. This data consists of participant interview 

data, as well as content analysis and textual analysis, and focuses on capacity building in 

Afghanistan and Bosnia, as well as military strategies and perspectives on long-term 

engagements. In the following chapter, I will present an analysis of how the civilian-military 

coordination element of statebuilding has aligned, or not, with dominant paradigms in 

contemporary state building efforts. 

The topic of civilian-military coordination in Afghanistan in relation to statebuilding is a 

vast subject and will not be done justice here, but in multiple interviews and brainstorming 

sessions with one of the previous Commanders of the NATO-led International Security 

Assistance Force (ISAF) and US forces (A. Simpson, personal communication, August 7, 2015, 

August 12, 2015, September 29, 2015, October 11, 2016, October 16, 2015), the importance of 

recognizing and enhancing civilian-military coordination was raised repeatedly in the context of 

statebuilding. The participant stated, 

It feels like development-field actors have an ‘allergy’ to working with the military. 

 While I have witnessed (and led) examples of good civilian-military coordination, overall 

 in my estimation, this issue is negatively affecting efforts to bring peace and stability in 

 places like Afghanistan. I don’t know how I would address this, but certainly I would 

 hope development and aid workers would consider military personnel as their partners. In 
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 some of the PRT’s (Provincial Reconstruction Teams) in Afghan Provinces, I observed 

 good levels of coordination here. However, the levels of coordination varied from 

 province to province. (A. Simpson, personal communication, August 7, 2015) 

 

The interview participant also drew on experiences with the Multi-National Force – Iraq 

(MNF–I), (often referred to as the Iraq Coalition Forces), in which he mentioned that in the late 

2000s, there was a belief that what was working militarily in Iraq could be replicated in 

Afghanistan. This turned out not to be true; fighting the insurgency in Afghanistan proved to be a 

far different conflict than what the Americans were fighting in Iraq, and provides an example of 

one of the many times that ISAF went “back to the drawing board” on their approach. In 

summarizing the military-civilian component of the interview data, the participant mentioned 

that part of his belief about replicating efforts in Afghanistan stemmed from a successful 

professional relationship with the United Nations Special Representative in Iraq, Sérgio Vieira 

de Mello, who was killed in the Canal Hotel Bombing in Baghdad in 2003, along with 21 other 

people.  

 

Provincial Reconstruction Teams 

In Afghanistan, as referenced in the above interview data, ISAF was designing 

statebuilding and peacebuilding efforts via a series of PRTs: Provincial Reconstruction Teams. 

The PRTs were set up by the coalition in over 24 provinces, to improve the reach and reputation 

of Afghanistan’s central government. The PRTs had the authority to dispense development aid 

and advise local authorities. A PRT on average held around one hundred troops, along with 
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civilian aid experts from the US State Department, USAID, and the Department for Agriculture 

(Hodge, 2012). 

There is plenty of academic literature on the controversial PRT model - assessing their 

efficiency and capabilities – which varied, depending on several factors such as where they were 

based, which coalition country was managing the PRT, and how well they interacted with 

national and international actors at the provincial levels. While I will not go into detail on the 

role of the PRTs with regards to civilian-military coordination, which experienced varying 

degrees of success, the main takeaway from the interviews and my own personal experience was 

that the PRTs were a major opportunity for civilian-military coordination, particularly between 

the local communities and INGOs, NGOs, and the multilateral agencies in the field. The 

overarching issues were two-fold: one, the PRTs were short-lived and temporary in nature, and 

two, the PRTs were perceived by the Afghan Government as undercutting the effectiveness of 

local institutions (Hodge, 2012).  

In effect, under military occupation, the PRTs became the centers of gravity in their 

provinces. Local government officials from line ministries began turning to the coalition military 

instead of the central government for project funds, for aid and development projects that were 

undertaken by uniformed troops. Of course, international aid groups were also fiercely critical of 

the PRTs, claiming that they were “invading their territory” (Hodge, 2012). Afghan President 

Hamid Karzai was also vocal about his displeasure of the PRTs, and referred to them as parallel 

structures that undermined the development of national institutions in terms of strength and 

credibility (Hodge, 2012).  Thus, in advance of the (at that time) planned 2014 drawdown, the 

PRTs began to prepare to pack up and leave Afghanistan. 
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The 2009 Troop Surge 

A second key issue that was raised during the interviews in the context of civilian-

military coordination, was the recognition by military leadership, in 2009, that the ‘lite’ footprint 

in Afghanistan was creating extremely perverse effects on statebuilding efforts. If the ‘building 

sovereignty’ model was to be successful, it made sense to the US-led forces that the violence 

needed to be quelled, and the insurgency defeated once and for all (A. Simpson, personal 

communication, August 7, 2015). This led to the implementation of a ‘troop surge’ in 2009 in 

Afghanistan. This troop surge is another sub-topic that has been covered well by the academic 

community, but requires mention here to better understand its relevance to statebuilding efforts 

and civilian-military coordination. 

Karl Eikenberry, the William J. Perry Fellow in International Security at the Center for 

International Security and Cooperation at the Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies 

at Stanford University, and previous Commanding General of the Combined Forces Command-

Afghanistan (2005-2007), as well as U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan, 2009-2011, wrote:  

Of the various strategies that the US has employed in Afghanistan over the past dozen 

years, the 2009 troop surge was by far the most ambitious and expensive. 

Counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine was at the heart of the Afghan surge…broadly 

stated, modern coin doctrine stresses the need to protect civilian populations, eliminate 

insurgent leaders and infrastructure, and help establish a legitimate and accountable host-

nation government able to deliver essential human services. (2013) 
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Using a revised COIN doctrine, Obama ordered the deployment of an additional 30,000 troops 

into Afghanistan in 2009. The stated aim of the surge was to secure the Afghan people by 

employing the method of "clear, hold, and build”: push the insurgents out, and use the resulting 

space and time to establish a legitimate government, build capable security forces, and improve 

the Afghan economy (Eikenberry, 2013). The belief underlying the surge strategy was that in 

doing this, the capacity and legitimacy of the Afghan Government would steadily grow, whilst at 

the same time the insurgency would be defeated and levels of international assistance could 

begin to decline.  

The COIN-surge strategy was based on three assumptions: one, that COIN could 

decisively protect the population, two, that temporarily increased levels of foreign assistance and 

support would lead to major increase in the Afghan Government’s perceived legitimacy and 

overall capacities, and three, that the COIN strategy would be agreeable to President Karzai 

(Eikenberry, 2013). As it turned out, none of these assumptions were correct.  

In 2009 following the surge, there were 130,000 NATO-ISAF troops on the ground in 

Afghanistan, with a top priority of defeating the Taliban. This effort was within a political 

vacuum of sorts; Karzai’s democratic government ruled on paper but not in practice. It was not 

capable of enforcing its rule over the largely rural populations of the country. The coalition-led 

troop surge escalated the war effort significantly, which in turn, delayed any attempts by the 

Karzai government to demonstrate legitimate sovereignty. Further, those responsible for 

planning the surge, simply “assumed that good governance would inevitably follow, rather than 

precede, the defeat of the Taliban insurgents, elections, and generous development assistance” 

(Eikenberry, 2013).  
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It is questionable whether a troop-surge can or should be considered within the framing 

of ‘building sovereignty’. It may even be contradictory to such an objective. The COIN-surge 

strategy was framed as focusing on securing the safety of civilians, whilst building sovereignty 

via legitimacy and capability of the national government, but this did not happen. When David 

Petraeus took over as commander of the Afghanistan war in 2010, he used the troop-surge to 

ramp up airstrikes and increased the use of special forces operations. These special operations – 

which included night-time raids and renditions in which helicopter raids in the black of night 

occurred, and suspect nationals were taken away and detained - were very poorly received by the 

Afghans, who voiced anger at the breaching of their sovereign rights within their own houses. 

An interview participant explained,  

There was a great fear of these raids by international troops. The troops would come in 

 the middle of the night to a village, and take people away. Some of these people were not 

 seen again. In the aftermath, there would be anger, riots, protests, evacuations, and 

 clashes with troops. (A. Simpson, personal communication, September, 2015) 

Furthermore, in hindsight it appears that by introducing a reinforced strategy with the 

clear objective of a finite military victory against the Taliban, Petraeus’s troop surge and more 

heavy-handed (as opposed to ‘lite’) approach served to hinder efforts to legitimize the national 

government.  

But was there any other choice? Was the pre-surge ‘lite’ status quo approach to security 

efforts working in Afghanistan? Absolutely not. Was the pre-surge approach hampering 

statebuilding efforts? The answer to this is less clear. I argue, given the extremely short timelines 

under which ‘democratic success’ was clearly envisaged, it is not possible to do more than 
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speculate on the issue. Simply, the timelines were too short to tell. However, it is clear that the 

surge diverted attention away from the political problematic existing in Afghanistan. The 

increase in foreign troops made it clear to Afghans that sovereignty – in whatever form desirable 

– was a fading hope, not a renewed one.  

 However, the military approach is an important aspect of statebuilding efforts in failing 

and failed states, even if it seemingly does not yet have a coherent grasp of how to operate in the 

face of an insurgency such as that being experienced in Afghanistan. With persistent insecurity 

in so many countries, the broad reach of militaries has become important in accessing regions 

and communities that are sometimes inaccessible by the international community. This 

capability, as shown in the examples of the PRTs and the surge efforts of 2009 in Afghanistan, 

highlight the important role military actors (be it coalitions, national forces, or UN-sanctioned 

forces) continue to play in influencing national and subnational power-structures, both positively 

and negatively. The military also continue to serve as important partners to development 

practitioners, and play a key role in shaping power dynamics and perceptions associated with 

contemporary ‘sovereignty building’ efforts, or the lack thereof. These subjects are not well-

studied in academic circles. As Monsutti notes,  

in the growing literature on insurgency and counterinsurgency issues, recent writings on 

Afghanistan have been dominated by a policy-oriented approach that is not built on 

independent field research. It largely ignores the theoretical debates on subaltern studies, 

post-colonialism, and globalization that currently animate the social sciences. (2012, p. 

564) 
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A Cookie-Cutter Approach? 

Paddy Ashdown, High Representative of Bosnia, 2002-2006, also stressed the importance 

of a close relationship between the military and civilian aspects of peace implementation and 

statebuilding (2003). Ashdown is referring more to the relationships between the international 

military and international civilians in this case. He states,  

civilians depend on the military if they are to succeed, and the military depend on the 

civilians…this is an area where we have made immense progress in recent years…the 

experience British and American troops have had on the streets of Banja Luka and Brcko, 

in everything from patrolling, to small-scale economic goodwill projects, are being put to 

good use in Baghdad and Basra. (2003). 

 

Arguably, the massive size and scope of the PRTs in Afghanistan are not comparable to 

‘small-scale economic good projects’: in 2010, for example, the Nangarhar province PRT 

implemented approximately USD$24 million on projects, including $5.5 million for street repair 

in the provincial capital of Jalalabad, $300,000 for the pediatric wing of a hospital and several 

high schools that cost around $200,000 each (Hodge, 2012). Ashdown’s words point to a 

concern administrators have now reflected upon when considering the role of military in 

statebuilding efforts, and how to coordinate with civilians. There is a branch of the UN dedicated 

to such affairs, the United Nations Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination (UN-CMCoord), 

via the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA)18. 

                                                 
18 For more information, refer to: http://www.unocha.org/what-we-do/coordination-tools/UN-CMCoord/overview 
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However, in striving to avoid competition, minimize inconsistency, and to pursue common goals, 

UN-CMCoord remains focused on the dialogue and interaction between civilian and military 

actors in humanitarian emergencies. While this humanitarian focus is important, there remains a 

distinct lack of consideration for the longer-term relationships required between military and 

civilian actors in multi-year, programme-focused statebuilding and development contexts. 

 

The Capacity of Joint Military Coordination 

In an article published earlier this year in the Wall Street Journal, Petraeus and O’Hanlon 

write,  

Some might reasonably ask, after 15 years of war in Afghanistan, why do we need to 

keep at it? The answer is simple—because Afghanistan, effectively the eastern bulwark 

in our broader Middle East fight against extremist forces, still matters. We went there to 

take away from al Qaeda the sanctuary in which the 9/11 attacks were planned. We have 

stayed to ensure that this remains the case. U.S. forces in-country today are far smaller 

than they were before, our casualties are relatively few, and the burden on our nation’s 

military as well as its checkbook is far less than it once was. But that doesn’t mean that 

we should allow the Taliban to regroup and turn back the clock on the progress. (Petraeus 

& O’Hanlon, 2016) 

 

The authors are referring to the overall capacity of the joint-military capacities in Afghanistan, 

and the recent development of the Afghan air force, of which they desire to see taking on larger 

operations. The authors state,  
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forging a viable Afghan army and police force were the more urgent tasks for the NATO 

mission once we finally did devote substantial resources to the fight, including at the time 

one of us commanded that operation in 2010-11. It will take perhaps two more years for 

the Afghan air force, still training pilots and still receiving aircraft, to reach its intended 

strength. (Petraeus & O’Hanlon, 2016) 

 

Petraeus and O’Hanlon echo one of the key issues around post-Cold War interventions: 

adequately sizing the mission to achieve the intended objectives. While Ignatieff’s Empire Lite 

theory suggests a resistance from Western countries to do precisely this, Chandler’s Empire in 

Denial articulates some of the key effects a ‘lite’ approach has on broader statebuilding efforts, 

through attempts by Western countries to evade responsibility in the states in which they are 

intervening by denying weaker countries their inherent powers, and choosing to focus on hollow 

capacity building efforts in ‘building sovereignty’, instead of addressing the larger political 

concerns of managing and controlling a state. The authors express desire for the US, NATO, and 

their allies to stop denying the power they can have in partnering with the Afghan Government in 

addressing the underlying causes of the political project, and utilize their “asymmetric 

advantages” such as air power, which they state are “relatively safe to apply, and very effective 

against massed (or even individual) enemy forces and assets” (Petraeus & O’Hanlon, 2016). 

 

Concluding Comments on Data Set 4: 

  This section has presented data in relation civilian-military coordination, with a focus on 

work done in Afghanistan. In particular, data regarding the desire for enhanced civilian-military 
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coordination, issues regarding the replication of strategies employed in Iraq used in Afghanistan, 

and specific military strategies used during in Afghanistan context is presented. Excerpts from 

interviews and content from secondary sources have been presented. The data will be further 

analyzed in the following chapter, in relation to the theoretical framework and other data sets. 

 

Data Set 5: Comparison of Afghanistan to the Bosnia Statebuilding Project 

Overview 

In this section, elements of the post-conflict Bosnia statebuilding project will be 

presented to compare trends of internationalized efforts and provide points of comparison against 

decision-making and international influence in the Afghanistan statebuilding context. In 

particular, the prioritization of administrative issues in statebuilding will be discussed. As 

mentioned, there are few examples of successful internationalized statebuilding efforts in the 

post-Cold War period. There are even fewer examples that provide a good comparison to the 

Afghanistan case study, given the complexities and continuation of violence in the country under 

a second democratically elected government. The case of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH, or 

Bosnia) provides a compelling case of extensive and prolonged social and political engineering 

by the international community, although it too has been arguably under-documented in its 

importance as an example of statebuilding efforts “which have moved beyond attempts to restore 

traditional sovereignty” (Chandler, 2006, p. 128). The case also highlights some of the 

interesting paradoxes of 1990s statebuilding efforts, in which Bosnia – via the practice of shared 

sovereignty and the rejection of political autonomy - was established as an international 
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protectorate in 1995, followed by Kosovo in 1999.19 With the establishment of these 

protectorates just a few years prior to the Bonn Agreement, it also raised questions about the 

deviation of statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, perhaps indicative of the international 

community’s reluctance to assume the burden of co-responsibility (not to mention Afghanistan’s 

vocal interests in denying such a role to external powers) such as in Bosnia, and only a few years 

later, Kosovo. 

The Bosnia statebuilding experience has been selected for two broad reasons. One, the 

Bosnia experience provides a deeper analysis of its ‘good governance’ agenda and the impact of 

external state management programmes that have undermined national political processes. Two, 

since 2000, the European Union (EU) has sought to reduce the role of the international 

administration managing Bosnia, whereby Bosnian statebuilding has assumed characteristics of 

similar internationalized governance regimes in non-Western states – like Afghanistan – but 

where “there is no longer a line of demarcation between domestic and external policy-making” 

(Chandler, 2006, pp.24-25). The more rapid Bosnian experience ultimately led to a peaceful 

democracy, but through methods that have resulted in the country being led by a High 

Representative/Chief Executive Officer, a role assumed by an international civilian. The High 

Representative position, currently held by Austrian diplomat Valentin Inzko, has the political 

authority to bypass the elected parliamentary assembly and remove elected officials. As the 

Afghanistan experience seeks to move towards a peaceful democracy under nationally elected 

                                                 
19 The Bosnia example is distinctly different from the Kosovo example: the latter involves the oversight of the UN 

via Security Council resolution 1244, whereas Bosnia is an independent sovereign state and a member state of the 
UN. 
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leadership as opposed to the Bosnian model, the two cases provide illuminating examples of the 

role of international partners and various elements in statebuilding efforts.  

More specifically, using examples from Afghanistan and Bosnia, the following chapters 

will highlight elements of the normative agenda of statebuilding, assess the “legitimacy” of 

internationally-led statebuilding efforts, and provide links to “capacity-building” efforts and their 

effects. Other potential international intervention ‘comparator’ countries, such as Haiti (1994), 

Rwanda (1994), Kosovo (1999) and Libya (2011), although illuminating and worthy of 

additional study, were not included in this dissertation due to scope constraints, and marked 

differences in the evolutions of each specific case. The case of Iraq (2003, 2014), also provides 

valuable insights into international interventions and statebuilding efforts, and while some 

participants interviewed in this dissertation have reflected upon their experience in both Iraq and 

Afghanistan, a more detailed comparison is beyond the scope of this paper. 

The data presented in this section is from secondary sources. 

 

The Bosnia Statebuilding Project 

As noted by Roland Paris (1997), the UN’s early involvement in BiH during the wars of 

Yugoslav succession is widely regarded as a peacekeeping failure. This failure was punctuated 

by the extreme violence in July 1995, when approximately 8,000 Muslim men and boys were 

killed by Bosnian Serb forces in the Srebrenica massacre. The role of UNPROFOR, the United 

Nations ‘Protection’ Force, was denounced in the wake of this genocidal act, which also spurred 

the actions of the ICISS and the R2P report (Tuathail, 2006, p. 141). 

In December 1995, as part of the Dayton Peace Accords (DPA) signed at the Dayton Air 
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Force Base in Ohio, Bosnia and Herzegovina formed an undeclared protectorate, with 

neighboring Croatia and Serbia as co-signatories to the Agreement (Tuathail, 2006, p. 141). The 

DPA created a central state and divided the country into two separate entities: The Republika 

Srpksa (RS), and the Muslim-Croat Federation. There was also an autonomous region, Brcko. In 

addition to the constitutional arrangement of BiH, the DPA established the Office of the High 

Representative, and a Peace Implementation Council (PIC), which was to be deeply involved in 

assisting in the implementation of the tasks flowing from the Peace Agreement (Levy, 2014, p. 

75) The highest power and political authority was established through an internationally agreed 

post: The High Representative (OHR) for Bosnia and Herzegovina. In December 1997, the Peace 

Implementation Council, the international body charged with implementing the Dayton Peace 

Agreement for Bosnia and Herzegovina, granted additional powers to the OHR to adopt binding 

decisions when local parties seem unable or unwilling to act, and overcome attempts by national 

politicians to subvert, obstruct or delay the implementation of the Dayton agreement. The 

additional powers were significant, and gave the OHR the ability to remove from office public 

officials who violated legal commitments or any aspects of the DPA (Venneri, 2010, p. 157). 

However, the accretion of these powers marked a significant reversal of efforts towards a self-

governing state. Simon Chesterman states that this move by the PIC “was driven by Western 

frustration at the slow pace of implementation on the political side and the fact that nationalist 

parties by late 1996 had consolidated their control both politically and demographically” (2007, 

p. 13). The concern here is, what defines a slow pace? The creation of the OHR and the PIC 

happened only months (approximately twelve) after one of the most violent and bloody ethnic 

wars of recent time. It is plausible that imposing this externally ruled structure with nearly 
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unlimited power in such a short timeframe after the cessation of hostilities had much less to do 

with Bosnia than it did with “the domestic concerns of the intervening powers” (Chesterman, 

2007, p. 13). 

 

The Dayton Agreement 

  The 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement was unlike any other modern peace treaty of its time. 

Not only did it include the voluntary transfer of power (the rejection of sovereign autonomy) 

completely to powers external to the conflict (for a limited duration – originally one year), but the 

Agreement also gave far-reaching powers to international actors, which extended well beyond 

military matters to cover the most basic aspects of government and state.20 As Chandler points out, 

the majority of annexes to the Dayton Agreement were not related to the ending of hostilities, 

traditionally the role of a peace agreement, but rather to the political project of statebuilding in 

Bosnia, of reconstructing a society (Chandler, 2006, p. 130). 

Paddy Ashdown, who was previously the leader of Britain’s Liberal Democratic Party 

and a Member of Parliament from 1983 to 2001, became the International High Representative 

for Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2002, serving until 2006. Ashdown was a controversial leader as 

the International High Representative. In 2006, he gave the following account of Dayton to 

Gearoid Tuathail, in an interview in Washington:  

The Dayton Paris Peace Accords were designed for a very specific purpose: to end the 

                                                 
20 It should be noted that in 2003, the United States established the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) in Iraq. 

On July 22, 2003, the CPA formed the Iraqi Governing Council, which served under the CPA as a transitional 
government until UN Security Council resolution 1546 was adopted on June 8, 2004, and Iraq became a sovereign 
republic. 
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bitter conflict of the 1990s that blighted the lives of so many of Bosnia’s ordinary 

citizens. The Agreement achieved this objective – and did so with a startling success that 

proved many commentators at the time wrong. But Dayton also had its weaknesses, and 

loopholes which could be exploited by those who wanted to block reform and prevent 

BiH moving out of the darkness of war. In order to make Dayton work it became 

necessary to reduce the capacity of obstructionists to use it for their own ends. This was 

the rationale behind successive interventions and modifications – the introduction of the 

Bonn Powers at the end of 1997, and the political agreement on implementing the 

Constitutional Court’s ruling on the Constituency of Peoples at the beginning of 2001 are 

two examples. Partly as a result of these efforts, but more due to an increasingly 

enlightened local political leadership that has – finally – realized that the only secure 

future for BiH’s citizens is to commit fully to the process of building the BiH state, the 

brunt of major obstructionism is hopefully behind us. (Tuathail, 2006, p. 148) 

 

Many commentators have critiqued the international role in Bosnia, led by the OHR. 

Roland Paris states, that “rather than taking the time to design an electoral system that would 

encourage inter-factional compromise, international peacebuilders rushed ahead with elections 

that served to reinforce ethnic divisions and the power of the most recalcitrant nationalist 

leaders”. The effect was that the international community – led by the European Union, the 

United States, and the United Nations – ended up supporting the most peace-resistant parties that 

emerged in the post-war period. In short, and similar to Afghanistan’s Bonn Agreement, the 

process lacked genuine political participation or representation from a very complex and diverse 
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populace. The OHR did have significant administrative power, however, and was able to create a 

significant number of governance reforms, although these were not necessarily conducive to 

establishing Bosnian led government institutions. David Chandler points out one of the ironies of 

Empire in Denial, the role of failure, reframed as success: 

The international experiment in statebuilding without democracy, or viewing democracy 

as an end instead of as a means, has revealed major shortcomings. The irony is that the 

shortcomings of this approach are rarely seen as inherent limitations of the framework of 

exporting and imposing democracy…international policy-makers engaged in democracy 

promotion and statebuilding, in fact, seem to see their limited success as evidence of the 

difficulties of bringing democracy to non-Western states, and thereby justifying their 

work. It is this disillusionment with democracy which suggests that we are not witnessing 

a return to the idealism of the interwar period. (2006, p. 69) 

 

  Bosnia marked an important shift in statebuilding and sovereignty as partnership activities. 

Chandler is theorizing that statebuilding policies, such as implemented by the OHR, disguise the 

true nature of power relations between intervening actors (the international community) and the 

actors in the country being intervened in. The disguised power relations allow the intervening 

actors to distance themselves from the ultimate accountability of the statebuilding project, and thus 

the consequences of their actions (the original intervention). Statebuilding policies are created by 

authoritarian external bodies such as the OHR, who tasked the nascent national government with 

the responsibility to implement and legitimize the policies. Furthermore, the state is denied “the 

protective rights of sovereignty…[instead] the language of sovereignty is used as a means of 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

206 

representing external intervention as a partnership in a voluntary contract among equal partners” 

(Chandler, 2006, p. 33). 

By 2000, the situation was characterized by the International Crisis Group as a 

paradoxical combination of a flawed democracy and a semi-international protectorate, in which 

international actors often appeared reluctant to use their powers effectively (ICG, 2000, p. 17). 

 

Bosnia: Twenty Years On 

Now, two decades after the signing of the Dayton Agreement, and despite reform 

developments in many areas of state and society, BiH continues to operate as a fledgling state 

that still requires the heavy-handed oversight of the international community (Levy, 2014, p. 76). 

The prescriptive nature of statebuilding attempts in Bosnia, sheds light on a European model that 

has several elements reflected in the Afghanistan process – although it is certainly also quite 

discrete. The unification attempts in Bosnia also involved a certain level of forced ethnic 

cooperation that were reflected in attempts to administer rule of law, with varying degrees of 

success.  

 

Rule of Law in Bosnia 

In a 2003 speech to the International Rescue Committee, Paddy Ashdown stated that the 

OHR had an over-riding priority to establish the rule of law in Bosnia:  

As we have discovered in Bosnia, in Kosovo, in Afghanistan and now Iraq, of 

establishing the rule of law – and doing so as quickly as possible...crime and corruption 

follow swiftly in the footsteps of war, like a dark shadow. This, above all was the mistake 
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we made in Bosnia...it is much more important to establish the rule of law quickly than to 

establish democracy quickly. Because without the former, the latter is soon undermined. 

In Bosnia, we got these priorities the wrong way around. (Ashdown, 2003) 

 

Political representation was a key consideration in the drafting of administrative frameworks for 

the rule of law in Bosnia. There was a general principle of political equality amongst the three 

different constituent groups, which is reflected in Section II of the Agreement on the 

Implementation of the Constituent Peoples’ Decision of the Constitutional Court of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, which declares: 

PM and Deputy Prime Ministers may not come from the same constituent people. Out of 

the following positions not more than 2 may be filled representatives of any one 

constituent people or of the group of Others: 1) Prime Minister 2) Speaker of the House 

of Representatives/Republika Srpska National Assembly 3) Speaker of the House of 

Representatives/Council of Peoples 4) President of Supreme Court 5) President of 

Constitutional Court 6) Public Prosecutors. Presidents of Entities – the President shall 

have two Vice-Presidents coming from different constituent peoples. (Office of the High 

Representative, 2002) 

 

The political framework clearly sought to ameliorate the influence of powerful nationalist 

political parties in Bosnia; however, the result was the induction of political leadership that 

would be challenged to prove their legitimacy to the people they were supposed to be serving. 

Furthermore, the creation of these laws was done through the OHR, who were granted 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

208 

remarkable power in BiH as an externally-led body. As noted by Ashdown, rule of law was 

prioritized above all else in Bosnia, including above the right to self-government. Because of the 

situation in Bosnia, attempts to quell the violence between factions meant that laws were created 

externally and thus outside of a legitimate political framework. Establishing the legal framework, 

as Ashdown noted, was more important than quickly establishing democracy (2003). This begs 

the question, if the creation of legislation in Bosnia could not be left to elected Bosnians, is the 

externally created legislation legitimate? If not, how difficult will it be in this context to 

legitimize in the future, once democracy is established? 

The Democratization Policy Institute “An Agenda for Bosnia’s Next High Representative 

May 1, 2002” states, rather cynically, 

International experts are poorly poised to craft such sets of laws. The track record of 

internationals drafting laws for Bosnia is abysmal. Legal experts who parachute into 

Sarajevo on six-month contracts, have little grasp of the Bosnian context, no 

understanding of the language, and who don’t have to live with the results of their work, 

have made a mess of attempts to reform Bosnian statutes…the muddle resulting from 

internationals drafting detailed statutes leaves the Bosnian people understandably feeling 

like guinea pigs. (Democratization Policy Institute, 2002, p. 14-15) 

 

 Analysis and implications of the aforementioned elements of the Bosnia statebuilding project  

will be presented in the following chapters. 

 

Concluding Comments on Data Set 5: 
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  This section has provided information regarding the Bosnia statebuilding project, to 

provide context for a comparison to the Afghanistan statebuilding project. Content from 

secondary sources has been presented. The data will be further analyzed in the following chapter, 

in relation to the theoretical framework and other data sets. 

 

Conclusion of Data Chapter 

  This chapter has presented five data-sets, examining complementary elements of 

statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, as well as a comparison with the post-conflict era in Bosnia, 

starting in 1995. Data was collected from interviews, content analysis, and observations made 

over a three- year period. Specifically, interviews were conducted with experts involved in 

Afghanistan statebuilding efforts, as well as with personnel from organizations including 

development the Aga Khan Foundation, the United Nations Office for Project Services, the 

World Bank Group, and international military forces. Linked to the literature review and 

theoretical framework, the following chapter, Chapter VI, will analyze the data and present 

findings in relation to the central theory of Empire in Denial. Following this, implications of the 

findings will be discussed in Chapter VII. 
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Overview 

Chapter VI details the findings and analysis from the data and case studies, which was 

collected from semi-structured interviews and related qualitative methods including participant 

observation and content analysis. In linking the data extracted in the case studies to the 

theoretical framework, I analyze why the statebuilding models produced through international 

development efforts in Afghanistan struggle in their attempts to underpin the country with a 

robust democratic framework. This chapter will also address the relationship between civilian 

and military actors engaged in statebuilding projects by further comparing Afghanistan and 

Bosnia. It will also highlight examples of “human-centered” development efforts. The data 

trends and findings are categorized into five main variables, which I argue are influencing 

internationalized statebuilding initiatives. These variables are detailed in the following section. 

The outputs from the findings and analysis will be followed by a chapter identifying the 

implications for current and future statebuilding efforts that have emerged from the findings of 

the study. Finally, a concluding chapter will provide recommendations and propose new thinking 

in how the development industry can orchestrate a practitioner-led paradigm-shift in thinking, 

particularly for international development experts, and their respective organizations. 

 

Data Trends and Findings 

The findings of the data have been categorized into five macro-level ‘trends’, or key 

variables, that I argue are impacting contemporary internationalized statebuilding efforts.  

The first trend is the scope and expectations of the overarching national statebuilding 

project (and all sub-projects). Programmes being implemented are large, often overlapping, and 
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often focused on achieving local level results that are difficult to link to larger political priorities. 

Furthermore, international experts are not well equipped or capable of completing the projects 

within the normal expected time frames for donor-supported projects. This gap in project 

implementation suggests that by not being well-equipped to implement successful project, external 

actors ultimately deny their power to effect sustainable change, and thus negatively impact the 

intended results of statebuilding initiatives. 

The second trend is that national leadership and political priorities are not always aligned 

with projects and programmes, or if they are, conceptually, there is a gap between the overarching 

statebuilding political problematic, and the ‘human-centered’ approach to statebuilding. This gap 

was evidenced through observations and discussions with Afghan leadership, practitioners, and 

from analyzing the Bosnia case study. In assessing the project and programme level data, I 

considered the success of statebuilding interventions using the theoretical constructs of Empire in 

Denial. In doing so, I observed that projects and programmes employing a ‘human-centered’, 

‘bottom up’ strategy tended to focus on local-level results, but did not show much success in 

linking to a ‘top down’ political vision that is lacking in internationalized statebuilding efforts. 

Further, in linking these finding to the PRINCE2 methodology, I propose that at a micro-level 

robust project management methodologies can play a positive role in contributing to more effective 

statebuilding initiatives, at least at the organizational level. 

The third trend is the prioritization of administrative aspects of statebuilding over political 

components of statebuilding. As evidenced in Bosnia, an administratively heavy, internationalized 

governance structure was implemented in the post-conflict era. This structure arguably prioritized 

administrative elements of governance over true political processes. Rule of law is analyzed as one 
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of these elements. In Afghanistan, however, rule of law has not been enforceable in a manner that 

ensures the ongoing security for citizens of the country. Yet, the role of international troops in the 

country has remained a point of negotiation and contention, with no clear or sustainable gains 

made to date.  

The fourth trend is the weakness of capacity-building schemes in contemporary 

statebuilding efforts. While the data showed evidence of newer projects that are proving more 

successful in building national capacities, overall the trend demonstrated that, per the theory of 

Empire of Denial, national capacities are not adequately developed before elements of 

statebuilding are handed over from international partners.  

Finally, the fifth trend is the continuation, in various forms, of the ‘Great Game’ in 

Afghanistan, and the impacts on state legitimacy. The whole statebuilding effort in Afghanistan 

continues to be plagued by the evolving and competing geopolitical interests and strategies of other 

nations that seek continuing instability in the country. The Great Game, when considered alongside 

the theories suggested in this paper, contributes to the ongoing difficulties that Afghanistan faces 

in garnering governmental legitimacy in the eyes of its citizens. This trend will be further discussed 

in the subsequent chapter, ‘Implications’. 

 

Trend 1: Projects and Scope 

Overview and General Issues 

Project and programmes underway in Afghanistan are large, often overlapping, and often 

focused on achieving local level results that are difficult to link to larger political priorities. At 

the same time, there is evidence that international experts are not well equipped to complete 
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projects within the scheduled time frames.  

There are thousands of projects underway in Afghanistan, under the management of 

thousands of organizations and institutions. This is problematic – not just in the sense of overall 

coordination and coherence of internationalized statebuilding efforts, as mentioned earlier, that 

should, ideally, be managed by the state – but also because often, the rules of development 

agencies and donors are different than that of the recipient government. These impositions 

severely restrict the likelihood that these projects will meet their intended objectives, within 

scope and budget, and on schedule. Further, they hamper and distract national recipients who 

must comply with dozens of different bureaucratic processes. Ghani and Lockhart use the 

example of procurement of goods and services:  

Often the [procurement] rules are designed to protect or promote particular industries 

within the donor’s country, and procurement takes place for each project under the 

donor’s legal system; as a result, [national] officials are required to understand and juggle 

dozens of different legal systems...experience shows that transparency and accountability 

can best be achieved when local processes become the main focus of attention and when 

all efforts center on adhering to a harmonized set of rules and regulations. (2008, p. 108) 

 

 As an example, in creating a procurement plan for the hospital rehabilitation programme 

in northern Afghanistan, I had to comply with the rules and regulations of the KfW development 

bank in Germany. This immediately led to difficulties in negotiating agreements with countries 

neighboring Afghanistan, and delayed timelines. Also, at one point during the programme the 

donor raised a financial concern with the Aga Khan Foundation, which meant that until it was 
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rectified, procurement and payments had to be issued to vendors from Frankfurt, instead of 

Kabul. This effectively doubled the length of the approval process, and had some severe effects 

on the local economies surrounding construction sites: due to delayed payments, construction 

contractors in two communities were not paid on time and were forced to return to their families 

for the Eid break without receiving their wages. 

 Similar issues were raised by interview participants involved in the health sector in 

Afghanistan. 

 

Timelines 

 Another general issue with development projects is that they are designed within a 

system that retains a short-term operational horizon. Generally, projects are for one to two years. 

Programmes are usually capped at three years, but may go as long as five. Donor countries of 

multilateral institutions often work on annual budget cycles, meaning that looking beyond three 

years is often not possible. OECD echoes this sentiment, stating “projects with two or three-year 

life spans are unlikely on their own to produce much that is long lasting in a fragile context. 

Many organizations and activities will not be self-sustaining in the short to medium term. 

Programme time frames need to be adjusted accordingly” (2011, p. 60). 

 In my experience, the result of this short-term view is three-fold: 1) projects and 

programmes very often fail to deliver their objectives within the allocated period; 2) projects and 

programmes often negotiate extensions to the implementation period; and 3) the majority of the 

time, these extensions are framed as ‘no-cost extensions’, meaning that there is no additional 

budget required or made available to continue the project. In my view, there is no such thing as a 
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no-cost extension. It is impossible to remove the cost element by simply extending a project. 

Even if the budget is still available because the project has not been able to spend it, this only 

leads to another problem, of what then was money being spent on, per the project plan? If there 

was enough money for another year of project implementation, then something is clearly wrong. 

As another example, in my current role with UN Women, I received six ‘no-cost extension’ 

requests for six different projects in six different countries, all funded by the same donor, the 

Government of Japan. One of the key drivers in country offices making the requests was the 

funding cycle of the Japanese Government, which, once per year, will allocate discretionary 

funds to project proposals, with the understanding that the funds must be spent within twelve 

months. The second key driver was that because of organizational inefficiencies, the internal 

recruitment process for a project manager for the funds was taking the organization, on average, 

four months. The third key driver was that it was taking the Japanese Government, on average, 

six months to successfully allocate the funds, following the initial commitment. Unfortunately, 

overall, the situation led to increased exposure to reputational risk for the organization in the 

eyes of the donor.  

 

“Quick-Impact” Projects  

Ghani and Lockhart categorize ‘quick-impact’ projects as those delivered to provide 

relief at moments of massive humanitarian need, such as in the wake of natural disasters or 

hostilities (2008, p. 215). While the desire of ‘quick-impact’ projects is to bring solace, and win 

the ‘hearts and minds’ of affected populations, the authors are critical of the mad rush of donors 

and first responders who quickly and haphazardly put together projects for rapid implementation. 
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This type of aid, they state, “instead of being a catalyst for the creation of institutional capacity, 

can become an instrument for division, resentment, and corruption”, as the distribution schemes 

for allocations may not be rooted in legal or policy frameworks and may appear random or to be 

favoring certain groups (2008, p. 215). In the policy paper “Supporting Statebuilding in 

Situations of Conflict and Fragility,” OECD writes that the initial approach of development 

partners is Afghanistan following the 2001 invasion was on quick-impact projects, as opposed to 

longer-term statebuilding. This process  

entailed the co-option of warlords, strongmen and tribal leaders into the government, and 

reluctance to attempt dislodging them for fear of “rocking the boat”. It also meant that 

essential work on building up Afghanistan’s security institutions was not carried out for 

fear of antagonizing Pakistan or “sympathetic” factional leaders. Thus, an opportunity 

was missed at the vital moment when funds to Afghanistan could have made an impact, 

in the years directly following the 2001 invasion by the United States. It was only when 

the insurgency gathered momentum – fueled by the booming opium crop – that the 

security requirements of the Afghan state and its populations started to be addressed 

seriously. (OECD, 2011, p. 49) 

 

Ghani and Lockhart provide further evidence that during this period in Afghanistan, in 2002, 

more than four hundred ‘quick impact’ projects proposed by UN agencies were not prepared on 

“any sound criteria of economic viability, financial feasibility, or sustainability” (2008, p. 216). 

The authors were concerned, correctly, that this haphazard planning would create perverse 

effects for local groups, who claimed discrimination in the allocation process. In digging deeper, 
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the authors determined that 

exhausted UN officials in Kabul had actually prepared the projects over a ten-day 

period…to ensure that they—and not the World Bank— garnered the bulk of the aid 

resources that the donors were about to pledge at the Tokyo conference in January 2002. 

Facing a financing crisis, UN agencies needed to meet their headquarters’ overheads and 

saw every appeal as an opportunity to do so... [the projects were] nothing more than a 

random series of projects put together in response to the available $1.8 billion that the aid 

system had allocated to the United Nations. (Ghani & Lockhart, 2008, pp. 216) 

Developmental Projects  

Developmental projects require much more planning and preparation than ‘quick impact’ 

projects. They are, in theory, designed to maximize social benefits as part of larger statebuilding 

efforts. However, problems may arise from a lack of integration with broader sectoral and 

national policies; creation of parallel management systems and structures; proliferation of 

reporting arrangements; lack of subsequent attention to operation and maintenance; and rising 

costs due to delays. Ghani and Lockhart give the relevant example of completing the ring road in 

Afghanistan that would connect Herat, Mazar-i-sharif, Kabul and Kandahar:  

The donors divided the ring road into segments, each of which was managed as a separate 

project…each year the World Bank would finance only one segment, and under the 

bank’s rules, the Afghan government could not make a commitment to contractors or 

prepare for the project prior to the approval of each discrete venture by the Asian 

Development Bank…the overall project remains unfinished five years later. Standards for 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

219 

different components of the ring road also differ from each other, and there are major 

variations in costs. There was no systematic program of vocational training for 

construction or maintenance, no program to promote the emergence of a domestic 

construction industry, and no attempt to provide supply-chain management arrangements 

that could have ensured cost-effective and timely delivery of critical components. (2008, 

p. 218). 

 

Arguably, these are the most common types of problems being experienced at the project-level in 

Afghanistan. In a nutshell, how are these projects ensuring their alignment to national strategies 

and statebuilding? How can we as practitioners do them better? In looking at solutions, this issue 

will be explored further below in the context of road building and the National Solidarity 

Programme.  

 

Changing the Business Model 

Ghani and Lockhart’s analysis and categorization of projects serves a key function in 

highlighting the importance of this first trend. In Fixing Failed States, the authors recommend 

that all statebuilding projects – whether developmental, ‘quick’, or otherwise – must be subject 

to a rigorous and thorough planning process through which donors, implementing partners, and 

host governments become aligned and thereby provide top-level governance and support to the 

projects (Ghani & Lockhart, 2008). If this happens, projects are much more likely to reap their 

intended benefits, and contribute to the broader intended outcomes of statebuilding efforts. It is 
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easy to stop the discussion after criticizing the failures of so many projects to date in achieving 

these outcomes, but, as a practitioner, is it much more interesting to try and capture this 

information and harness it, and begin the reflexive process of self-critique.  

 

Shifting the Normative Perspective  

In the past, outputs have been regarded as the ‘end’ of development projects. As 

evidenced in organizational effectiveness discussions in the data section, this was also the case in 

some UNOPS projects, at varying times. This was, and should be the last objective of such 

projects. Over the last several years, UNOPS has established an organizational focus on longer 

term impacts and applying sustainable approaches through rigorous project planning and 

implementation: outputs are but a means to an end. There has been a tendency in the past to 

identify what is wanted (predominantly by the donor first and client second) and then work out 

why it is wanted. This has real world implications; benefits and impact are then used as a means 

of justifying the costs of an initiative, rather than representing the rationale for investment. 

However, through a successful shift in the ‘normative’ thinking towards projects at UNOPS, the 

previous focus on the delivery and handover of outputs has shifted to one focused on sustainable 

outcomes for the recipient/host country, with UNOPS project implementation being a direct 

contributor to achieving these outcomes.  

 

Standardizing Project and Programme Management 

At first, it may seem counterintuitive to suggest that the international development sphere 
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adopt a standardized approach to how it manages projects and programmes21, such as the 

PRINCE2 (Projects in Controlled Environments) methodology. At first glance, this may seem 

technocratic, or perhaps even yet another indication that projects and their respective 

administrative processes are being prioritized over the larger political problematic that must be 

addressed. It may also appear like a Western-centric, and expensive credential that serves no 

purpose amidst the complexities of statebuilding efforts. However, when considered as part of 

the “inward turn” – my constructivist challenge to practitioners to assess their own capacities 

before embarking on potentially damaging statebuilding efforts such as major capacity building 

programmes – a standardized approach to managing development projects may prove extremely 

useful. Data gleaned from interviews and experts suggests that such an approach would be 

welcomed – even if at the level of single institutions - such as has been done within UNOPS, and 

is being undertaken by UN Women. In discussing the idea of a standardized approach to 

management across the line ministries in Afghanistan with an expert academic-practitioner (and 

co-author of Fixing Failed States), it was suggested that implementing a training programme 

could be extremely beneficial, not just for developing a cadre of skilled project and programme 

management experts, but in spurring ideas in an environment of commonality – between 

international and national experts.  

Institutional level efforts such as standardizing project management capabilities is simply 

‘good business’ in the private sector. Applying a standardized approach and ensuring a level of 

                                                 
21 Appreciating that there are notable differences between projects, programmes and portfolios, I will focus on the 

UNOPS and PRINCE2 project management approach. Similar guidance and best practice exists at the programme 
and portfolio level, respectively. The P3M3 model establishes the assessment criteria for these three different 
methodologies. 
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certification and expertise (employing a model of continuous improvement) is a general tenet of 

a private sector company’s continuing business justification, and at the heart of its ability to earn 

revenue and expand its presence. In multilateral agencies, such United Nations entities (UNOPS 

being the sole exception, as it is fully self-financing), a tripartite organizational reliance on ‘core’ 

financial contributions from UN member states, non-core contributions from non-UN member 

states (i.e. private donors, private sector companies, large NGOs), and self-financing through 

good budget planning and overhead costs generally comprise the financing model. The latter 

model is tenuously sustainable at best, inherently archaic, and raises concerns on its viability in a 

rapidly evolving world in which securing donor funding is not just increasingly difficult due to 

the scarcity of funds as a result of more immediate and previously unforeseen national concerns, 

but also because as we end the fifteenth year of the war in Afghanistan, member states and 

donors are growing increasingly concerned and frustrated with the lack of expected results in 

post-conflict statebuilding projects, as well as in the areas of humanitarian response and longer-

term development. Examples will be cited in the concluding section. This operating environment 

makes it much more challenging to implement ideas that might just be ‘good business’, but I 

submit that this an obstacle that can be overcome at the organizational level – as a starting point - 

as evidenced by stellar examples of self-financing and industry-leading expertise in project 

management, procurement, and infrastructure, such as is found at UNOPS. In Fixing Failed 

States, Ghani and Lockhart decry the UN for years of practicing “obfuscation and opaqueness” 

on their multi-billion-dollar project portfolio, with, as of 2008, no indication of systematic audit 

of UN agency operations in Afghanistan having been carried out (2008, pp. 215-217). 
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Trend 2: Alignment of Statebuilding Politics to Normative Projects 

Shifting from Human-Centered to Client-Centered Projects 

The second trend suggests that in statebuilding efforts, national leadership and political 

priorities are not always aligned with internationally led or supported projects and programmes, 

or if they are, conceptually, there is a gap between the overarching statebuilding political 

problematic, and the ‘human-centered’ approach to statebuilding. One of the central themes of 

my collected data was around reformation of development institutions and organizations. In 

speaking with participants, particularly those working with and for AKF and UNOPS, the data 

evidenced how the human-centered development approach could benefit from a shift towards a 

‘client-centered’ approach. Interview participants voiced their concern about the way most UN 

agencies currently receive operational funding. For example, one respondent stated,  

the model does not provide incentives to attract, hire, and retain exemplary personnel. It 

also doesn’t provide incentives to keep existing personnel interested in seeing projects 

through…the model also discourages active competition, as agencies don’t really have to 

compete for funding. Competition is a critical aspect of delivering top-level services. (A. 

Simpson, personal communication, October 2, 2015).  

 

In line with this thinking, Ghani and Lockhart make an important comparison between 

multilateral development industries and global corporations, and the state as a de-facto global 

corporation: 

The state, like the global corporation, is a cluster of organizations. As such, its 

dynamism, stasis, or failure also depends on how its leaders utilize rules to organize its 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

224 

people, assets, and internal processes toward realistic yet inspiring common goals. A 

strategy cannot be formulated unless leaders have a correct reading of the external 

environment, an understanding of their organization’s or country’s internal strengths and 

weaknesses, and the imagination to articulate a distinctive model of development. As 

consumers have acquired voice and choice, companies have had to transform themselves 

in order to be responsive to their demands. (Ghani & Lockhart, 2008, p. 170) 

 

A Human-Centered Business Model? 

Although this articulation points to the desire for a well-functioning and equipped state, 

in which all leaders are effectively working to realize the same goals, it also articulates Ghani 

and Lockhart’s expanded notion of the state, in which the social aspects of the state are given the 

utmost priority. If consumers are understood to be the citizens of the state, then Ghani and 

Lockhart are suggesting that the company, or companies that comprise the state, must respond to 

the demands of the state. 

As posited by Foucault (2003), the normative human-centric approach evidenced in the 

data highlights the shift in the role of democracy as one of power and politics, to one developed 

and managed in the social sphere. Ghani and Lockhart are clear in their definition of the state 

that a Weberian model is no longer encompassing enough. They seek limited use of force in the 

creation and management of the state. However, I find this articulation concerning, in that, using 

the examples of human-centered approaches to development outlined here thus far, the approach 

has not worked. The Afghan state has not yet been able to create unity in the ‘cluster of 

organizations’ comprising the state. The demands of the consumers are being heard (Ghani and 
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Lockhart, 2008) (REF needed), in terms of increased sovereignty and self-reliance, but is there 

danger in continuing down the normative path and implementing a human-centered approach to 

running the state? I suggest that yes, there is, and in analyzing the data, I suggest that changing 

this approach is both feasible and necessary. 

 

Complementary Policy Guidance  

OECD policy guidance on statebuilding in fragile states echoes the normative, societal 

focus proposed by Ghani and Lockhart. In “Supporting Statebuilding in Situations of Conflict 

and Fragility”, OECD suggests that: 

1. Statebuilding needs to be understood in the context of state-society relations; the 

evolution of a state’s relationship with society is at the heart of statebuilding.  

2. Statebuilding is a deeply political process, and understanding the context – especially 

what is perceived as legitimate in a specific context – is crucial if international support is 

to be useful. 

3. Statebuilding is first and foremost an endogenous process; there are therefore limits as to 

what the international community can and should do.  

4. Statebuilding processes at the start of the new millennium are deeply enmeshed in 

broader global processes that can enable or constrain statebuilding. The challenge now 

lies in translating these propositions into guidance for action by policy makers and 

practitioners. (OECD, 2011 p. 11) 

Of course, there is nothing fundamentally wrong with keeping state-society relations at 

the heart of statebuilding. It is also well-noted that statebuilding is, above all, a political process 
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that should limit the influence of international actors, and that the international community must 

be alert to the way their actions can strengthen or undermine constructive state-society 

engagement, and strive to facilitate effective interactions between state and society. The OECD 

guidance, while generally vague and not prescriptive, complements the suggestions in Fixing 

Failed States. The OECD model of statehood is not without criticism, however. It has been 

referred to as “even more remote from realities in the global South than is a Weberian 

conception” (Lambach, Johais & Bayer, 2015, p. 1304). Additionally, the guidance found in the 

four statements above – in the context of designing and delivering country programmes – seems 

to fall short of truly understanding how to highlight the political problematic as the main 

criterion to building a functioning state. Instead, it reinforces the ideas – such as were 

implemented in Bosnia, Iraq, Kosovo and Afghanistan – that statebuilding should be first broken 

down into manageable components by 

prioritizing support for state functions that are strategically important for statebuilding. 

The key functions to focus on are security and justice, revenue and expenditure 

management, economic development – especially job creation – and service 

delivery…taking into account horizontal inequalities. Detailed priorities within these key 

areas always need to be formulated on the basis of the specific country context. (OECD, 

2011 p. 11) 

 

Designing and Delivering Country Programmes 

OECD provides insight into designing and delivering country programmes that also 

aligns with a local-level, human-centered approach. The first suggestion from OECD is to “view 
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all programming decisions through the lens of local statebuilding dynamics. Make the country 

context the starting point, rather than basing decisions on a development partner’s agenda” 

(2011, p. 60). It also suggests that actors 

think about the scope for supporting positive state-society dynamics that produce “win-win” 

outcomes, building on the interests of the main parties as well as other potentially 

marginalized groups whose participation may promote more inclusive, successful outcomes. 

Monitor the impact of all development partner interventions on these relationships, and aim 

to “do no harm”. (OECD, 2011, p. 60) 

The OECD guidance, published in 2011, follows a similar trajectory to efforts made in 

Bosnia in the late 1990s, and echoes many of the concepts detailed in Fixing Failed States.  

There is possible danger in highlighting select governance processes, steeped in best practices, 

that when all put together, comprise statebuilding that lacks an overarching political problematic. 

Further, when designing and delivering country programmes, the suggestion is to fully adopt a 

‘bottom-up’ approach, and look at statebuilding through a ‘local lens’. I find this contradictory, 

and more likely to promote projects that can be easily implemented locally, but fail to link to the 

larger political problematic, and encourage short-term thinking.  

The NSP addressed and provided these sorts of local-level opportunities, and encouraged 

the development of programmes via mechanisms not directly led by the state (OECD, 2010, p. 

22). The ‘cut-and-paste’ approach of prioritizing mechanistic, administrative processes which I 

have analyzed in detail in this paper, with an eye towards reforming in the practitioner sphere of 

influence, was perceived by many as focusing too much on systems, and too little on people. It 

created a platform that allowed for a simple continuation of normative ‘development’ behavior, 
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in which responsibilities were evaded by key actors. As Ghani and Lockhart note, the NSP made 

individuals feel, for the first time, that they were citizens of a state (2008, pp. 206). 

 

Human-Centered “Win-Win” Outcomes 

On an important note, the guidance also reinforces the consideration of human-centered 

‘state-society’ dynamics, and suggests projects should be designed to consider the needs of both 

powerful and marginalized groups. It is claimed that this approach will lead to ‘win-win’ 

outcomes. This is another example of how democracy and the concept of the state has shifted 

from being a political process driven by dynamics of power and control, to that of the 

‘Aristotelian hesitation’, where democracy no longer legitimizes power, but serves merely as a 

negative or limiting factor, serving to diversify and disperse governance within society 

(Chandler, 2013, pp. 153-154). In this environment, can the efforts truly succeed? 

In reviewing the guidance, I was encouraged, but not convinced that an overarching function for 

the “political process” of statebuilding is well defined. As such, this could be more explicitly 

linked with concrete examples (if any) in future iterations of best practice guidance. This may 

serve to mitigate opportunities to simply ‘prioritize’ administrative processes and challenge 

projects that are designed to include everyone, regardless of if or how this will be accomplished, 

and with links to the intended outcomes clearly articulated. 

 

Trait Taking and Trait Making 

In recognizing the difference between substituting capacity and building it, the KAC 

programme presented in the date chapter addresses the issue of evading responsibility. As 
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economist Albert Hirschman writes in Development Projects Observed, donors and 

implementers are faced with the dilemma of either taking local ‘traits’ as given, unchangeable 

aspects of the operating environment and then importing the required ‘traits’ in the form of 

international technical assistance. In keeping with the idea of evading responsibility, a project 

donor or implementer will choose to do this where it is either easiest to do so, or where the 

process by which a project is delivered is irrelevant and the primary consideration is the end 

product or output is simply delivered (Hirschman, Sunstein, & Alacevich, 2014, p. 121). 

Hirschman’s points on international partners being focused on outputs, not outcomes, is 

precisely the challenge UNOPS sought to overcome by revising its strategic approach to 

managing projects. Hirschman states that a project designed by an international consulting firm 

and then implemented by an international contractor according to donor agency priorities would 

be considered purely ‘trait taking’. This might be suitable if the project is a one-off road building 

project and all that matters is that the road exists and where its maintenance needs can be 

satisfied by relatively unskilled labor, but a ‘trait making’ project would be designed (with donor 

support) by local firms or institutions, and implemented by local contractors, in accordance with 

national development priorities (Hirschman et al., 2014, p. 134). 

 

A Post-Weberian Afghanistan? 

In Fixing Failed States, Ghani and Lockhart present rationale for the strengths of a 

citizen-based approach to statebuilding: a new legal compact between citizen, state and the 

market, not a top-down imposition of the state. They state, 

the forty to sixty states now in crisis cannot follow Europe’s path to state formation from 
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the sixteenth to the twentieth century. While the legitimate use of force is an important 

criterion in defining states, it is no longer the sole criterion. Our task is to establish 

legitimate states at a time when the use of force has reached its limit. States now derive 

their legitimacy from performing specific functions in the economic, social and political 

domains….it is neither credible nor feasible to impose order from the top down. Rather, 

the solution must come through establishing legitimacy in the eyes of the international 

community and a country’s citizens. It does not make sense to conceive of sovereignty as 

an untrammeled right, divorced from obligations both to the population governed and to 

the international community of states (Ghani & Lockhart, 2008, p. 7). 

 

Ghani and Lockhart reject the ‘top-down’ approach, and promote a more holistic view of 

statebuilding that considers external partners as necessary actors in the formation of a 

contemporary state. They consider the use of force to be a hindrance to statebuilding; they are 

rejecting the Weberian model of the state, or a “community that successfully claims a monopoly 

over the legitimate use of violence within a given territory” (1919). Citing the example of Iraq, 

Ghani and Lockhart state that “the $300 billion in expenditures, the deaths of thousands of 

military personnel, the wounds of thousands more, the millions in refuge and the massive loss of 

Iraqi civilian life (with no appreciable results in the political settlement) clearly underline the 

limitations of imposed authority” (2008, p. 27). 

Yet, in rejecting the importance of addressing the root cause of Afghanistan’s instability 

– the inability of the state to claim a monopoly over the legitimate use of violence within its 

territory – Ghani and Lockhart are essentially buying into the model that they further critique in 
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their book: the idea that building sovereign capacity alongside external actors is the just 

alternative to the use of force. Again, as in the Bosnia example, this approach prioritizes the 

enhancement of functions of democratic rule above the larger political problematic – and is 

particularly highlighted by the fact that the approach to capacity building was first explored 

around security sector reform.  

If this is the case, and if Afghanistan to this day remains incapable of achieving the 

notion of Weberian state security, or as proposed by Ghani and Lockhart – rejecting it - then why 

undertake capacity building in other domains at all? Especially if they create such perverse 

effects such as a second civil service, which per World Bank efforts, takes at a minimum fifteen 

years to identify and reintegrate into the existing governance structures, at the cost of hundreds 

of millions of dollars, such as was evidenced in the Capacity Building for Results Facility? This 

example points to the concerns raised earlier in the Bosnia case: by prioritizing components of 

democracy such as limited capacity building efforts that lack coherence and/or the overarching 

connecting principle of addressing the larger political problematic – that being Afghanistan as a 

true Weberian state, where it assumes control of its population through the legitimate use of 

force – the international model is failing the people of Afghanistan.  

The example of a security sector reform capacity-building programme, in lieu of a formal 

(militaristic) attempt to successfully claim a monopoly over the legitimate use of violence – due 

to the ‘lite’ interest of the Western coalition is another example of Empire in Denial: the 

coalition denies its own power and capability in not successfully claiming a monopoly over the 

legitimate use of violence in Afghanistan. As of today, Afghan forces lack this capability. If the 

coalition and its Afghan partners lack this capability together, then it raises serious questions as 
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to why development efforts even continue – if we are to reject Ghani and Lockhart’s proposal for 

a ‘new approach’, and assume that a Weberian definition of state control is desirable in 

Afghanistan.  Further, an example such as the CBR project suggests that a lack of coherence – or 

more likely expertise – in providing capacity building solutions is lacking in the international 

development sphere. This must be addressed.  

 

The Role of the State in a Human-Centered Framework  

 The role of the state – which is by classical definition – to control, manage and direct its 

citizens, plays a secondary role to the efforts of development actors to address human-centered 

problems. It is interesting to note that this shift may in fact prove to be quite benevolent in 

nature; in tracing the rise of the human-centered approach via liberal interventions and the 

Responsibility to Protect in an increasingly interconnected world, we should not disregard the 

role that our collective conscience and moral ethos may have in moving our thinking away from 

modernist approaches to political power and sovereignty, and towards a post-liberal human-

centric world. 

 As referenced in the data, in his interview, “Aga Khan’s Aleem Walji: Leading by 

mistakes to innovate”, Walji adheres to the idea that embracing failure is important. While 

largely out of the scope of this dissertation, it is interesting to note that this sort of language has 

become quite popular in the development industry, and may in fact signal a shift in thinking to a 

perspective where failures are re-framed as successes, in that they are heralded as lesson-learning 

opportunities where ‘inside-out’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches can be reinforced. The question is 

whether this re-framing to embrace failure is truly an honest one, or if it is more of an indication 
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of false humility that allows for external actors to distance themselves from failure by local 

recipients. Walji states, 

if we assume that we know the answer from outside, that will be a mistake. We have to 

rely on local intelligence. We have to rely on local partners; we have to rely on the 

communities themselves that tell us what are the most important things we can do to 

improve the quality of their lives. (Pasquini, 2016) 

 

So why do development industry leaders like AFK-A employ a “human-centered” 

approach? Is it just because this is the ‘normative’, tried-and-true model to secure donor 

funding? Does the approach limit results? How does this approach mesh with responsibilities 

such as found in delivering the BPHS for the under-staffed Ministry of Health Services, where 

by providing basic and essential services on behalf of the government during a period of 

transition, the organization is being tasked with performing one of the most important functions 

of the state? Should they really be demonstrating that they “are not going anywhere”? Should 

they be taking a long-term view with a focus on the communities via organic, ‘bottom-up’ 

projects, or should they be addressing the gap in state functions and addressing the fact that 

Afghanistan has not yet established a credible, legitimate political governance structure? Does 

‘long-term planning’ in the eyes of Walji mean forever, or just until these structures are in place? 

Although we are not talking about humanitarian assistance, I find it concerning that ‘long-term 

planning’ is emphasized, instead of the more obvious idea of a well-thought out ‘exit strategy’. 

To take an extreme example, what if a large international development organization were tasked 

with building a camp for internally displaced persons, and told the camp population that they 
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plan to be there forever, maintaining that camp and providing basic and essential services for a 

very long time? Indeed, this may be true, and may be a sad reality in context. Walji mentions a 

similar example about Syria. Although he is referring to the committed presence of AKDN 

during the war, one cannot help but feel discouraged by a statement that suggests there is no end 

in sight to the need for the organization’s services. This example, while perhaps harsh and 

perhaps even realistic, underscores the idea that the normative framework embraced by many 

development organizations and actors is misaligned, in that it creates a perpetuating cycle of 

donor-funded development projects that are not intended to disappear in the short term, or even 

worse, cannot actually disappear because the role of the state in the transition process is too 

unclear, and too weak. If we look at this example in the context of the 2012 Tokyo conference, 

we can extract a sense of frustration in the progress to move forward the statebuilding agenda of 

the previous decade. Arguably, many positive changes were accomplished in the complex 

operating environment, but in entering the ‘Transformation’ decade, one would hope the 

progress is faster, and with a greater commitment to focusing on the political requirements for a 

fully-transitioned Afghan state. 

 

On Freedom 

Freedom is the guiding principle of the human-centered approach. In Society Must Be 

Defended, Foucault identifies the shift from a pre-Cold War classical liberal understanding of 

freedom, which is driven by state-based, sovereign and disciplinary power, to a human-centered 

approach that identifies “the population as a political problem” and, notes that for humans, “their 

environment, the milieu in which they live … to the extent that it is not a natural 
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environment…has been created by the population and therefore has effects on that population” 

(2003, p. 245). Foucault states that in this new framing – the human-centered approach to 

governance has an indirect role on societies through shaping the intersubjective processes of 

societal life itself. In the classical framework, governance was applied through the formal 

application of law, as prescribed to citizens. 

As Amartya Sen posits in his 1999 book, Development as Freedom, expansion of 

freedom is now both the primary end and the principal means of development; development 

consists in the removal of various types of unfreedoms that leave people with little choice and 

little opportunity of exercising their reasoned agency (Sen, 1999, p. XI). Alkire writes in 

“Human Development: Definition, Critiques, and Related Concepts”, human development now 

“aims to enlarge people’s freedoms to do and be what they value and have reason to value…it 

also empowers people to engage actively in development on our shared planet. It is people-

centered…human development is development by the people, of the people and for the people” 

(2010, p. 27).  

In Sen’s reading, the human is the center of the entire social system, which has now 

enveloped the classical concept of state-based power over the citizen. In fact,   

societal arrangements, involving many institutions (the state, the market, the legal 

system, political parties, the media, public interest groups and public discussion forums, 

among others) are investigated in terms of their contribution to enhancing and 

guaranteeing the substantive freedoms of individuals, seen as active agents of change, 

rather than as passive recipients of dispensed benefits. (Sen, 1999, p. XI-XIII) 
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Thus, governments are supposedly responsible for enabling and enhancing individual 

freedoms in the human-centered approach. The major shift is this role of government: in a 

human-centered framing it is no longer conceived as “wise management directing or controlling 

society as in the pre-liberal or pre-modern age…nor is government based on the autonomy of the 

political sphere and teleologies of material development and calculative progress, as in the age of 

modern mass society and the nation state” (Chandler, 2013, p. 11). Instead, government is now 

intricately linked with the enhancement of societal processes, and no longer sits above the 

societal framework in a position of power. As Sen notes, and as echoed in the UNDP literature 

on human development, all agency in development rests with the individual; yet the individual 

remains vulnerable and in need of external assistance. The individual is thereby both the ends 

and the means of ‘development as freedom’ (Chandler, 2013, p. 11). This notion is also raised in 

relation to the earlier discussion on Ghani and Lockhart’s ten functions of the state.  

 

A Note on the Aga Khan Foundation 

The reason for highlighting the honorable and long-standing work of AKF Afghanistan 

and the broader AKDN is not to criticize the work they are doing in improving the lives of 

people in thousands of communities around the world. Rather, it is to identify and assess the 

normative ‘human-centered’ framework within which they operate. In assisting others and 

providing tangible, important social improvements for communities, AKF benefits from its long-

term strategic approach and commitment to crafting local-level solutions: a true ‘bottom-up, 

human-centered’ approach. However, this approach is inherently apolitical (or post-liberal), in 

that it only addresses organic, local issues. A central component of the human-centered approach 
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is the problematization of the human subject: the local actors who the projects are designed for 

are viewed as problems, in that these human subjects are products of their societal environment 

and this societal environment acts upon these subjects and transforms them – in a negative way – 

barring their development. Development assistance is thus intended to transform these 

beneficiaries into agents of change. Yet, human-centered development, in focusing on individual 

subjects, deprioritizes the political character of development projects.  The human-centered 

approach largely addresses the social aspects of the human environment, and by attempting to 

change them to transform people’s lives, does not address the larger political problematic that 

exists at the state level in statebuilding efforts. Further, development efforts are framed in a 

‘long-term view’ that distorts the understanding and classification of development projects.  

 

Are Largesse and Commitment Enough? 

The shift to human-centered development is also an indication of the international 

community’s desire to deny traditional ideas of empire in relation to statebuilding and the 

promotion of democracy in weak states. This is not to say that classical notions of empire and 

heavy-handed imperialistic solutions should be reconsidered; rather, it is to point out that the 

current trajectory of statebuilding and IR could benefit from greater analysis of how the 

international community can remain committed to ensuring the meaningful, lasting, and 

appropriate political processes are developed in the places where they intervene. It is concerning 

to assess the Afghanistan situation and see a visible trend of the evasion of responsibility by 

external actors in the internationalized statebuilding process. There are of course positive trends 

underway as well; baseline indicators across key aspects of development continue to rise such as 
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neonatal, maternal and infant survival rates, access to education, and macro-economic growth. In 

Fixing Failed States, Ghani and Lockhart highlight the problem of responsibility as one of the 

most critical underpinnings of statebuilding efforts in failed or failing states. They believe that 

international agencies, in simply fulfilling their normative duties, lack an understanding of shared 

responsibility, a vision of co-produced outcomes, or an international role that does not involve, at 

one extreme, imposed solutions that amount to hubris or, at the other extreme, a type of benign 

neglect that consigns the international community to the role of interested observer (2008, p. 6). 

This study seeks to reflect on such a problem. 

  

Trend 3: Prioritizing Administrative Elements of Statebuilding Projects 

Bosnia: Prioritizing Rule of Law 

The third trend proposed from the data is the prioritization of administrative aspects of 

statebuilding over political components of statebuilding. As evidenced in the Bosnia case study, 

an administratively heavy, internationalized governance structure led to feelings of discontent, 

and in fact remains in place to this day. One of the main issues in the Bosnia statebuilding model 

is the separation of rule of law from democratic process. The process of installing rule of law 

was prioritized above a true, legitimate democratic process. As Chandler states in “The problems 

of nation-building: imposing bureaucratic rule from above,” this approach suggests that the legal 

framework is the basis on which statebuilding efforts can be shaped and guided (2004, p. 588). 

Ghani and Lockhart echo this normative behavior in Fixing Failed States, whilst also warning 

that rule of law requires legitimacy through the eyes of the citizens: 

Rather than cohering around the idea of the use of force, the state today coalesces around 
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the rule of law. The common thread running through the history of political thought is 

that a distinctive form of collective power resides in the rules. Rules are resources that 

can be used to generate collective power; without active citizens, however, who reflect on 

and consent to these rules, there can be no legitimacy. (2008, pp. 120-121) 

 

Yet, the ‘guinea pig’ feeling (as mentioned in the data chapter) is most certainly real for the 

Bosnian people; such a process – creating a modern state by prioritizing rule of law through 

externally prescribed quotas and checks and balances - had never been tried before. The attempts 

to ameliorate ethnic tensions by imposing laws that sought political equality in a democratic 

structure did not reduce ethnic division; in many cases, it institutionalized it in a legalistic 

manner. This raises questions for the Afghanistan case, where the democratic process and rule of 

law remain murky and overall, not enforceable. Foreign troops continue to seek the reduction of 

violence in Afghanistan, evidence that rule of law does not yet exist: indeed, Afghanistan 

remains a failed state by definition. In “Failed States in a World of Terror”, Robert Rotberg 

defines failed states as those “incapable of projecting power and asserting authority within their 

own borders, leaving their territories governmentally empty” (2002, p. 5). 

The other concern is how the Bosnian example has become naturalized as a success story 

in the IR sphere, and may pave the way for future ‘best practices’. There is a growing concern 

that the Bosnia example, led by its rule of law approach, is becoming increasingly advocated for 

in ‘lessons learned’ approaches to statebuilding following recent international experiences; an 

idea that runs counter to the logic that what is really needed is an approach with greater levels of 

political legitimacy (Chandler, 2006, p. 166). This returns our analysis to the discussion of ‘top-



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

240 

down’ versus ‘bottom-up’ approaches; I submit that this argument of one-versus-the-other 

continues to shackle the international community into believing that the prior is undesirable due 

to its imperialistic tendencies, and thus the latter must inherently hold ‘good enough’ solutions, 

because they have a proven record of creating at least some positive benefits at the local level. I 

maintain that in recognizing the limitations of both approaches, the answer will not be found in 

one or the other. Rather, international interventions must be reframed to position efforts around 

the overarching political problematic in the country being intervened in. The ‘human-centered’ 

approach must be reassessed. In the so-called ‘bottom-up’ approach, programmatic efforts must 

not undermine the legitimacy of the national political framework, by working around it to create 

only local-level agency, which may be benevolent in nature, but also weakening the idea of the 

human ‘beneficiary’ as an agent with transformative powers of its surroundings, and not just one 

impacted by these surroundings. In the so-called ‘top-down’ approach, administrative processes 

– whether externally crafted or co-crafted with internal leadership in this new era of ‘shared 

sovereignty’ – must not prioritize individual components of democracy such as the rule of law 

above the establishment of functioning democracy itself.  

In Afghanistan, this problematic is well recognized by the government, who continue to 

work to coordinate the efforts of the international community insofar as that they are employ a 

common framework and can be categorically managed, as evidenced in the Tokyo declaration, 

and reiterated on many occasions by the Karzai and Ghani administrations to multilateral 

agencies such as UNOPS, UNDP, and the World Bank. The ‘how’ to do this of course raises the 

contentious concept of ‘capacity-building’, which has long been a sore-point for Afghan 

leadership when it comes to employing international expertise for statebuilding initiatives. 
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(Capacity building will be discussed in the following section, under Trend 4). This is further 

compounded by the fact that a weak state in a failed state context like Afghanistan admittedly 

does not have the resources required to categorically manage and control such gargantuan efforts 

(such as streamlining all aid monies).  

In returning to the Bosnia case, simply put, rule of law cannot be implemented by 

external actors. It may be arguable that experienced international experts can craft and pass 

extremely good laws that can be adopted in conflict and post-conflict countries, but this approach 

fails to address the political legitimacy required for those laws to become embedded in the 

societal fabric. 

 

After Dayton 

The Dayton Agreement continues to be discussed as a potential model by Western 

politicians and leaders for ending various conflicts and sectarian violence around the globe, most 

recently for Syria, Ukraine and Iraq (Gilbert & Mujanović, 2016, p. 605). While the Dayton 

Agreement was intended primarily to end the war and ensure no return to significant armed 

conflict, for many people in BiH “it is also associated with ushering in a political-economic order 

of inequality and dispossession, not only of the means of dignified livelihood, but of a future and 

the agentive capacities to shape that future” (Gilbert & Mujanović, 2016, p. 605) on account of 

how the agreement handed the ultimate political power to an external body, and imposed cultural 

quotas into the democratic governance structures. We also see a continued narrative here with 

Bosnia where statebuilding becomes a secondary effort, which was also reflected in the US 

administration’s discourse after intervening in Afghanistan. While BiH’s statebuilding case is 
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different than Afghanistan’s, when examining the lead role of the EU in the case of BiH, US 

international relations theorist Robert Keohane argues that the EU has been the leading 

experimental force in developing new approaches to post-conflict state management, 

demonstrating that regaining sovereignty need not be one’s long-term objective (2002, p. 756). 

Thus, in looking at the Afghan case, Keohane endorses the adoption of the Dayton Agreement 

model. In the 2002 article, “Ironies of sovereignty: The European Union and the United States” 

Keohane goes as far as to say that “the European experience suggests that the Afghans should 

not necessarily seek a sovereign Afghanistan to fight over among themselves. Instead, Afghans 

and their friends should try to design institutions for Afghanistan that would enable external 

authorities to maintain order” (p. 757). 

Keohane is asking the question, should Afghanistan have been (or now be) a 

protectorate? As noted earlier, it is interesting to observe Afghanistan’s deviation from the 

protectorate models of Bosnia and Kosovo. While there are of course numerous factors at play as 

to why Afghanistan was not envisioned as a potential protectorate by the intervening actors, 

including the fact that Afghanistan – as was its sovereign right - refused to submit to the idea of 

external leadership – the protectorate option may have certainly yielded dynamics of an entirely 

different nature. In 2009, President Barack Obama stated that Afghanistan would not become a 

"permanent protectorate" of the United States, as he defended his decision to begin withdrawing 

U.S. forces in July 2011: 

There are…elements in Afghanistan who would be perfectly satisfied to make Afghanistan 

a permanent protectorate of the United States, in which they carry no burden, in which 

we're paying for a military in Afghanistan that preserves their security and their 
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prerogatives. That's not what the American people signed up for when they went into 

Afghanistan in 2001. They signed up to go after al-Qaeda. (2009) 

 

Obama’s statement may be interpreted as nothing more than an argumentum ad populum – an 

assurance to the American public – but clearly, in 2009, the idea of US permanence in Afghanistan 

was not his priority. In an abrupt shift, however, Obama’s advisors (and some of this study’s 

respondents) strongly suggested he pursue a different course of action, and in 2016 Obama stated 

that that he planned to leave 8,400 American troops in Afghanistan until the end of his term, further 

slowing the drawdown in a 14-year war (Landler, Shear, Mashal & Fahim, 2016). Obama stated 

that he now better understood the realities in Afghanistan: “It is going to continue to take time to 

build up military capacity that we sometimes take for granted. Given the enormous challenges they 

face, the Afghan people will need the partnership of the world, led by the United States, for many 

years to come” (Landler et al., 2016). 

Obama’s willingness to challenge the norms of the American populist perspective of 

ending the Afghanistan war and to deviate from the original path is certainly a win for the 

constructivists in the IR sphere, but this does not translate into any assurances for the future of 

Afghanistan. The Afghan and US governments do not have many positive post-colonial 

comparable outcomes to work with (and even less post-Cold War examples) that would suggest 

an Afghanistan Protectorate would be beneficial in any way to anyone – but again, this idea that 

the US did not invade Afghanistan with an intent to stay, and then ended up staying for the next 

decade and a half – seems to say a lot more about the US and its lack of vision around 

Afghanistan’s future stability than it does about Afghanistan. This was also evidenced in the 
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interview discussion around security, and how coalition troops effectively ‘learned the hard way’ 

that they could not replicate their model from Iraq, in Afghanistan.  

Further, the indications that the US and its allies had not plan for longer-term engagement 

in Afghanistan suggests that the intent to apply coercive force to remove the threats to US security 

interests and then leave was impacted first by the humanitarian appeal, and then second, by the 

hubristic idea that installing a stand-alone democracy and rebuilding Afghanistan into a sovereign 

state could be done ‘on the cheap’, and with a ‘lite’ touch. The intervening parties have denied 

their responsibility – and thus their true power – in adopting a normative approach to statebuilding 

efforts in a complex, post-conflict (or trans-national conflict) setting that has made democratic 

gains, but continues to struggle in the face of continuous violence, anarchic mélange, poverty, and 

geopolitical discord. 

  The important findings here are to question the decision-making process behind making 

the choice to stay, the seriousness of the international community in committing to the principles 

behind ‘building sovereignty’ alongside Afghan partners, and identify tangible, evidence-based 

ways to improve the efforts, and, if possible, re-frame them to open up a new world of possibilities, 

by first understanding the current context with much more clarity. Rather than present a heavy-

handed critique of what went wrong, my primary objective is to paint a picture of the Afghan case 

as it currently stands on the linear tapestry of post-Cold War interventions, and use the emerging 

picture to highlight opportunities for our collective human potential to address some of the key 

issues that practitioners of statebuilding must grapple with. I will build further on the idea of 

humans as transformative subjects, rather than as subjects in need of transformation, in the 

concluding chapter of this study.  



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

245 

 

Trend 4: Capacity Building 

Trend four analyzes the weakness of capacity-building schemes in contemporary 

statebuilding efforts, with evidence from Bosnia and Afghanistan. While the data showed 

evidence of newer projects such as the KAC programme that are proving more successful in 

building national capacities, overall the trend demonstrated that, per the theory of Empire of 

Denial, national capacities are not adequately developed before elements of statebuilding are 

handed over from international partners. The example of the Bosnian protectorate as an initially 

externally regulated statebuilding effort (through the OHR) was not replicated in Afghanistan. 

With the Afghanistan case (and subsequently, Iraq), the concept of statebuilding through 

international partnerships as the means to build up and enhance governance capacities has 

increasingly replaced external pressures, in that the core problem of non-Western states is 

considered that of state capacity. Thus, today’s embraced ‘solution’ to the problem of state 

capacity lies with the shared responsibilities of the non-Western state and international 

institutions to build the state capacities together (Chandler, 2006, p. 38).  

In Nation-Building: Beyond Afghanistan and Iraq, Fukuyama states that in Afghanistan, 

during the period 2001-2003, the recent Balkan crises reinforced that the coalition should focus 

first on the problem of sovereignty and then, with that identity firmly in place, address the issue 

of legitimacy; “on this point, the international community spoke with one voice” (2008, p. 109). 

Clearly, Fukuyama recognizes that this approach did not achieve the intended objectives, and I 

will refrain from further criticism of the deed as done. However, I would like to highlight the 

link between the Bosnian example and Afghanistan. Sovereignty in Bosnia was ‘built’ via the 
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prioritization of rule of law functions; these in fact did serve to quell the horrific violence 

experienced in the region, and so it is somewhat understandable that such an approach would be 

applied in the Afghan context. In fact, after Bosnia, both the Afghanistan and Iraq cases 

reinforced the normative ideology that the first priority of nation-builders must be to establish or 

maintain security for the civilian population and to build on that security to push the post-conflict 

society toward the rule of law.  

This is why the ‘lite’ approach in Afghanistan has proven extremely problematic. Simply 

put, too few troops on the ground pursuing a mission that was too narrowly defined (winning the 

global war on terror rather than fostering successful nation building) allowed various warlords, 

drug traders, Taliban, al-Qaeda, other Islamist militants, and concomitant corruption to return, 

survive, or arise (Fukuyama, 2008, pp. 148-149). At first, the coalition denied their role in 

statebuilding altogether. Then, after realizing that the war could not be won quickly, the ‘lite’ 

approach was revisited in a contradictory way: stabilizing the country would be done as part of 

the longer-term plan to impose rule of law by developing Afghan capacity from the inside. The 

solution: capacity-building within the central government to fill the security gap through a 

programme of security sector reform (SSR).  

Fukuyama states that there is an inherent trade-off in the heavy versus light footprint 

decision in statebuilding in terms of the choice between capacity building and sovereignty: if 

existing institutional capacity is lacking, then the size of the international footprint and the level 

of international involvement will have significant implication for the governance of the country 

(Fukuyama, 2008, p. 160). If early sovereignty is a priority and capacity is lacking, a light UN or 

US footprint will delay and possibly even cripple capacity development (Fukuyama, 2008, pp. 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

247 

160-61). Yet, what Fukuyama is suggesting is paradoxical to the underlying problem that has 

plagued capacity-building efforts for the last decade in Afghanistan. He is claiming that the 

greater the inequalities at play in the relationship between non-Western states and international 

institutions, the more grandiose the partnership must be. This would in turn imply that if more 

forces will not be committed to the overarching security issue then more international experts are 

required for capacity building, to compensate for the reduced lite footprint. This is an interesting 

point; as we see from World Bank example evidenced in the data chapter, this exact situation 

culminated in a decade-long capacity-building conundrum in Afghanistan referred to as ‘the 

second civil service’.  

 Returning to the examples from the World Bank and NATO-ISAF, the Afghan model of 

capacity building demonstrates an evolution from the Bosnian model, where the host country 

was all but absent in the formative years of the post-conflict efforts, where policy frameworks 

were created through the externally run OHR, and handed over to hand-picked national 

politicians comprising a politically balanced government. In the Afghanistan model in the 2000s, 

the ‘host country’ booked the meeting rooms but the ‘guests’ came along with the policy 

frameworks (Chandler, 2006, p. 39). This was largely mirrored in the military sphere, where 

capacity-building programmes in SSR saw Afghan troops trained by international experts to 

carry out and eventually, lead stabilization missions. These external policy prescriptions – as 

experienced in Bosnia, closely tie international aid to new institutional frameworks of regulation 

and monitoring. This in effect transforms external assistance from being a subject of 

international relations, between states, to one of domestic politics and management and 

administration (Chandler, 2006, p. 39). Both the Bosnian and Afghan models enmeshed subjects 
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of the state into international institutional governance frameworks, which has been proposed as 

one of the cornerstones of ‘building sovereignty’. However, this approach muddies the lines of 

responsibility and accountability – particularly in the Afghan model where the national 

government is tasked with the democratic governance of the country and therefore also must take 

the ultimate responsibility for security sector reform and control – whereas in Bosnia the 

accountability for governance rested with the OHR. The approach, which is exemplified through 

the World Bank issue of the Afghan ‘second civil service’, also skews the power dynamics 

behind the mechanisms. In a capacity-building environment where ‘sovereignty building’ 

policies and rule of law frameworks cannot be established without the consent of the 

international community, who really holds the decision-making power to influence the direction 

that statebuilding efforts take? Is this perceived as legitimate in the eyes of the citizens? How can 

this be done better going forward? 

 

Trend 5: The Continuation of Afghanistan’s Great Game and State Legitimacy 

Legitimacy and Statebuilding 

The fifth trend is the continuation of the ‘Great Game’ in Afghanistan, and the impacts 

that the Great Game has on perceptions of state legitimacy. The whole statebuilding effort in 

Afghanistan continues to be plagued by the evolving and competing geopolitical interests and 

strategies of other nations that seek continuing instability in the country. The Great Game and 

some of these key actors and countries have been detailed in a previous chapter. The Great 

Game, when considered alongside the theories suggested in this paper, contributes to the ongoing 

difficulties that Afghanistan faces in garnering governmental legitimacy in the eyes of its 
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citizens. Unfortunately, there is a rather anarchic component to the game, and there are no easy 

remedies for such a complex and broad issue. However, as described in the Bosnia example, 

development practitioners have recognized that top-down, externally managed models of 

statebuilding will fail if they clash with local perceptions about what constitutes legitimate public 

authority. This has also been well documented in the case of Afghanistan. Further, it is here that 

the persistent issue of Afghanistan’s Great Game can be raised to question to feasibility of 

Afghanistan becoming a legitimate, standalone, secure democracy. 

 The issue of legitimacy presents a number of substantial dilemmas in the context of this 

dissertation, especially when considering how to build projects that address the overarching 

political problematic (more ‘top-down’), and when recognizing the importance of ‘bottom-up’ 

projects such as the NSP that serve to empower and create voice for individuals and employ 

strategies that blend traditional, indigenous and customary practices with Western democratic 

frameworks, adjacent to concerns or perceptions of national governance structures. For instance, 

the development partner community may be committed to supporting statebuilding that is in 

keeping with international human rights norms or rational-legal notions of legal accountability – 

but this might not match local beliefs and traditions about how power is best exercised (OECD, 

2010c).  

The NSP, as evidenced in the data chapter, also demonstrates some good practices in 

blending or fusing ideas that incorporate traditional authorities and practices with formal state 

structures (such as created through Western concepts, i.e. the Afghan constitution), to enhance 

ground-level development. Clements (2008) refers to this emerging concept as “grounded 

legitimacy” but warns that this hybrid legitimacy must be led by domestic actors, and that 
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external actors should only have a facilitating or catalytic role in creating space or opportunity 

for such interaction to take place. As OECD states, “statebuilding involves a complex process of 

navigating through the different narratives of legitimacy and systems of trust as the basis for 

constructing widely held or common understandings of state-society relations and public 

authority” (OECD, 2011, p. 38). Frankly, there is no proven way to do this. This dissertation 

only aims to consider small ways in which the process might be made easier. 

 

Concluding Thoughts on Findings and Analysis: Looking Past Hybrid Political Orders 

 This chapter has identified five trends from the data collected. These trends are: 1) the 

scope and expectations of overarching national statebuilding projects, 2) that national leadership 

and political priorities are not often aligned with projects and programmes, or if they are, 

conceptually, there is a gap between the overarching statebuilding political problematic, and a 

‘human-centered’ approach to statebuilding, 3) the prioritization of administrative aspects of 

statebuilding over political components of statebuilding, such as rule of law, 4)  the weakness of 

internationally supported capacity-building schemes in contemporary statebuilding efforts, and 

5) the continuation, in various forms, of the ‘Great Game’ in Afghanistan, and its impacts on 

state legitimacy.  

 The data collection and subsequent analysis of this study leads me to believe that the 

development industry continues to toe the line between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ by focusing 

on the middle space, in which ‘hybrid political orders’ can be created. (‘Hybrid political orders’ 

will be discussed further in the following chapter.) The OECD guidance takes great pains to 

detail the considerations of legitimizing statebuilding efforts by considering all actors, 
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perspectives, and risks, and must remain an endogenous process. The guidance also makes it 

clear that in such a process, external assistance must reorient itself into an important, but 

subordinate role. Ghani has been successful in demanding this reorientation in the case of 

Afghanistan, as the country moves into the decade of transformation. The idea of ‘building 

sovereignty’ remains, but it too is shifting in how it is led. However, I argue that the ‘hybrid 

political’ order is not much further forward from where I began the analysis in this dissertation. 

Focusing on the middle-ground, as evidenced in the World Bank report that suggests an 

increased focus on building local government institutions, continues to deprioritize the political 

problematic over that of the human-centered, social focus of development efforts. If we follow 

this line of thinking, as well as that proposed by Ghani and Lockhart, then ‘the state’ should run 

like a set of closely linked institutions (or companies), that deliver discrete products, which are 

designed and built after public consultation and social engineering. This democratic approach 

lends itself well to the situation of once a state is functioning. It does not lend itself well to the 

requirements of fixing a failed state. In looking at the interview data, participant observation and 

content analysis in this dissertation, the role of external actors in the approach seems to suggest 

opportunity for internationals to continue to focus on issues that seem to lend themselves to 

relatively easy implementation (Boege, et al., 2008, p. 15). In doing so, the potential for evading 

responsibilities is not mitigated, but accepted. In the working paper “On Hybrid Political Orders 

and Emerging States: State Formation in the Context of Fragility”, Boege et al. write that 

assessing these kinds of problems has attracted relatively little scholarly attention, particularly in 

relation to local traditional forms of governance and their interaction with national state-based 

and international endeavors; more research is needed on the potential capacities of hybrid 
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political orders, to determine in more detail how hybridity can be utilized for peacebuilding, 

good (enough) governance and development (Boege, et al., 2008, p. 16).   

Similarly, in asking ‘how can we deliver better capacity-building programmes?’ I suggest 

the answer is by assessing our own internal capacity to deliver them, and then implementing a 

rigorous reform project to increase this capacity. If, as Fukuyama states, “the institutional 

capacity [of international institutions] to rebuild a war-torn country rapidly does not seem to 

exist” (2008. p. 148), then why are we, as practitioners, not addressing the root cause of this 

problem? If Fukuyama is correct in his observation, then it would appear that perpetuating a 

model of exported democracy and capacity-building – whether in co-operation with a weaker 

state, or in spite of it – ignores the issue that perhaps, it is the international experts that require 

adequate training (and certification) to demonstrate that they are capable of being tasked with 

such enormous responsibilities such as building the capacity of host governments. This 

observation suggests a mixture of attitudes and behavior are currently at play in the normative 

approach: hubris, as well as the belief that what we are doing as international experts is helping, 

not hindering. In looking at the data coming from linear post-Cold War interventions and taking 

seriously the perverse effects stemming from some of our actions, I argue that we owe it to 

ourselves – and to our international partners – to look more deeply than this. 
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Overview 

 The findings and analysis of this research study give rise to some implications for the 

future of statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, as well as for other future statebuilding scenarios. 

In assessing what some elements of the statebuilding project looked like in Afghanistan during 

the ‘Transition’ period, and questioning how impactful were they, this study can also ask, how 

should the statebuilding project look in the ‘Transformation’ decade, and beyond? 

 This chapter will briefly position of Afghanistan on the spectrum of evolving 

statebuilding models over the past six decades. I will then consider the implications of opening 

up dialogue and discussion on applicable statebuilding models, and discuss the importance of the 

link between legitimacy and capacity when undertaking internationally supported statebuilding 

initiatives. 

 Finally, in looking ahead to Afghanistan’s Transformation decade, this chapter will 

address the implications of not changing the normative behaviors evidenced in contemporary 

statebuilding projects. In doing so, I will re-examine the concept of ‘people as problems’, in 

order to articulate a position on the risks of normative behavior. 

 The concluding chapter of this study is then presented. 

 

A History of Failure 

Unfortunately, while literature and analysis is scant, there are a few studies that 

demonstrate the low success rate in externally led statebuilding projects over the past six 

decades. In their book Making War and Building Peace: United Nations Peace Operations, 
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Doyle and Sambanis surveyed 121 processes of post-conflict peacebuilding from 1945 to 1999, 

and found that less than half had achieved an end to war and violence (2006). External 

peacekeeping efforts had little to no effect on the likelihood of success, although it was noted 

that a sustainable peace was a little likelier in countries with a UN-sanctioned intervention force 

(Doyle and Sambanis, 2006). As mentioned previously, Roland Paris compared eleven UN 

missions between 1989 to 1999, and determined that only two had been successfully concluded 

(Namibia and Croatia), two had failed (Angola and Rwanda), and the remaining seven presented 

a mixed outcome (Edwards, 2010). Currently, Afghanistan is not experiencing significant 

success in becoming a standalone, democratic country, although progress is being made. It is 

even more complex when one considers what will define success in the Afghan case, as the 

protracted conflict continues and the country continues to be plagued by development issues, as 

detailed in previous chapters. 

 

Timelines and Evolution of Weberian Statebuilding Models 

Boege, Brown, Clements and Nolan (2008) argue that while statebuilding (in the 

Weberian context) and state formation in the Western world were undertaken over a period of 

centuries and involved significant levels of violence, in the era of decolonization, Western state 

forms have been exported relatively quickly to conflict-affected countries. This delivery or 

‘exportation’ has been guided by an overall intent to the replicate European political models. 

This ‘cut-and-paste’ model of course lacks roots in the recipient societies, particularly where 

there was no unitary form of rule pre-existing colonial government. The arrival of these liberal, 

Weberian systems was “not accompanied by the development of the economic, political, social 
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and cultural structures and capacities that had provided the basis and framework for an 

efficiently functioning political order in the course of the evolution of the state in European 

history” (Boege, Brown, Clements & Nolan, 2008, p. 6). Of course, this is a rather obvious point. 

The recipient citizens in the state being transformed are not likely to be well connected with the 

new model being introduced, and in the Afghanistan case, insurgent groups such as the Taliban 

and other factions outside the process have not been willing to adhere to the obligations of the 

process for a transition to democratic rule as outlined in the Bonn Agreement.  

 

Hybrid Political Order 

This example serves to highlight the need to first and foremost address the implications 

raised in this study: how to establish political order in Afghanistan, and in future post-conflict, 

fragile or failed state statebuilding efforts. While the exportation of democratic processes and 

procedures is also necessary, if not considered within an overarching framework addressing the 

larger ‘political problematic’, the outputs tend to become prescriptive, technocratic and 

administrative in nature, and exclude the necessary elements of how to ensure political adoption 

and the legitimacy of the process. To address this, Boege et al. (2008) recommend moving 

beyond the narrow ‘state-centric’ discourse to understand the importance of legitimacy. 

However, Boege et al. (2008) also suggest that legitimacy be pursued first by re-conceptualizing 

fragile states as hybrid political orders, so that new options for governance can be envisaged. 

This is where we can understand the shift in sovereign thinking from the Weberian model to a 

‘co-sharing’ model as one that continues to permeate best-practice literature, and in my view, 

one that will limit results as a hybrid order may simply circle back to the issues inherent in the 
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concept of Empire in Denial if there is not a stronger case made to link theory and praxis. Boege 

et al. (2008) believe that the hybrid political model can contribute to a reorientation of external 

assistance, and echoing Michael Barnett’s (2009) work, believe the possibilities of externally 

influencing governance structures can be re-examined, shifting the focus from narrow models of 

statebuilding to understanding and engaging with hybrid institutions (Boege et al., 2008, p. 15).  

The idea is that a ‘hybrid political order’ opens up new options for conflict prevention 

and development, as well as for new types of statebuilding. It also offers an alternative 

interpretation of governance in fragile states, case examples of the limitations of externally led 

statebuilding, and ultimately a reinterpretation of whether ‘state fragility’ and ‘patronage’ 

systems (as opposed to rational-legal systems) are such a bad thing (Edwards, 2010). However, 

understanding the roles of actors in such a model remains unclear and largely undocumented in 

practice, but at the very least, opening up the dialogue on what constitutes best efforts in 

statebuilding is an extremely positive theoretical advancement, and an opportunity to better 

consider the need for ‘legitimate’ solutions in the Afghan context, or future scenarios.  

 

The Link Between ‘Legitimacy’ and ‘Capacity’ 

Given the limited success of post-Cold War interventions in exporting democratic ideals 

to fragile and failed states, further analyzing the link between capacity and legitimacy in the 

Afghanistan statebuilding project is warranted. Much of the existing knowledge of efforts to date 

to establish legitimate governance in Afghanistan has thus far focused on critiquing 

shortcomings of international efforts, and has not led to significant policy changes that could be 

implemented. Edwards defines legitimacy as “a complex set of beliefs, values and institutions 
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(endogenous and exogenous) about the social compact governing state–society relations”, in 

which legitimacy helps generate social and political trust and predictability (2011, p. 981). In this 

definition, the key indicator of legitimacy is the public acceptance of dominant power relations 

and an awareness of reciprocated rights and responsibilities. If these are lacking, the possibility 

of state systems being able to act effectively, or claim legitimacy, is very narrow (Edwards, 

2010). Further, variants on what defines legitimacy in the eyes of both the intervening party and 

those on the receiving end are important to understand. In the Afghan case, it may be that a 

Western ideal of legitimacy is not applicable in the context of traditional social norms. 

 

Rational-Legal Legitimacy Versus Traditional Social Norms 

Edwards states that concepts of legitimacy most often invoked by donors are almost 

exclusively seen in Western enlightenment terms and as some variant of the Weberian ideal type 

of rational-legal legitimacy (2010). The Western rational-legal model focuses solely on process 

and performance legitimacy, or that of institutional sources of rational-legal types of legitimacy, 

such as security of the state, rule of law, provision of public goods, competitive markets, and 

elections (Edwards, 2010). Yet, rational-legal legitimacy is only one type of legitimacy, 

especially in fragile or failed states. Very little attention is given to traditional community and 

social institutions. These traditional constructs carry inherently different measures of legitimacy, 

where social norms and logical frameworks such as rent creation (perhaps through networks of 

patronage and kinship or illicit economy) are threatened by the rational-legal processes. This 

upheaval of social norms may encourage actors to resist or attempt to destroy such reforms, to 

protect their own pre-existing structures. Afghanistan – and particularly rural Afghanistan, where 
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80% of the population live - embodies a system based more on kinship and patronage. The 

Weberian state norm – the rational-legal system – may be at odds with the kinship/patronage 

system. Yet, intervenors have proceeded to intervene on the basis that a rational-legal type of 

political order system can exist in a tribal society that has hitherto functioned on the basis 

of patronage and traditional authority (Edwards, 2010). 

What is interesting is that arguably, statebuilding projects and programmes have tended 

to focus on these traditional community and social institutions (Edwards, 2010), employing a 

‘bottom-up’ approach to statebuilding efforts. Thus, two different sources of legitimacy are 

created (or attempted): one at the state/political level, and the latter at the social and community 

level. What remains lacking is the interaction and cooperation between these two different 

sources of legitimacy. As has been evidenced in this study, major statebuilding efforts in 

Afghanistan designed to engage with other types of legitimacy have often employed a ‘bottom-

up’ approach, where local level legitimacy is sought, and attempts to link to national level 

political legitimacy become challenging. An example of this is the NSP. 

For example, the NSP-IE findings reinforce the fact the ‘bottom-up’ programme, for all 

its successes, did not yield positive effects on perceptions of local and national government 

performance and material economic outcomes. At best, any positive effects on attitudes towards 

central and subnational government structures were more limited, or short-lived. This is an 

important point in the framework of this dissertation. It should be viewed as an opportunity to re-

open the discussion on the design and delivery of implementation programmes in a way that 

considers the overarching political problematic of how to effectively build a legitimate, fully 

functioning state in a challenging context such as Afghanistan. 
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OECD best practice policy guidance aptly recommends that donors working in 

fragile situations ought to invest far more effort in gaining a detailed, empirical understanding of 

local sources of legitimacy – of both state and non-state actors and institutions – and in 

monitoring the impact of their own interventions (Edwards, 2010)22. However, this guidance 

does not consider the larger political issues that remain unaddressed in statebuilding efforts and 

hamper legitimacy, such as the process by which the Bonn Agreement was created and its 

consequences for heavily centralizing governance and the inclusion/exclusion of specific 

actors/groups. Granted, these issues are now fait accompli, and critiquing them without offering 

an alternative solution is not the objective here. Rather, the objective of the dissertation is to 

assess normative practices such as the OECD policy guidance and other programmes, with an 

eye towards offering new solutions that challenge the existing norms. 

Although this sort of theoretical debate is enlightening, it detracts from the practical 

issues at hand: trying to better understand what works, what could work, what is being applied at 

the ground-level with regards to statebuilding programming in Afghanistan, and what we can 

learn from it. Critiquing failed approaches or perspectives that have not moved from theory to 

practice certainly helps illuminate the shortcomings of current designs, and may in fact serve to 

inform future scenarios. As Noah Feldman (2004) warns: 

The high failure rate [of nation-building exercises] strongly supports the basic intuition 

                                                 
22 The OECD is a forum where thirty democratic governments work together to address economic, social and 

environmental challenges of globalisation. The OECD member countries are: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, 
the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, 
Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, the United Kingdom and the United States. 
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that we do not know what we are doing - and one of the critical elements of any argument 

for autonomy is that people tend to know themselves, better than others, how they ought 

best to live their lives. (p. 69) 

 

However, as a development practitioner, I am more interested in understanding where all 

this debate leaves us. I want to know, are any programmes proving successful on the ground? 

What positive aspects can be taken away from efforts thus far? Instead of critiquing if they are 

falling short and historically framing why this happens, can’t we instead assess where they are 

falling short and capture this knowledge to refine future efforts? Are we being reflexive enough, 

honest enough, or challenging the norms enough? Are we looking at normative ‘problems’ from 

the right approach? Are we willing, as practitioners, to look introspectively at our shortcomings 

and ask ourselves, in our desire to act collectively and internationalize statebuilding efforts, are 

we failing to address the overarching political problematic of a country-specific challenge, such 

as in Afghanistan? Are we are focusing on problems with no immediate solutions? Are we 

problematizing the very states and the citizens we are claiming to serve? Are we quickly passing 

or pushing responsibility to those with the least amount of influence in the statebuilding process? 

 

Implications: Heading into the ‘Transformation Decade’ 

In 2011, Afghanistan and its international community partners took stock of progress 

after ten years of statebuilding efforts, at a conference called “The International Afghanistan 

Conference in Bonn, 5 December 2011: Afghanistan and the International Community: From 

Transition to the Transformation Decade”. This conference was held ten years after more than 60 
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countries and 20 international organizations participated in the Afghanistan Recovery and 

Reconstruction Conference in Tokyo, pledging more than USD$1.8 billion for the year 2002 and 

USD$4.5 billion over the period of 2003 to 2008. The 2011 conference provided an important 

platform to address questions such as posited above, among others. A paragraph from the 

conference conclusions states: 

The intensive international effort in Afghanistan over the last decade represents a unique 

engagement. The International Community’s commitment, both to Afghanistan and to its 

role in international security, lasts beyond Transition. Transition will reduce the 

international presence and the financial requirements associated with it. We recognize 

that the Government of Afghanistan will have special, significant and continuing fiscal 

requirements that cannot be met by domestic revenues in the years following Transition. 

Therefore, during the Transformation Decade, the International Community commits to 

directing financial support, consistent with the Kabul Process, towards Afghanistan’s 

economic development and security‐related costs, helping Afghanistan address its 

continuing budget shortfall to secure the gains of the last decade, make Transition 

irreversible, and become self‐sustaining. (2011) 

 

The conference emphasized that the ‘transition’ period in Afghanistan – as in, the 2001 

transition from non-democratic rule to a post-2001 democratically elected government – was 

ending. The Transformation decade was declared underway in 2015 (to 2024) and in the new 

framing of sovereign power and international assistance, Afghanistan will begin reducing its 

reliance on the international community, and continue to strengthen Weberian notions of 
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sovereignty. It is in this context that we can better understand the unique nature of the 

Afghanistan statebuilding project: it fully embodies and accepts that sovereignty is a shared 

responsibility, that humanitarian and security objectives must continue to happen to support 

stabilization efforts, and that the international donor community must continue to ‘build’ the 

missing elements of the state. A key question then is, how to ensure the follow-through on these 

fresh ‘transformative’ commitments? How do you ensure the coordinated and coherent approach 

of the key actors in the ‘intensive international effort’, and ensure sustainability? The list of 

countries and organizations involved in the statebuilding project is remarkable, diverse, and 

worth noting (in alphabetical order), to understand the numerous and diverse players involved in 

‘collective’ statebuilding efforts: 

The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, the Republic of Albania, the People’s Democratic 

Republic of Algeria, the Argentine Republic, the Republic of Armenia, Australia, the 

Republic of Austria, the Republic of Azerbaijan, the Kingdom of Bahrain, the People’s 

Republic of Bangladesh, the Kingdom of Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Federative 

Republic of Brazil, Brunei Darussalam, the Republic of Bulgaria, Canada, the People’s 

Republic of China, the Republic of Colombia, the Republic of Croatia, the Republic of 

Cyprus, the Czech Republic, the Kingdom of Denmark, the Arab Republic of Egypt, the 

Republic of El Salvador, the Republic of Estonia, the Republic of Finland, the French 

Republic, Georgia, the Federal Republic of Germany, the Hellenic Republic, the 

Republic of Hungary, the Republic of Iceland, the Republic of India, the Republic of 

Indonesia, the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Republic of Iraq, Ireland, the Republic of 

Italy, Japan, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, the Republic of Kazakhstan, the 
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Republic of Korea, the State of Kuwait, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Republic of Latvia, the 

Lebanese Republic, the Principality of Liechtenstein, the Republic of Lithuania, the 

Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Malaysia, 

the Republic of Malta, the United Mexican States, Mongolia, Montenegro, the Kingdom 

of Morocco, the Kingdom of the Netherlands, New Zealand, the Kingdom of Norway, the 

Sultanate of Oman, the Republic of the Philippines, the Republic of Poland, the 

Portuguese Republic, the State of Qatar, Romania, the Russian Federation, the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia, the Slovak Republic, the Republic of Slovenia, the Republic of South 

Africa, the Kingdom of Spain, the Kingdom of Sweden, the Swiss Confederation, the 

Republic of Tajikistan, the Kingdom of Thailand, the Republic of Tunisia, the Republic 

of Turkey, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, the Oriental Republic of Uruguay, the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the United Arab Emirates, the United 

States of America, the Republic of Uzbekistan, and the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, 

as well as the Aga Khan Development Network, the Asian Development Bank, the 

Conference on Interaction and Confidence‐Building Measures in Asia, the Collective 

Security Treaty Organisation, the Economic Cooperation Organization, the European 

Union, the International Monetary Fund, the Islamic Development Bank, the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization, the Organisation of the Islamic Cooperation, the 

Organization for Security and Co‐operation in Europe, the South Asian Association for 

Regional Cooperation, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the United Nations, and 

the World Bank Group. (2011) 
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The second Bonn conference was followed by the May 21, 2012 “Chicago Summit 

Declaration on Afghanistan” where NATO member countries renewed commitments from the 

second Bonn conference, and confirmed a 2014 exit strategy for Afghanistan, and a strategic 

longer-term security relationship. ISAF coalition nations pledged approximately USD$4.1 billion 

per year for security assistance and financial support after 2014. 

The Chicago summit was followed by a largely non-security focused conference, the 

“Tokyo Declaration: Partnership for Self-Reliance in Afghanistan from Transition to 

Transformation July 8, 2012”, in which  

the International Community [committed] to taking concrete steps to improve aid 

delivery consistent with partnership and global aid effectiveness principles, and adhering 

to the Afghan Government’s Aid Management Policy upon completion and endorsement 

by the JCMB by December 2012. Alignment of donor assistance to Afghan National 

Priorities is to be determined in reference to specific deliverables outlined by the Afghan 

Government in the approved NPPs. Donors intend to consult with the Afghan 

Government to identify appropriate funding modalities for implementing Afghan 

National Priorities. The Afghan Government may decline any aid financing that is 

insufficiently aligned with Afghan Government’s priorities, has a low return on 

investment or high transaction costs. (2012) 

 

A reading of the declaration points strongly towards fiscal reform and alignment of donor 

aid as the Transformation Decade gets underway, as well as the need for the Afghan Government 

to play a stronger quality assurance role in the disbursement of funding, aligned with Afghan 
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priorities. These priorities were presented at the conference as 22 discrete programme reflecting 

the ‘transformation’ decade development requirements for Afghanistan, building on programmes 

introduced by Karzai at the 2010 Kabul conference. The National Priority Programmes (NPPs) 

are aimed at stabilizing Afghanistan’s economy, improving domestic revenue generation and 

increasing employment via specific economic strategies and budgets that prioritize good 

governance, agricultural sector, rural development, and private sector projects (Oskarsson, 

2012). As stated in the declaration from the Conference, international donors committed to 

aligning 80% of aid with the NPPs, as well as committing to channel at least 50% of pledged 

development assistance through the Afghan national budget (Oskarsson, 2012). 

There is a strong sense of both financial and behavioral reform in the language of the 

declaration, clearly targeted at the international community and development actors. If the 

collective actors were addressing the right problems, the Afghan National Priorities would not 

have been so central to the conference, and specific targets for aid alignment would not have 

been necessary. There was a clear disconnect between the nascent Afghan Government and the 

international community, including between development and military actors. Another key 

clause reinforces that funding and aid must be channeled appropriately, via government coffers: 

“the International Community aims to limit the practice of sub-contracting in all specialized and 

labor-intensive projects to only one vertical level to reduce overhead costs and improve 

transparency” (Tokyo Declaration, 2012). 

 

The Tokyo declaration of aid reforms, and their adoption by the international community 

was certainly a positive step for statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan. The Afghan Government 
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quite rightly demanded the increased use of internal mechanisms that would facilitate 

‘Transformation’ efforts, whilst reducing reliance on external actors. As Afghanistan now enters 

the second year of ‘Transformation’ decade (2015-2024), how can the outputs of this study 

contribute to enhanced statebuilding efforts? Also, what are the consequences of not changing 

normative behaviors in internationalized statebuilding scenarios? 

 

The Post-Liberal Subject 

As evidenced in this study, the normative, contemporary statebuilding framework raises 

some serious questions as to the efficacy of statebuilding projects and programmes, and their 

underlying principles and rationales. In referring to earlier sections of this dissertation, one of 

these underlying principles lies at the heart of ‘human-centered’ development: the 

‘problematization’ of people. From this perspective, human beings are viewed and perceived as 

objects in need of transformation, due to external environmental forces being imposed upon 

them.  In the book Freedom vs Necessity in International Relations: Human-Centered 

Approaches to Security and Development, David Chandler writes, 

Human-centered discourses understand the problem of the human as the product of 

attempts to rise beyond our socially, biologically or ecologically imposed conditions of 

embeddedness. These discourses all concern the behavior of the human subject and seek 

to mold this behavior in ways that can resolve the problems we are confronted with in the 

world. In these approaches, the world is the starting point for seeking to reform the 

human. From these assumptions, the one thing excluded is the human as transformative 

subject. Human-centered understandings problematize the independent, goal-oriented, 
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transformative aspects of the human. (2013, p. 148) 

 

As suggested by Foucault and Marx before him, Chandler is stating that in the normative 

framework (as adopted by organizations such AKF/AKDN and UNDP) the concern that human-

centered understandings turn humans into objects in need of transformation, as opposed to 

objects capable of transforming their environments. This is an important point: if development 

efforts target the liberation of our fellow humans via coping mechanisms to survive in their 

surroundings and thus realize self-determination, we have made the assumption this is the very 

definition of liberation. The assumption that freedom consists of the pursuit of self-determined 

(rather than externally determined) goals is regarded as the hubristic cause of many of the 

problems in the world (Chandler, 2013, p. 148). While individuals or communities may be at the 

center of development projects designed to support statebuilding efforts, these projects highlight 

the lack of people’s capabilities, as opposed to highlighting and addressing the external 

structures and power relations found within a political problematic. 

In a human-centered approach, humans are viewed primarily as products of their societal 

environments. In following guidance from Sen and the UNDP Human Development Report, 

internationally designed projects and programmes have historically focused on encouraging 

individual human empowerment and providing ‘agency’ at the individual and community levels. 

This empowerment encourages better individual decision-making and self-governance. However, 

it does not necessarily give due consideration to the external structures of a state – those of 

political, economic, and social relations. Therefore, by implementing development projects 

targeted at assisting these humans in coping with their societal environments, the political is 
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reduced to the social:  

the political sphere is no longer conceived as separate or autonomous from the  

 constraining processes of the social. For human-centered understandings, social 

 transformation requires the self-transformation of the subject; a task in which the state 

 (along with other governance agencies) plays the indirect role of empowering or 

 capacity-building but never one in which it can be understood as controlling, managing or 

 directing. (Chandler, 2013, p. 148) 

 

Implications: The Risks of Remaining ‘Normative’ 

If this study has successfully demonstrated that human-centered development approaches 

are failing to produce significant gains for contemporary statebuilding projects, then there is an 

argument to be made for proposing a change in normative behaviors in these projects. Otherwise, 

the implication is that not changing, or not considering new approaches to statebuilding projects, 

will result in the continuation of stagnant statebuilding attempts. As noted above, the data over 

the past six decades is not encouraging. If the current approach is not working, we may want to 

consider the role we have given ourselves – the human subjects – in statebuilding efforts. We 

must consider the limitations of viewing people as problems and as objects in need of change, 

and view the human as a transformative subject in and of itself.  This will be discussed further in 

the concluding chapter of this dissertation.  
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Conclusion 

This dissertation has employed a practitioner-led approach to ask, “why are statebuilding 

efforts in Afghanistan struggling to achieve their objectives?” The literature review identified a 

gap in the realm of statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, particularly in assessing rural 

statebuilding projects and programmes, and considering if the central tenets of the theory Empire 

in Denial are creating significant problems for internationalized statebuilding, and reinforcing 

stagnant normative behaviors in the development industry. Analyzing the relationship between 

international actors and the political problematic underpinning the Afghan statebuilding project 

“is an under-theorized issue … for many commentators, questions of statebuilding are narrow 

technical and administrative concerns; merely a matter of learning the lessons of previous 

experiences in international administrative assistance and external support in order to build the 

governance capacity of fragile states” (Chandler, 2006, p. 189). This study aimed to contribute to 

the body of knowledge on this broad issue. 

The findings, extracted through practitioner and expert interviews, review of major 

projects and programmes, participant observation and document analysis, as well as comparing 

central elements of the Bosnia statebuilding project starting in 1995, identified the problematic 

adoption and application of stagnant international development norms as reasons why 

statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan in the post-2001 era are failing to meet their intended 

objectives. 

The data analyzed suggests that in line with the three trends of Empire in Denial (detailed 

below), ‘human-centered’ projects and programmes are problematic in their design or weak in 

their linkages to national priorities, and thus destined not to achieve their intended outcomes. 
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Further, the data pointed to five key trends impacting broader statebuilding efforts. These trends 

are: 1) the scope and expectations of overarching national statebuilding projects, 2) the fact that 

national leadership and political priorities are not often aligned with projects and programmes, or 

if they are, conceptually, there is a gap between the overarching statebuilding political 

problematic, and a ‘human-centered’ approach to statebuilding, 3) the prioritization of 

administrative aspects of statebuilding over political components of statebuilding, such as rule of 

law, 4)  the weakness of internationally supported capacity-building schemes in contemporary 

statebuilding efforts, and 5) the continuation, in various forms, of the ‘Great Game’ in 

Afghanistan, and its impacts on state legitimacy. The data collected also provided insights into 

how projects and programmes can employ leading project management frameworks to design 

more impactful initiatives aligned with national interests and capabilities.  

 

Knowledge Products and Contributions to Theory 

The conclusion identifies and expands on the knowledge products generated through the 

research, and summarizes the observations on contemporary statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan 

and Bosnia. The knowledge products provide recommendations designed to inform further 

statebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, and in future scenarios. The knowledge products generated 

by this dissertation are divided into a) academic and theoretical insights and recommendations 

and b) practitioner-driven insights and recommendations. The academic and theoretical insights 

and recommendations will detail the Afghan and Bosnian statebuilding cases in relation to three 

major trends observed within the theory of Empire in Denial. The practitioner-driven insights 

and recommendations will be presented in relation to project and programme management best 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

273 

practices, and stem from the practitioner-focused data collected for the purposes of this 

dissertation.  This section will also provide recommendations for more rigorous planning and 

standardization, at the programme and project levels, and link this to a recommendation for the 

development industry to shift from a 'human-centered approach' to a 'client-centered approach'. 

This recommendation is a challenge to the industry to consider the constraints of normative 

practices.  

Finally, in bringing the academic and practitioner insights and observations together, the 

conclusion will examine the links between policy and praxis, and address philosophical 

questions regarding the 'problematization' of people, and governing 'causes' versus effects, in 

order to reiterate the recommendation for practitioners to better understand the normative 

approach to statebuilding efforts that prioritize social aspects over political ones. 

 

Academic and Theoretical Insights and Recommendations  

The findings enhance the academic and theoretical argument that internationalized 

statebuilding projects must fundamentally remain political projects, and prioritize the state 

political problematic above other elements of the statebuilding process. This dissertation argues 

that the Afghan statebuilding project has historically focused on and prioritized elements of the 

social statebuilding project. The result of this approach has been an internationalized 

statebuilding project that has not yielded 'good enough' results, vis-à-vis existing weak national 

democratic governance, and no legitimate control or monopoly over the means of violence, 

leading to a continuation of Afghanistan as a failed state.  

The normative statebuilding approach in Afghanistan, as evidenced in this dissertation, 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

274 

also points to a heavily technocratic and administrative role by international partners. While 

these roles and skills are important and can provide much-needed assistance to capacity building 

efforts, the international desire to act collectively in an operating environment that is not book-

ended by a collective vision of the overarching political project, has led to a missed opportunity 

in terms of maximizing capacity-building in Afghanistan. This dissertation argues that capacity 

building efforts are often considered in a way that does not effectively link political processes to 

social ones. Capacity-building remains an integral component of statebuilding; especially at the 

project and programme levels; this paper attempts to demonstrate that the normative approach by 

international experts could benefit from more stringent planning and visioning.  

This study analyzed large scale programmes that yield excellent results for local-level 

capacity-building and progress, and certainly show fast and incremental results, but have not 

proven successful in changing attitudes towards overall political legitimacy on a longer term. In 

effect, programmes such as the NSP and Capacity Building for Results have yielded hollow 

results in terms of linking social progress to political progress, and have tended to address 

capacity building as a problem with no immediate solution. I also provide evidence of the 

UNOPS KAC programme that is addressing these critical elements and devising ways to ‘speak 

a common language’ with partners, and could be considered a 'best practice' in how to maximize 

results. The intent of the critique of capacity-building efforts in Afghanistan is to address 

concerning normative behavior in the industry, and generate and consolidate knowledge on this 

behavior in the Afghan context. 

This study has also attempted to demonstrate how international actors in post-Cold War 

statebuilding projects including Bosnia and Afghanistan have passed on large amounts of 
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responsibility to their national partners, who hold the least amount of influence in the 

statebuilding project. At the same time, these actors have held on to certain elements of the top 

levels of statebuilding authority, such as through the OHR role in Bosnia. By a) prioritizing 

social projects, b) perpetuating normative methods to capacity building and ‘lite’ military 

engagement (i.e., employing a non-imperialistic approach to invasion), and c) claiming 

ownership of key components of the statebuilding process, while denying their true power in 

statebuilding and passing the responsibility for the outcomes of these processes to national 

government partners, often before success is realized, Western normative statebuilding behaviors 

such as found in Afghanistan are at risk of being applied in future contexts.  

Post-Cold War statebuilding norms are founded on the idea of international ‘partnerships’ 

with the states being intervened in, and certainly any self-reliant government must bear the 

responsibility of governance and state control. However, if these ‘partnerships’ are not guided by 

a true understanding of the power, or the denial of power and influence, that international or 

Western partners bring, then the ability to simply blame national partners for the shortcomings of 

statebuilding efforts becomes a way to avoid or pass on responsibility. Often, the actions of 

intervenors on the international stage may tell us more about their domestic concerns or issues, 

than they tell us about their intentions for another country. I have argued that the Western-led 

statebuilding project in Afghanistan (that ultimately become partnerships with a bevy of 

international and national partners), evolved in its approach many times, and was not bound by a 

coherent vision. For example, the War of Terror was brought to Afghanistan as a problem with 

no actual solution; there is no clarity on what the War of Terror has objectively sought to achieve 

in Afghanistan, notwithstanding the seemingly critical milestones of removing the Taliban 
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government and capturing and killing Osama bin Laden, who at one time operated out of 

Afghanistan. The continued military engagement in Afghanistan was then justified as important 

for many reasons, including as a ‘humanitarian intervention’ and an ‘ethical and moral long-term 

commitment to ensuring the safety and security of the people of Afghanistan’. This dissertation 

argues that the lack of a vision for the War on Terror, and what this reflects about American 

politics on the home-front, has translated at least in part into a massive, internationalized 

statebuilding campaign in Afghanistan that has been disingenuous, and hollow. Therefore, while 

Western actors continue to drive interventions on the grounds of humanitarian, ethical, moral, or 

liberal agendas, they also continue rejecting responsibility for their actions by ultimately 

devolving power to national state, regional or local authorities (such as in the Afghan case), or 

even other international institutions (such as in the Bosnia case). Regarding the grounds for 

interventions, this dissertation argues that international relations are experiencing a shift in 

normative practices, where old forms of ‘traditional’ empire and political conviction are being 

denied in exchange for softer forms of intervention that lack political will, and are ultimately 

preventing the establishment of strong political links between non-Western states and their 

societies. 

The comparison with the Bosnia project further illuminates the shortcomings of 

prioritizing administrative and technocratic components of statebuilding over a legitimate, 

power-driven political process and corresponding solution. As of today, the Bosnian state 

remains governed, to a degree, by the Office of the High Representative. Through the Bonn 

Powers granted to the OHR in 1997, the internationally held High Representative post has the 

power to remove and ban elected officials from government. As shown in both the Afghanistan 
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and Bosnia cases, interventions are now invariably considered ‘partnerships’ between Western-

led intervening actors and the non-Western actors/governments of the country being intervened 

in. The language of such partnerships has given rise to normative statebuilding ideas around 

capacity-building and empowerment, which when coupled with a lack of clear political 

conviction, are resulting in perverse effects to legitimate democratic efforts and weakening the 

connection between states and their societies. This dissertation has sought to illuminate some of 

the issues inherent in this partnership approach. 

While the sociopolitical situations are quite different in Bosnia and Afghanistan, 

comparing the two statebuilding projects evidences shared traits by international actors in terms 

of power and influence. Both cases point to a prioritization of non-political, administrative 

processes, wherein Bosnia’s case, while the country is now in a post-conflict state, it is still not 

self-reliant. Afghanistan has rejected the key elements of the Bosnian governance model 

(focusing on problems with no immediate solutions, such as the continuation of external power 

and decision-making for an indefinite time period), and has emphasized self-reliance through the 

‘Transition’ era, and by the end of the ‘Transformation’ era. However, this is precisely where the 

theoretical constructs of this dissertation serve as a warning to the future partnership between the 

international community and the Afghan state. For Afghanistan to realize its democratic self-

reliance, both partners must agree to work together in a coherent manner, with a shared vision, 

across all elements of the statebuilding project (political, social, military, geopolitical) before a 

self-reliant state can emerge. The Bosnia example provides a solid example of an 

internationalized governance structure that was imposed and has thus hindered the objective of a 

self-reliant state. This dissertation has provided such examples of concerning norms in the 
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statebuilding and development arenas, and has also provided examples of best practice 

programmes that are contributing to the types of unification efforts required in today’s 

partnership-driven statebuilding projects. The findings questioned the definition of a state in the 

new context of international partnership agreements, suggesting that a closer inspection of the 

Weberian model is warranted in the Afghan context, as opposed to the definition provided by 

Ghani and Lockhart in “Fixing Failed States”, which reduces the importance of a legitimate 

monopoly over the means of violence, in favor of non-violence and pluralistic social progress, 

supported by a plethora of international actors. 

This dissertation has generated knowledge on the notion of partnerships in statebuilding, 

by highlighting examples from Bosnia and Afghanistan, and arguing in both cases that the 

partnerships have not been anchored by a common vision, or even a clear understanding of the 

power dynamics between the international community and the national governments. I argue that 

this lack of a common vision has contributed to normative behavior by international partners to 

focus more on pluralistic, social ‘quick’ wins in statebuilding, as opposed to focusing on driving 

political outcomes. This focus has resulted in a widened gap between the presumed state 

structures in Bosnia and Afghanistan, and their respective citizens. This dissertation has reflected 

on this approach to statebuilding as a ‘human-centered’ approach, and recommends that the 

international development industry would benefit from adopting a ‘client-centered’ approach. 

Whereas a human-centered approach maintains a focus on social development projects, such as 

the National Solidarity Programme in Afghanistan, a client-centered approach would maintain a 
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political focus on establishing the necessary mechanisms of a democratic, self-reliant state23. In 

this context, the international community is focused on meeting the needs of the client, that is, 

the country being intervened in.  

While the idea of ‘human-centered’ versus client-centered is not a new idea, the 

recognition of how the human-centered approach is influencing IR theory and behavior, and the 

elaboration of the proposed shift in thinking by highlighting the Bosnia and Afghanistan cases 

add new knowledge on and rationale for such a shift. This study is therefore a challenge to the 

industry to consider the constraints of normative practices, and an opportunity for the 

development industry to reflect on how it is approaching internationalized statebuilding projects 

with client partners –  the nations being intervened in – in order to reduce timelines and 

maximize results for democratic political legitimacy, monopoly over the legitimate use of 

violence, and self-reliance.  

 

Three Trends of Empire in Denial 

These three trends of Empire in Denial as evidenced in this dissertation, as well as the 

knowledge generated through the research, and the contributions to critical theory, are 

summarized below. 

1. A desire to act collectively 

The Afghanistan example highlights an example of the ‘internationalization’ of an 

                                                 
23 The ‘client-centered’ approach requires further elaboration. Such an approach would require both the 

international community and national governments to agree on the prioritization of a political vision as the starting 
point for statebuilding activities. 
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intervention, where both the military and civilian efforts in statebuilding include a substantive 

list of international actors and organizations, and where the precise responsibility for 

statebuilding efforts has not been clear. Over the past fifteen years, the vision for the Afghan 

statebuilding project has also not been clear, although arguably the evolution of this process, 

underpinned by a desire for democratic self-reliance, has been subject to many factors and 

events.  

The number of international actors in the Afghanistan case is staggering, and a coherent 

vision for the future political state has not been easily recognized in a ‘partnership’ between 

Afghanistan and the international development community. As evidenced in the data and 

analysis section, statebuilding efforts are further ‘normalized’ through large-scale programmes 

that build local capacities, but do not provide strong or visible links to an overarching political 

project at the top levels of national government. These ‘human-centered’ programmes prioritize 

social change and local-level results over political change, and thus realize the perverse effects of 

creating a gap between Afghan society and political processes, and hampering efforts for the 

democratically-elected Afghan government to realize legitimacy in the eyes of its constituents. 

The desire of the international community, and its national counterparts, to act collectively, has 

led to confusion on roles, responsibilities and timelines to achieve an agreed vision for 

Afghanistan’s democratic political processes. Further, the 'desire' for collective action, where 

roles and timelines are unclear, has led to outputs that are not always impactful. The collective 

action, as evidenced in this study’s data, in which a high number of international and national 

partners have joined in ambitious integrated statebuilding missions such as Bosnia and 

Afghanistan, has also demonstrated that the shared focus on technocratic priorities has led to 
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outcomes that have not been perceived as democratically legitimate. At this point, when the 

legitimacy is questioned, the responsibility for having achieved successful outcomes rests more 

with national counterparts (discussed further below in point three).  

 

2. Focusing on problems with no immediate solutions  

In the Afghanistan context, there has been a tendency for leaders and policy to focus on 

problems with no immediate solution, such as the War on Terror, and hollow capacity building 

efforts that do not explicitly link the strengthening of state institutions and overarching 

governance to the respective societies they are charged with overseeing, or fail to produce results 

in an appropriate time period. 

While not a main focus of this dissertation, the role of the War on Terror was discussed 

with some interview participants in terms of civilian-military coordination for 

development/statebuilding. Since 2001, the War on Terror has taken place in Afghanistan in a 

manner that has led to a protracted engagement and partnership mission between international 

forces and the Afghan national forces. This engagement was not envisioned at the start of the 

mission. However, if there was in fact an ‘immediate solution’ or purpose for the invasion in 

2001, it now remains to be seen how after fifteen years, the War on Terror will end, and how 

international forces will be involved. While the Afghan Government has taken steps to reduce 

the international military footprint and increase its own security capacities, the role of the 

military in development and statebuilding efforts - while simultaneously engaging in warfare, 

civilian protection and at times, ‘humanitarian’ response – has clearly evidenced the theory of 

Empire in Denial, as well as in its relationship with civilian development actors. The War on 
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Terror and its evolving, weak, and at times incoherent mandate has driven the security agenda in 

Afghanistan with a strategy of a denial of power, and the coordinating role with civilian 

development and statebuilding efforts has experienced the detrimental effects of this. 

International forces have denied any interest in ‘empire’ building in Afghanistan, and the 

subsequent ‘lite’ approach has become an opportunity for important capacity-building efforts to 

fall short of their intended objectives, both with military and civilian partners.  

As noted above, civilian capacity-building programmes, such as the largescale World 

Bank National Solidarity Programme and Capacity Building for Results Facility programme, 

have both prioritized social change over political change24. Independent reviews of both 

programmes have yielded interesting results on their impacts: the NSP was found to have 

produced little to no change in perceptions of the state government. The Capacity Building for 

Results programme, which was implemented over the course of ten years, was then re-framed 

and implemented for a second time, over five years, with Afghan partners noting serious 

concerns with the strategy and alignment to national objectives and subsequently re-planning the 

programme and taking a stronger position on the steering committee. 

 

3. Passing responsibility to those with the least influence 

International actors, while claiming ownership of key statebuilding processes, pass the 

                                                 
24 While these observations may seem critical, they are not intended to reduce nor minimize the important or 

positive impacts of these programmes. However, it is important to note that these findings align with one of the main 
points of Empire in Denial; that capacity-building schemes, more often than not, tend to ‘normalize’ approaches that 
prioritize social gains over political processes. This approach can lead to perverse effects for capacity-building 
efforts. 
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responsibility for the outcomes of these processes to national government partners, often before 

there is a good chance of being successful. An assessment of the military elements of the Afghan 

project demonstrates this trend: although the international troop draw-downs in Afghanistan have 

been largely welcomed by the Afghan Government (notwithstanding the complex military 

relationship between the United States and Afghanistan since 2001), the inability of the Afghan 

state to quell and control violence within its borders, (although understandable, per the ‘Great 

Game’ and the continuation of unwelcome foreign interference) since the fall of Taliban, remains 

a national problem that is receiving dwindling international support. Without significant and 

continuing international investment, it is not likely that the Afghan forces will be successful in 

securing the country’s borders for least the next decade, or beyond. The data collected in this 

regard points to a future scenario of ‘some commitment being better than none’, where 

international troops have been committed for a longer time period, but in a manner lacking any 

real power or influence, yet in alignment with Afghan ambitions for the ‘Transformation’ 

decade. Yet, this denial of power for the military elements of the Afghan statebuilding project 

appear to be acceptable for the partners. 

In reviewing the NSP, the bottom-up approach of the NSP was deliberately designed to 

establish governance structures at the local level all across Afghanistan. While local capacities 

were fostered and developed, evaluations of the NSP’s outcomes found little to no change in the 

perceptions, or lack thereof, of the legitimacy of state-level governance. The NSP, while 

successful in positively transforming livelihoods across the country, evidences the trend of 

passing responsibility to those with the least amount of influence, in terms of contributing to the 

Afghan statebuilding project. As articulated in this dissertation, Afghanistan operates under a 
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very complex governance structure that comprises state, local, and tribal elements of power and 

authority. While it should be noted that addressing these elements is not necessarily a bad thing, 

the NPS’s prioritization of local-level processes has resulted in influence being prioritized into 

the hands of civil society groups that remain largely separated from the state-level governance 

structures in Kabul. 

Interestingly, the Bosnia example highlights a scenario where the responsibility has been 

passed only in part; the internationally-held post of OHR remains as part of the country’s 

governance structure. While this post is viewed by many as an impediment to self-reliance, the 

timelines to abolish the post and fully nationalize the Bosnian state remain unclear. 

 

The Politics of Statebuilding 

Statebuilding is a highly controversial political endeavor. It is inherently multi-faceted, 

and is likely to involve serious, protracted political conflicts as existing distributions of power 

are threatened (Boege, et al., 2008, p. 2). I have attempted to show that an overtly technical 

international approach, in which the state is viewed as a set of administrative functions with a 

central focus on building additional capacities within the government or populace, deprioritizes 

the significance of addressing the overarching political problematic. That is, focusing on the 

ability of the state to lead, manage, secure and control its boundaries, and the citizens within 

them. The normative approach to statebuilding in the post-Cold War era is one that glosses over 

the political character of statebuilding, in lieu of implementing ‘easy’ international reforms that 

are applied as stand-alone projects, without due consideration for their contribution to greater 

outcomes.  
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The normative approach to statebuilding lacks a level of reflexivity that, if applied, may 

provide much greater insight into how to ‘better’ the process. While practitioner examples from 

UNOPS and the World Bank have evidenced excellent models for designing projects and 

programmes that address issues in an ‘outcome’ focused manner, other multilateral institutions, 

governments, and NGOs would benefit from considering shifting to a more ‘client-centered’ 

model of development, underpinned by globally recognized best practices that are tailored to 

their specific operating environments. Similarly, when considering how projects contribute to 

larger statebuilding efforts, a better understanding of the limitations of the ‘human-centered’ 

projects that develop the capacities of local level communities through external assistance may 

serve to strengthen the outputs of such initiatives to overarching political issues, or identify the 

gaps between them. 

The positionality of the international community must also be considered when 

undertaking internationalized statebuilding projects. Over the years spent collecting data and 

researching the industry, I was struck with the observation that rarely does the international 

development industry consider the possibility that external interventions, although often framed 

(at some point or another along the way) as ‘humanitarian’, ‘moral’ or ‘ethical’ missions, may be 

doing more harm than good. There seems to be a consensus that states are ‘normal’ and 

important, and this thinking is intimately linked to western-style, Weberian orientations of the 

state, which has led to the application of policies and reforms heavily based on these models, 

with little or no success, in some cases. There seems to be little consideration that this favored 

form of statehood “hardly exists in reality beyond the OECD world” (Boege, et al., 2008, p. 2). 

This has led to an increasingly idealized vision of the efficacy of the Western ‘state’ model, and 
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as such was pursued as the liberalist solution in Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, Iraq, and 

Afghanistan. In this dissertation, I have provided detailed examples of some of the perverse 

effects of internationally-led statebuilding efforts in Bosnia and Afghanistan.  

 

Best Practices for Whom? 

This dissertation, like many studies of statebuilding operations before it, has attempted to 

identify ‘best practice’ examples from within the practitioner community. One example of best 

practice – and a recommendation I posit in light of my findings – is in the use of internationally 

recognized project management methodology when designing and implementing statebuilding 

projects. I argue the rigor project management methodologies bring to development projects (and 

more importantly the thinking it spurs) may help the international community and national 

partners "speak the same language" when it comes to designing projects. This recommendation 

meshes well with the commentary made by experts such as Ghani and Lockhart, who have 

criticized the wasteful nature of large-scale international development programming in 

Afghanistan, which has not historically provided much sense of ‘value-for-money’, and has 

pointed to the half-hearted implementation of important statebuilding initiatives. The KAC 

programme, and current capacity building efforts underway to train project partners provide 

examples of how such a methodology25 might help, and how it would work. 

 

                                                 
25 PRINCE2 is not the only project management methodology that can be applied in the development context. 

However, it is one of the most internationally recognized methodologies, alongside the Project Management 
Professional certification from the Project Management Institute. 
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Practitioner-Driven Insights and Recommendations  

As detailed in an earlier section, the United States was clear in 2001 that when it invaded 

Afghanistan, it would not commit to efforts of ‘nation-building’. This perspective changed two 

years later, when it became clear that the international community required an ‘exit strategy’ 

from the complex military, humanitarian, and development efforts being conducted across the 

country, that would simultaneously build up the Afghan state in a ‘sustainable’ manner that 

would serve the common interests of all involved parties. In tracking the implementation of this 

commitment over the last thirteen years, it is clear that there is no coherent strategy. This is not 

to say that this would be a feasible task; mapping the level of international involvement in 

Afghanistan identifies more than 70 countries, dozens of multilateral organizations, and over 

3,000 NGOs. Furthermore, strategies that have been implemented have often reflected elements 

where external powers have been muted and minimized, and responsibilities have been evaded, 

shifted, or placed on those without the capacity to realize success. Now, the concept of a broader 

exit strategy for the international community – which has been recently mandated by the Ghani 

administration - seems to muddy the vision of ‘building sovereignty’ in Afghanistan and creating 

a legitimate, self-reliant state.  

In detailing other examples of post-Cold War statebuilding interventions, the global 

experiences have not been particularly encouraging. As Verkoren and Kamphuis write, “at best, 

attempts at state and democracy building in post-war societies have led to hybrid outcomes, in 

which regular elections mask an essentially authoritarian system. At worst, the introduction of 

electoral democracy has led to renewed violence” (2013, p. 503). In many cases, including 

Afghanistan and Bosnia, interventions led to the creation of highly-aid dependent states or 
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protectorates, and have been widely criticized for the superficiality of administrative reforms 

(such as prioritizing and implementing rule of law processes) that are intended to underpin the 

legitimacy of the democratic state model. 

It has not been my intent to focus on academic critiques of statebuilding failures in 

Afghanistan. Rather, using my practitioner experiences and referring to the data collected for this 

study, I have sought out recommendations that may prove effective in addressing the question: 

“is this as good as it gets for statebuilding efforts?” These recommendations are targeted at 

international organizations, such as entities and agencies within the United Nations system, who 

can draw upon examples highlighted here. 

In Fixing Failed States, Ghani and Lockhart are fiercely critical of these actors and their 

institutions, stating, 

international organizations as currently constituted are an obstacle to statebuilding. The 

new international order that emerged after 1945 assumed that its constituent parts would 

be sovereign states that enjoyed popular legitimacy at home and behaved as responsible 

members of the international order. It vested each unit with authority—and latitude—to 

behave with unaccountable power vis-à-vis its citizens. This order continued an older 

notion of sovereignty that prioritized state control and freedom from interference rather 

than accountability: a license for arbitrary power. (2008, p. 10) 

 

Regarding Policy Guidance and International Law 

I have argued against the idea of prioritizing compartmentalized administrative reforms 

such as components of rule of law over a larger political problematic, and have criticized the lack 
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of commitment by both international and national partners in a new statebuilding framework of 

‘building sovereignty’, citing a theoretical framework to suggest that actors have tended to ignore 

their true potential to effect change by shirking the heavy and complex responsibilities entailed in 

statebuilding, particularly at the project and programme level. I have attempted to offset this 

criticism by providing constructive solutions that may strengthen the outcomes of statebuilding 

projects. I have argued that in part, practitioners are denying their potential by not spending enough 

time reflexively addressing problems and challenging the normative constructs of how aid and 

development works. I have cited examples from Bosnia and Afghanistan, and have attempted to 

demystify some of the key variables that have severely impacted development efforts in the case 

of the latter country, which continues to be undermined by the encompassing “Great Game” that 

continues to plague the country. 

The findings presented here should certainly not be considered relevant to all statebuilding 

or development efforts. They do not seek to address the problems of statebuilding with a broad-

stroked critique, although my findings do address concerns with normative behaviors at the 

industry level. However, I have sought to identify small pockets of these internationalized efforts 

– perhaps these pockets could even be considered ‘low-hanging fruit – that may prove more 

successful in the future if the recommendations are applied.  

 

The Practitioner Challenge 

This dissertation has argued that standardizing an organizational approach to 

programming, using externally recognized best practice methodologies, and building on previous 

successes may contribute to more impactful results in the development sector. However, while 
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such institutional tools are important to organizational change, and development, they do little to 

approach the policy-driven side of development progress. I have provided examples – largely from 

the perspective of rule of law – where policy reforms have been created first and foremost by 

international bodies that also ratify them, and then are adopted in due course in post-conflict 

countries as international law. I have critiqued the application of these policies in the contexts of 

Bosnia and Afghanistan, and have suggested that through techniques of evasion of responsibility, 

rule of law policies have been – in some cases – halfheartedly implemented, and have fallen short 

of achieving their desired benefits. Amongst other concerns, some internationally-created policies 

have not been legitimized by those they are meant to serve and protect, and have distracted 

practitioners from addressing the root causes of state failure by ignoring and de-prioritizing the 

political problematic of controlling and managing a democratic state.  

However, if attempts to build functioning, controlled, Weberian-esque democratic states in 

our 21st century reality were easily made possible through prescriptive guidance, this study would 

not have been necessary to undertake. That is not to say that prescriptive guidance and policy 

reforms are always encumbrances to such efforts, even when drafted and ratified by multilateral 

institutions. Sometimes these internationally prescribed laws have such far reaching implications 

that they must adopt and embrace a process of internationalization, before they can be internalized 

at the state level. Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security, which has been in effect for 

sixteen years, is generating awareness, per the 2016 Afghanistan National Action Plan, that in 

building self-reliant, democratic states, gender equality must remain an integral, cross-cutting 

theme to be addressed in peace negotiations, and implemented and upheld through national action 

plans, laws, and reforms. Finally, for these internationally drafted laws to realize their full impact, 
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they must first and foremost, be nationally owned, not just at the state level, but across all levels 

of society. 

Building on this, the 2014 London Conference working paper, Realizing Self-Reliance, 

makes important governmental commitments to the statebuilding process, and outlines a clear 

vision for the reformed, reduced, subordinate role of the international community in the 

transformation era. The Ghani administration – while still struggling to quell episodic insurgent 

violence, the related drug trade, and overall economic hardship – brings valuable insight to the 

process, and most importantly, a strong governance structure. Ghani appears committed to gender 

equality and aid reform. He has maintained a critical position of the aid community since his days 

as Minister of Finance in the Afghan Transition Government fifteen years ago, and he continues 

to personally manage reform initiatives with development partners, and reflects on his own 

experiences with the World Bank to apply a critical lens to the work of other multilateral 

institutions such as the United Nations. Some recent outcomes of Ghani’s actions include 

structuring and preparing the Afghan Government for the formal end of the ‘Transition’ decade, 

and commencing the ‘Transformation’ decade, and financing associated National Action Plans. 

Further, with regards to international partnerships, the concept of ‘building sovereignty’ is being 

defined, established, and agreed upon with international partners and is reflected in national action 

plans, although the outcomes of these plans remain to be seen as they take effect over the next 

decade.  

 

The Realities of the Afghanistan Case 

Astri Suhrke makes an interesting comment on now “starting the process of creating 
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internal legitimacy” (2013, p. 284). As evidenced in this dissertation, the way forward for 

Afghanistan requires an extraordinary level of reverse engineering to realize this internal 

legitimacy. Internal legitimacy remains at the heart of Afghanistan’s political problematic; there 

is no clear guide on how this can be done; in fact, in “State Building in a Rentier State: How 

Development Policies Fail to Promote Democracy in Afghanistan”, Verkoren and Kamphuis state 

it is not possible: 

Reverse-engineering a democratic state trajectory is not possible. International actors in 

Afghanistan (and elsewhere) should let go of the orthodoxy of statebuilding policy, which 

constrains thinking about solutions for the country. Instead, it is necessary to search for — 

perhaps radically — alternative directions. (2013, p. 522) 

 

I challenge this assumption by Verkoren and Kamphuis. While I agree – and have here 

intended to prove - that it is possible for international actors in Afghanistan and elsewhere to let 

go of the orthodoxy of statebuilding policy, I suggest that reverse-engineering internal legitimacy 

into the democratic process is as every bit as radical as other options. In fact, it is possible that 

other radical options are just that: too radical. They could perhaps include ideas such as the 

removal of sovereignty by an international coalition, either through the establishment of an 

international protectorate or by other means, the partitioning of the current Afghan state, perhaps 

into three or four cantons, similar to the Bosnian example, or even increased, overwhelming 

sustained coalition military action to remove obstacles to peace through eradication. Of course, 

we should also be realistic in what we propose, but also what we reject as ‘too radical’. As 

Fukuyama states, Afghanistan is a case study in the sobering realities of international aid and 
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crisis response, but the most important of these realities is that no one agency or country is truly 

capable of coordinating the response. Ultimately, the burden falls on Afghanistan, but as 

evidenced, Afghan reconstruction has had multiple and often competing architects, including the 

Afghan government, the lead donor countries, multilateral organizations, the U.N. Assistance 

Mission in Afghanistan, the other 16 UN agencies operating in the field, the U.S. Agency for 

International Development, and some 3,000 NGOs (Fukuyama, 2008, p. 154). I argue that that 

overall statebuilding development framework is flawed, both in the contexts of Bosnia and 

Afghanistan, and as a normative industry technique. Going forward, statebuilding efforts should 

consider the limitations of prioritizing social processes over political processes. These macro-

level ideas should also be integrated into micro-level processes, such as individual projects and 

programmes. Instead of projects and programmes prioritizing the building of social and 

individual capacities, initiatives should focus on strengthening the link between the envisaged 

political end-result (such as a standalone, functioning state), and ensure international and 

national actors are aligned in this vision. I also submit that helpful, important reforms are already 

underway, as evidenced through specific projects such as the KAC project and the Capacity 

Building for Results Facility.  

 

Shifting from a Human-Centered to a Client-Centered Approach 

In driving some of these reforms, I propose that international organizations shift their 

organizational approach from ‘human-centered’ development, to ‘client-centered’ development. 

The client-centered approach, as evidenced through the case of UNOPS and the “Keeping 

Afghans Connected” project, demonstrates a business model that reduces the organization’s 
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reliance on core funding from UN member states (there is zero core funding in UNOPS), and 

creates a higher level of buy-in on projects, due to clear project governance structures, and 

explicit links to programme-level outcomes. The shift from human-centered to client-centered 

also reflects observations on one of the engagements I have earlier described: the UNOPS 

management discussion on shifting from project-level ‘outputs’, to focusing on broader 

‘outcomes’ that the project intends to contribute towards. As noted, this management discussion 

was one that had been underway for many years, and will continue to be refined going forward.  

 

Linking the Academic and Practitioner Recommendations and Insights 

The final sections of this conclusion will link the academic and practitioner-driven 

recommendations and insights I’ve attempted to capture, and discuss the philosophical 

implications of and opportunities regarding a normative shift in thinking within the international 

development community. In looking beyond the theoretical framework and the case studies of 

Afghanistan and Bosnia, the following sections will address the notion of ‘people as problems’, 

the implications of governing causes, versus governing effects, and the difficulties of effecting 

and managing ‘change projects’. 

Recovering the Human as a Political Subject? 

In building on the practitioner-driven recommendations, shifting from a human-centered 

to a client-centered approach may also reveal an opportunity to recover the human individual as a 

political subject, and reduce the normative development industry perception of ‘people as 

problems’. In this problematization, the human is "continuously being reduced to the product of 
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its societal environment and, at the same time and in the same process, the political is reduced to 

the social" (Chandler, 2013, p. 148). In this framing, concepts of democracy and governance are 

perceived primarily as social concerns, thus swinging the focus away from the political 

requirements for ‘building’ a functioning state. Furthermore, in problematizing the human subject, 

people and communities are envisaged as subjects in need of transformation via external 

assistance. During the first decade of intervention in Afghanistan, major international initiatives 

such as government capacity building programmes and physical infrastructure projects reflected 

this way of thinking. Now, expensive efforts are underway to reverse the adverse effects that some 

of these programmes have had, such as the creation of a parallel ‘second’ civil service, and a lack 

of capacity by line ministries to fund, build, and maintain existing infrastructures such as road 

networks and hospitals.   

Recovering the human as a political subject requires changing our approach to problem 

solving. We should consider instead, when evaluating our efforts and value-for-money in 

transforming the external world around the human subjects that live within it, understanding 

development as a process of transforming the inner world of the subjects that comprise the world 

we live within. The precondition for progress in global development is a transformation in how we 

view humanity. We must stop viewing the human as an object in need of change, and view the 

human as a transformative subject in and of itself. In doing this, we can evolve from designing 

projects and programmes that highlight the lack of an individual’s capabilities, and focus on the 

external political structures of power relations. Projects and programmes would then be designed 

to address problems with root causes in the social relations and political aspects of statebuilding.  

 



Statebuilding in Afghanistan 
 

296 

Governing Causes Versus Governing Effects 

In the post-Cold War era, the political debate over the sovereign right to self-government 

has abated and shifted to one concerned with assisted governance and stability. As evidenced in 

Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan, sovereignty is now considered as a structure to be built 

following an intervention, or even after a temporary period where self-government is abandoned, 

and international governance is imposed. In academia, the majority of statebuilding literature 

remains concerned with the difficulties associated with centralized forms of governance 

intervention. This has spawned expansive critiques of major incidents between 1991 and 2003, in 

which the interventions themselves, designed to address state problems in terms of cause-and-

effect understandings, became the focus of most publications, rather than the actual problems 

these interventions were supposed to be solving. Academics today now reflect on the attempted 

‘exported’ security interventions of the 1990s and their inherent levels of confidence in the 

transformative capability of a Western-led Weberian/Westphalian approach; these can be better 

understood in contrast to more current, cautious, risk-averse approaches in ostensibly similar 

situations. In a recent article, Chandler writes that now, “analysts are much more likely to 

highlight the fact that complex interactions and processes cannot be subordinated to modernist 

linear cause-and-effect models, aspiring to address problems at the level of causal relations” 

(2016, p. 2).  

The rejection of the confidence of 1990s cause-and-effect intervention models marks a 

shift even further away from the analysis of root causes. However, the cornerstone to effective 

problem solving and subsequent planning – be it for statebuilding efforts or otherwise – is root 

cause analysis. It is also the cornerstone to successful project management, and understanding 
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the link between ‘outputs’ and ‘outcomes’. However, the more recent human-centered approach 

to statebuilding that has evolved from the hubris of 1990s liberal interventionist models enhances 

the focus of development efforts to address pluralized, localized and individual concerns (i.e. the 

‘bottom-up’ designed National Solidarity Programme). This shifts the focus from issues in the 

broader, overarching political sphere, and as evidenced in the NSP evaluation (Beath, Christia, & 

Enikolopov, 2015), results in no indication of long-term positive or increased perceptions of 

national governance capabilities.  

 As development efforts continue to slide into the domain of ‘governing effects’, the 

problematic of centralized political decision making continues to slip further out of focus. 

Giorgio Agamben (2016) argues that there has been a reversal in the role of democratic 

government: governing causes, which is the actual essence of politics, has been replaced by the 

practice of governing effects, which reverses the political process into a social issue. He states, 

We should not neglect the philosophical implications of this reversal. It means an epoch-

making transformation in the very idea of government, which overturns the traditional 

hierarchical relation between causes and effects. Since governing the causes is difficult 

and expensive, it is more safe and useful to try to govern the effects. (Agamben, 2014) 

 

Central to Agamben’s argument is the theory that the governance of effects allows practitioners 

to evade responsibility: “If government aims to the effects and not to the causes, it will be 

obliged to extend and multiply controls. Causes demand to be known, while effects can only be 

checked and controlled” (Agamben, 2014). In context, Afghanistan between 2001 and 2016 has 

experienced a surge in the desire of both the international community and national government 
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partners to govern effects, which can therefore be seen as a retreat from the security 

commitments of earlier governance approaches of the 1990s, in terms of both resources and 

policy goals (Chandler, 2016, p. 2). The implications for this shift, while broad, is that the 

international community must continue to dig deeper into deconstructing the problems it is 

‘tasked’ with solving, and must not discount the willingness, or lack thereof, of practitioners and 

partners to address root causes in favor of easier, less-expensive or exhausting alternatives. 

 

The Mythical International Community 

 This study has argued that the ‘international community’ can benefit from a rigorous 

review of its normative approach to statebuilding efforts. The problem is, to whom do you 

actually address the request? As noted, over seventy countries and many more international 

organizations attended the 2012 London donor conference for Afghanistan. Seventy-five 

countries and twenty-six international organizations attended the 2016 donor conference in 

Brussels. It is important to keep in mind that the UN – and every other multilateral institution 

diplomat, international organization staff bureaucrat, NGO consultant, donor agent, auditor, and 

political party member and civil servant – are for all intents and purposes, agents of a purpose 

that cannot be assumed. Responsibility is a term that has risen often in this study. The 

international community has, arguably, at times, been subject to an intense scrutiny in my work 

and herded into one collective mass of ‘responsible’ (or irresponsible, as it were) agents. 

Unfortunately, this characterization is simply not possible. Nor is it fair – to those agents, or for 

the issues raised in this dissertation. On the other hand, the collective nature of the ‘international 

community’ has served an important purpose in framing and scoping my research; this should 
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not be discounted as a necessary first step in addressing different aspects of a problem: 

identifying the key stakeholders.  

 

On Change 

This study has proposed large, organizational level and normative thinking changes to 

managing and evaluating projects and programmes that could positively impact future 

statebuilding efforts. I argue that UN entities and agencies, such as the ones discussed in this thesis, 

are viable candidates for attempting such ‘change projects’. It is worth noting that while this study 

has stopped short of any detailed critique of the UN, the UN continues to battle negative 

perceptions regarding its relevance, and its capacity to address major crises and events. As such, 

now may be the right time to propose further research into some of the recommendations and 

insights from this dissertation. 

Obviously, bureaucratic systems such as the United Nations, the World Bank, or 

governments will not change easily, or within a short period of time. Much like scholars, 

practitioners and politicians, alike have questioned ideas of ‘shared sovereignty’ or ‘co-opted 

peacebuilding’, institutions like the UN do the same when it comes to effecting change within 

their normative operational behaviors. Constructivist scholars, and perhaps most importantly, 

practitioners, must continue to research and identify new ways to resolve complex issues in 

contemporary statebuilding projects and in doing so, extract valuable lessons from cases such as 

Bosnia, and challenge the stagnant norms that are hampering progress in cases such as 

Afghanistan. 
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