
1 

 

 

 

 

 

The Failed U.S. Mission in Afghanistan: An 

Overview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Adam A. Azim 

August 18, 2015 



2 

 

Executive Summary 

 The “International Project” that took place in Afghanistan after September 11, 2001 

consists of two major elements: 1) a security initiative led by the United States to defeat militant 

Islam in the form of the Taliban and Al-Qaeda and 2) a reconstruction and development initiative 

led by international donors, governments, and NGOs, to shape Afghanistan into a peaceful, 

prosperous, and democratic country with a transformed social, political, and economic system. 

Neither initiative has fully succeeded. The societal changes that have taken place in Afghanistan 

are merely superficial and cosmetic and could be undone after the withdrawal of international 

troops and civilians in 2014 and later, leaving open the possibility of tribal, ethnic, and religious 

warfare that has persisted in Afghanistan for approximately the past three decades. Because of 

the limited success of the large and unwieldy mission in Afghanistan, the United States under the 

Obama Administration has sought to limit the scope of its mission to counterterrorism (CT) as 

opposed to the massive counterinsurgency effort (COIN) implemented by the Bush 

Administration and later drawn down by the Obama Administration beginning in July 2011. 

Overall, this paper is an assessment of U.S. objectives and strategies in Afghanistan and 

examines U.S. successes and failures. The findings of the paper suggest that the United States 

has had very limited success in Afghanistan and as a result has shifted from a counterinsurgency 

strategy to a counterterrorism strategy to limit its objectives and its expectations in the Afghan 

effort. The entire political and security arrangement made in Afghanistan by the United States 

and the international community is likely to fall apart once the final stage of U.S. troop 

withdrawals take place by the end of 2014 and the Taliban-led insurgency could once again take 

over swaths of territory if not the entire country once the international troop withdrawals are 

complete.  



3 

 

Introduction 

With regards to the Afghan effort, the United States and the international community had 

a “systematic bias towards deeper and broader involvement in response to the emerging signs of 

problems, rather than drawing back, taking stock, and exploring radically different alternatives.”
1
 

However, deeper involvement in transforming Afghanistan into an ideal state that denounced 

terrorism and Islamic extremism was secondary to the primary goal, which for the United States 

was making short-term military gains.
2
 When Defense Secretary Robert Gates took over the 

Pentagon in 2009, he was surprised to find that U.S. military officials perceived Afghanistan as 

an experiment for military strategies and weapons that would provide training for future battles 

in the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT).
3
 Even when the Obama Administration at the start of 

its tenure was conducting a comprehensive review of the Afghanistan strategy, Vice President 

Joe Biden suggested to President Barack Obama that the U.S. should go ahead and let the post-

Taliban Afghan government fall even if it meant Afghanistan would fall to the hands of Taliban-

led insurgents since the downfall of the post-Taliban order was of no consequence to the United 

States.
4
 Within the Bush Administration, the Department of Defense led by Donald Rumsfeld 

saw nation building and development as a futile effort due to its perceptions of Afghanistan as a 

“graveyard of empires” and their knowledge that development meant spending time and 

resources on every aspect of Afghan society. Nevertheless, the Bush Administration used broad 

rhetoric about its goals in order to generate support from the American public for the U.S. 

                                                           
1
 Astri Suhrke. When More is Less: The International Project in Afghanistan. (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2011), 9. 
2
 Suhrke, When More is Less, 15. 

3
 Bob Woodward. Obama’s Wars. (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008), 20.  

4
 Woodward, Obama’s Wars, 308.  
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intervention that included bringing democracy, spurring economic development, and 

emancipating Afghan women.
5
 Despite the ambivalence, the United States did engage in a 

significant nation-building effort that sought to secure a post-Taliban order in Afghanistan while 

employing military tactics and weapons in preparation for other ventures in the Global War on 

Terror (GWOT).  

However, under the Obama Administration, the mission in Afghanistan would no longer 

be about development or nation building.
6
 Yet the United States did spend immense resources on 

the military effort. There were two major camps within the Obama Administration, one of which 

led by the military advocated an expanded counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy which needed 

massive resources and a broad commitment to the Afghan people and government. The other 

camp, led by Vice President Joe Biden, advocated a counterterrorism (CT) strategy using drones 

and small numbers of U.S. troops.
7
 Obama employed the COIN strategy until July 2011 before 

starting the withdrawal of U.S. troops and since then has used limited counterterrorism terms 

about U.S. goals in Afghanistan. The Obama Administration essentially gave up on the Afghan 

government for a few reasons, a couple of which was the latter‟s inability to overcome 

incompetence and corruption especially after the flawed Afghan elections of 2009 which 

reintroduced corrupt power brokers and warlords to the Afghan political scene and the other was 

the inability of the U.S. and NATO to eradicate the insurgency.
8
  The first reason appears to have 

reinforced the second. Immediately after the 2009 Afghan elections, the Obama Administration 

set timelines for U.S. involvement in Afghanistan in order to pressure the Afghan government to 

                                                           
5
 Vanda Felbab-Brown. Aspiration and Ambivalence: Strategies and Realities of 

Counterinsurgency and State-Building in Afghanistan. (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution 

Press, 2013), 23.  
6
 Felbab-Brown, Aspiration and Ambivalence, 21.  

7
 Ibid, 25.  

8
 Ibid, 29.  
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step up and take responsibility for its country‟s affairs.
9
 The case of Afghanistan was one where 

the United States tried holding two watermelons in one hand, in the sense that the United States 

expected a competent and effective government that could win the hearts and minds of ordinary 

Afghans and at the same time use corrupt warlords and militias who undermined central 

authority to fight the Taliban. An ideal government failed to materialize in Afghanistan, and the 

Taliban continued to fight for control of the country. In May 2012 at the NATO summit in 

Chicago, the United States and NATO confirmed that the ISAF mission in Afghanistan would be 

complete by the end of 2014 and that by mid-2013 the Afghans would assume “lead 

responsibility” for security throughout the country, and the United States did not specify what 

role it would play in Afghanistan beyond 2014, which left open the possibility of a complete 

U.S. withdrawal.
10

 In that same month, the United States and Afghanistan signed a Strategic 

Partnership Agreement (SPA) in Kabul, the letter of which was ambiguous. The agreement had 

only two clear objectives, one of which was that the United States would continue conducting 

counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan, while the other objective was the training of Afghan 

National Security Forces (ANSF).
11

 There was no mention of good governance or development 

in the agreement; in fact, in the run-up to the July 2012 Tokyo Conference on Afghanistan, the 

Obama Administration suggested that one of the goals for the United States was “Afghan good 

enough”, which probably meant there was no goal of improving Afghan standards of governance 

and economic development.
12

 Thus, securing Afghanistan and the United States from 

international terrorists became the primary objective under the Obama Administration. 

                                                           
9
 Ibid  

10
 Ibid, 32.  

11
 Ibid 35-36.  

12
 Ibid, 38.  
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The goals and the rhetoric toward Afghanistan had shrunk significantly from the Bush 

Administration to the Obama Administration due greatly to the acknowledgement of the realities 

on the ground in Afghanistan which included corruption and incompetence on the part of the 

Afghan government and insecurity which stemmed from the ongoing threat of the Taliban and 

Al-Qaeda. Insecurity also fostered the drug trade in Afghanistan since economic development 

could not take root in an insecure environment. The reality also suggested that the post-Taliban 

order set up by the United States and the international community was a failure and the Taliban 

and its affiliates could not be eliminated. President Obama actually began considering the 

possibility of talking to the Taliban and hoped to split off elements that could be brought into the 

Afghan government in order to break off the group from Al-Qaeda. Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton and U.S. envoy to Afghanistan and Pakistan Richard Holbrooke also advocated talks 

with the Taliban.
13

 And on June 18, 2013, the United States allowed for the opening of a Taliban 

political office in Doha, the capital city of Qatar, as a base for Taliban political operations and 

most importantly negotiations with the United States. The office gives the Taliban international 

legitimacy as well the identity of a possible replacement for the current Afghan government that 

the United States has been supporting for the last twelve years. U.S. policy toward Afghanistan 

revealed numerous contradictions, some of which were the oscillation between state-building and 

counterterrorism, shifting from counterinsurgency to political reconciliation between the Afghan 

government and the insurgents, and improving governance while working with corrupt Afghan 

power brokers to achieve U.S. military and security objectives. In the end, the United States 

narrowed its focus on counterterrorism efforts and reinforced the status quo of rural power 

broker rule and opium production in Afghanistan by withdrawing and by virtue reducing its 

                                                           
13

 Ibid, 30-31.  
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leverage over the Afghan government to affect anti-corruption measures and good governance 

efforts and other initiatives such as economic development that were valued by the international 

community. The shift in strategy has indicated a bigger shift in what the U.S. and international 

community perceives what is accomplishable in Afghanistan, since it has now begun considering 

talking to the Taliban and bringing them into the Afghan government while isolating “foreign 

jihadists” such as Arabs, Chechens, and Uzbeks who are not Afghan and are alien to Afghan 

culture and norms.
14

  

Reduced U.S. involvement in Afghanistan signifies a drawback from what the 

international community expected in Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban in 2001 which did 

not fall short of a major facelift of Afghanistan‟s political, social, and economic system. The 

lesson drawn from Afghanistan is that “America‟s post-9/11 effort to impose its will on the 

Middle East had failed.”
15

 Andrew Bacevich has called the War in Afghanistan “America‟s Boer 

War”, an analogy to British efforts to take control of South Africa in the beginning of the 20
th

 

century where both countries “allowed imperial flights of fancy to take precedence over long-

term, strategic calculation.”
16

 Despite U.S. efforts, the Taliban threat persists in Afghanistan. The 

United States can conduct occasional “spoiling attacks” to disrupt terrorist activities in 

Afghanistan and place diplomatic pressure on the Taliban to refrain from supporting terrorists 

without having to funnel massive resources for a futile effort which lacks strategic value and a 

moral justification given that the terrorist attacks on 9/11 were conducted by Arabs in the United 

                                                           
14

 Ibid, 62.  
15

 Andrew J. Bacevich, “A Case for Withdrawal”, in Afghan Endgames: Strategy and Policy Choices for 

America‟s Longest War, ed. Hy Rothstein and John Arquilla (Washington, DC: Georgetown University 

Press, 2012), 85.  
16

 Bacevich, “A Case for Withdrawal”, 87.  
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States and Europe.
17

 The effort in Afghanistan was a matter of choice and not necessity. Whether 

the Taliban takes control of Afghanistan is of no consequence to the United States‟ strategic 

calculations in the Middle East. Thus, the United States – after learning firsthand the lessons 

learned by the British and the Soviets in the past – will continue its withdrawal from Afghanistan 

despite the Taliban‟s resurgence.   

The Post-Taliban Security Order 

The flagship project for the United States and NATO forces has been the development of 

the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF). It is argued that security “is a necessary precursor 

to stabilization and progress toward a return to something approaching „normal‟ economic 

activity.”
18

 The training and institutional development of the ANSF has been a major focus for 

the United States in particular since President Obama took office in 2009 mainly because the 

project has the potential of enabling a U.S. exit strategy and provides a force which can continue 

fighting the Taliban once the United States withdraws fully from Afghanistan.
19

 But while U.S. 

expenditures on the Afghan National Army (ANA) began increasing in 2005-2006, the United 

States was unable to disband warlords and militias.
20

 In Helmand Province, a trinity of tribes – 

the Alizai, Noorzai, and Alikozai – which was engaged in the drug trade was nonetheless 

organized by Afghan President Hamid Karzai to govern the province due to their anti-Taliban 

stance and this mechanism became characteristic of the way in which the United States and the 

                                                           
17

 Ibid, 92.  
18

  Derick W. Brinkerhoff, Ed. Governance in Post-Conflict Societies: Rebuilding Fragile States. (London 

and New York: Routledge, 2007), 5.  
19

  Woodward, Obama’s Wars, 375-380.  

 

20 Ahmed Rashid. Descent Into Chaos: The U.S. and the Disaster in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Central 

Asia. (London: Penguin Books, Inc., 2009), 203.  
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Afghan government sought to fight off the Taliban.
21

 Also in the Taliban hotbed of Kandahar 

Province, Karzai‟s brother Ahmad Wali took over as the provincial chief, hoarded all the 

political power and foreign aid, and patronized the tribes that were loyal to him, some of which 

were involved in the drug trade.
22

 Along the border with Pakistan in Kandahar Province, the 

United States collaborated with the chief of the Achekzai tribe – Abdul Razziq – a man who was 

involved in all sorts of illicit activities in order to ensure that supply routes for U.S. and NATO 

troops would remain open. The United States also sought intelligence and operational support 

from Abdul Razziq against the Taliban and other insurgents.
23

 What these cases highlight is that 

the United States had no choice but to overlook the illicit activities of Pashtun tribes and militias, 

which included the drug trade, kidnapping for ransom, land grabbing, and corruption, in order to 

acquire support for Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and subsequent military operations 

against the Taliban and Al-Qaeda in an attempt to establish an anti-Taliban security order in 

Afghanistan‟s volatile Southern and Eastern regions. Tribes and militias in turn promoted their 

own agenda in cooperation with NATO and ISAF and expanded their access to economic rents 

while doing a poor job of fending off the Taliban-led insurgents.
24

  

When President Obama took office, the relationship between the White House and Karzai 

changed. Obama saw Karzai as a corrupt chieftain, who was insincere and incompetent, aided 

corruption, neglected governance, and enhanced warlords.
25

 Obama sought to manage 

Afghanistan – and Karzai – better than the Bush Administration had. In 2010, both the Afghan 

National Army (ANA) and Police (ANP) met their growth objectives. NATO and ISAF then 

                                                           
21

 Rajiv Chandrasekaran. Little America: The War Within the War for Afghanistan. (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2012), 42-43.  
22

 Chandrasekaran, Little America, 61.  
23

 Chandrasekaran, Little America, 257-269. 
24

 Felbab-Brown, Aspiration and Ambivalence, 113.  
25

 Chandrasekaran, Little America, 83 
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undertook very important initiatives to raise the quality of the officer ranks in both the ANA and 

ANP, increase literacy, and to raise pay and improve retention. NATO Mission Training-

Afghanistan (NTM-A) also built branch schools to provide skill training for the ANSF in areas 

such as combat arms, logistics, engineering, and intelligence. These initiatives were 

complemented by a decree signed by Karzai for the Ministry of Interior (MoI) that included an 

active duty service obligation that commits ANP officers and enlisted personnel to specific 

obligations while in service. This was considered a major step in the ministry‟s institutional 

development and it signaled that international assistance was making a seriously positive impact 

on the development of ANSF.
26

 

Security in Afghanistan, however, still remains elusive. The foreign military presence has 

not been able to eradicate the insurgency in Afghanistan despite all the blood and treasure spent, 

which amounts to thousands of international soldiers and about a trillion dollars spent by the 

United States alone.  By the end of 2012, the United States and ISAF were at a stalemate with 

the insurgents, and most Afghans feared that civil war would break out between Afghan 

government forces and the Taliban-led insurgents once the NATO presence transforms in 2014.
27

 

After the 10
th

 Mountain Division Headquarters arrived in RC South in late October 2010, the 

U.S. force surge was fully deployed by December. Insurgent control diminished in the South, 

East, and West. Yet the insurgency remained resilient, and has continued to hinder coalition 

progress and undermine the population‟s confidence in the Afghan government through an 

intimidation and murder campaign, the highlight of which was the assassination of Ahmad Wali 

Karzai – the chief of the Kandahar Provincial Council – in July 2011. The Taliban also 

                                                           
26 U.S. Department of State. “Report on Afghanistan and Pakistan, March 2011 (Unclassified)”  

 
27

 Felbab-Brown, Aspiration and Ambivalence, 44-45.  
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assassinated the secretary general of Afghanistan‟s High Peace Council Burhanuddin Rabbani in 

2012, and the assassination signaled that if highly protected and powerful Afghan government 

officials were vulnerable to attacks, so was the entire Afghan population.  COIN operations in 

Logar, Wardak, Paktia, Khost, and Ghazni also did not eradicate the insurgency.
28

 In Kandahar 

alone, the heartland of the Taliban, more than one thousand insurgent attacks took place in 2012 

which equates to about three insurgent attacks per day and over seven thousand insurgent attacks 

took place throughout the country.
29

 And in the first quarter of the year 2013 there were over 

2,500 fights between U.S.-backed Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) and Taliban-led 

insurgents throughout the country.
30

 At this rate, the total of insurgent attacks could exceed the 

previous year‟s total by two and a half thousand. These statistics show that no part of 

Afghanistan has been safe from insurgent attacks. Two of the most volatile provinces– Logar and 

Wardak – are strategically placed along the south and west of Kabul respectively, posing a 

significant threat to the internationally backed Afghan government if there is a lack of sustained 

attention to Afghanistan‟s capital city.  

Since the troop withdrawal began in July 2011, the United States has been relying more 

heavily on “interoperability with specific partners”, which is code for greater reliance on the 

ANSF. U.S. forces are no longer sized to conduct large-scale, prolonged stability operations and 

as a result have turned to the ANSF to advance U.S. security interests.
31

 The problem, however, 

                                                           
28 U.S. Department of State. “Report on Afghanistan and Pakistan, March 2011 (Unclassified)”  

 

29 Cordesman, “The Afghan War in 2013”, 21. 
30

 “ANSO Quarterly Data Report, Q.1 2013”, accessed July 1, 2013, 

http://www.ecoi.net/file_upload/1226_1366715966_anso-20q1-202013.pdf.  

31 Anthony H. Cordesman. “The New US Defense Strategy and the Priorities and Changes in the 

FY2013 Budget”. Center For Strategic and International Studies, January 30, 2012.  

 

http://www.ecoi.net/file_upload/1226_1366715966_anso-20q1-202013.pdf
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is that NATO, ISAF, and the U.S. is under pressure to deliver under time constraints that did not 

exist during the first decade of the war. Immediately after the Obama Administration took office 

in 2009, a broad comprehensive review took place at the principal level that essentially limited 

the scope of the mission in Afghanistan to counterterrorism and designed a timetable for a 

gradual but inevitable withdrawal. Within this timetable and narrowed mission, President Obama 

explicitly instructed the key actors in the Afghanistan effort – State and DoD – to develop the 

strength and capacity of ANSF in order for it to assume full security responsibilities in 

Afghanistan and to enable a withdrawal of U.S. forces beginning in mid-2011.
32

 This plan was 

reaffirmed during a strategic partnership review between U.S. Deputy Secretary William Burns 

and Afghan Foreign Minister Zalmay Rassoul on May 11, 2013.
33

  

The U.S. troop surge in Afghanistan, which began in early 2010, came to an end in 

September 2012. The results of the surge were commendable; the insurgency was beaten back by 

U.S.-led incursions in conjunction with the ANSF. In designing and implementing the surge, 

U.S. troops led by General Stanley McChrystal thought that by increasing U.S. troop levels while 

simultaneously increasing Afghan troop levels and at the same time launching an offensive in 

Southern and Eastern Afghanistan, the control of the Afghan government would extend into 

these areas permanently. This was merely an illusion. Defections from the Afghan army went on 

the rise during the surge, which in turn hampered the ability of the Afghan government to hold 

                                                           
32 Adam Mausner and Anthony H. Cordesman. “The War in Afghanistan: A Trip Report”. Center for 

Strategic and International Studies, June 20, 2011 

 
33

 “Joint Statement by Foreign Minister Dr. Rassoul and Deputy Secretary Burns on the Second Meeting 

of the Afghanistan-U.S. Bilateral Commission, 11 May 2013,” accessed May 19, 2013, 

http://mfa.gov.af/en/news/20144 
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the areas cleared by the United States during the surge.
34

 In order to make the transition of 

international forces effective, the ANSF needed to become more effective as opposed to simply 

becoming bigger.
35

 As evinced, becoming bigger did not prevent attrition rates from rising 

before the U.S. troop withdrawal began in mid-2011. What is worrisome for the general Afghan 

population is that there is no way to ensure the durability and fortitude of the ANSF once the 

transition out of Afghanistan is complete, meaning that NATO and the United States may have to 

provide enabling support in the form of weapons, money, and training beyond 2014 in order to 

prevent the outbreak of full-blown war between the Afghan government and Taliban-led 

insurgents.  

 The composition of the ANSF is made up of a number of elements: the Afghan National 

Army (ANA), the Afghan Air Force (AAF), and the Afghan National Civil Order Police 

(ANCOP), which is the paramilitary element of the Afghan National Police (ANP), Afghan 

Special Operations Forces (SOF), and the Directorate of National Security (DNS). All of these 

organs have up until this point proven to be staunchly anti-Taliban. Of all the organs listed, the 

Afghan National Civil Order Police (ANCOP) has stood out as an honorable mention in terms of 

performance. The ANCOP squad in Helmand Province is proving to be a success, despite its 

ethnic composition. The entire squad in the Marjah district of Helmand Province is non-Pashtun 

and despite this the squad has been able to peacefully coexist and cooperate with the local 

population in providing the security needed to prevent a disruption of the peace primarily in rural 

areas. But the key to success for U.S. national security interests and Afghan security interests 

will be the performance of the Afghan National Army (ANA) with its approximately 172,000 

                                                           
34 Rajiv Chandrasekaran. “The Afghan Surge is Over: So did it Work?” Foreign Policy, September 25, 

2012. 

 

35 Cordesman, “The Afghan War in 2013”, iii. 
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troops and seven corps. The Afghan National Police (ANP) will require much stronger 

leadership in 2014 and beyond in order to reign in on the 30,000-40,000 militiamen that support 

the ANP at the local level. Given that both the ANA and ANP contain some corrupt elements 

tied to local power brokers, sustained international support will be necessary to elevate the 

quality of the security forces and keep them glued together beyond 2014.
36

  

 The United States and its NATO partners – especially in the last few years – have 

diligently tried to eradicate the insurgency. But the efforts have not fully paid off. Improvised 

explosive device (IED) attacks have also risen since the start of the surge. Green-on-blue attacks 

– which stand for attacks made by Afghan soldiers on coalition forces – have raised six fold 

since the start of the surge and signaled insurgent penetration into the ANSF.
37

 The insurgency 

maintains a shadow government throughout the country in order to highlight the ineffectiveness 

of the Afghan Government and in addition employs a range of tactics such as threats, extortion, 

kidnappings, killings, and checkpoints in order to assert some kind of control over certain parts 

of the country and to embarrass the international community in the eyes of the Afghan 

population by making them appear feeble.
38

 The insurgency has for the most part kept a low 

profile and has blended into the Pashtun population, patiently awaiting the withdrawal of 

international troops.
39

 Most vulnerable are also the West and East of the country where the bulk 

of the insurgent attacks in Afghanistan took place. Insurgent attacks have also spiked in the north 

of the country. The north of the country previously had been free of insurgent activity. Civilians 

have also been dying profusely. In 2012, there were 7,559 civilian casualties in Afghanistan, 

                                                           
36 Cordesman, Ibid, V. 

37Cordesman, “The Afghan War in 2013”, 4-10. 

38 Ibid, 20. 
39

 Chandrasekaran, Little America, 152.  
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most of which were caused by insurgent activity.
40

 The figure is astounding considering that 

there were about eleven thousand civilian casualties in the previous four years put together.
41

  

 The insurgents also have a safe haven across the border in Pakistan. This safe haven in 

Pakistan provides the insurgency with an almost endless pool of recruits and robust resources. 

Pakistan views Afghanistan through a lens that is dominated by its rivalry with India.
42

 In 

addition to allowing Afghan insurgent groups a safe haven, the Pakistani military-intelligence 

apparatus has provided funding, armaments, logistical support, and technical advice to the 

insurgents.
43

 Pakistan considers it imperative to have a government in Afghanistan that is 

friendly in order to maintain strategic depth in Afghanistan and avoid encirclement by hostile 

neighbors.
44

 Pakistan‟s support for insurgent groups disregards the most important U.S. interests 

and priorities, which is fighting the Taliban and Al-Qaeda.
45

 The insurgents, despite the troop 

surge, have been able to resurge as a result of their safe haven in Pakistan and the support they 

receive from Pakistan‟s military-intelligence apparatus. What makes the war in Afghanistan 

difficult for the international community is that the war is actually a war of “political attrition” 

by Pakistan against the Afghan government and its patrons.
46

 The Taliban have even come up 

with something called “The Taliban Outreach Commission” which employs softer rhetoric in 

order to counter the efforts made by the Afghan Government to reintegrate insurgents.
47

 In some 

ways, the efforts of the Taliban have worked and the Afghan government has failed to persuade 

                                                           
40 Ibid, 24. 
41

Chesser, Susan G. “Afghanistan Casualties: Military Forces and Civilians.” Congressional Research 

Service, December 6, 2012. http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R41084.pdf. 
42

 Felbab-Brown, 194.  
43

 Ibid, 195. 
44

 Felbab-Brown, 196. 
45

 Ibid, 203.  
46 Cordesman, “The Afghan War in 2013”, 2.  

47 Ibid, 28. 

http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R41084.pdf
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many Pashtuns to support Karzai‟s government instead of the insurgency.
48

 In an Asia 

Foundation survey on Afghanistan, virtually half of all Pashtuns surveyed showed sympathy to 

the insurgents.
49

 In fact, the most cited reason for their sympathy toward the insurgents is that the 

insurgents are “Afghan”, which signals nationalistic, racial, and cultural links between the 

Pashtun people and the insurgency.
50

 The war cannot succeed without the Afghan Government 

supported by Hazaras, Tajiks, and Uzbeks making political gains in addition to security gains, 

which equates to the winning of hearts and minds of ordinary Pashtuns. 

 The challenge for the Afghan government is compounded because ANSF must prepare 

for additional security tasks and to ensure the security of key population centers, allow for 

Afghan-based economic development and governance to take hold, and to come under effective 

civilian control and ultimately assume responsibilities on an irreversible basis.
51

 Before the 2014 

troop withdrawal, ANSF will assume control of areas where 87 percent of the Afghan population 

lives.
52

 There is already evidence that ANSF cannot shoulder the responsibility of securing 

Afghanistan without U.S. and NATO help as shown by the major spring 2012 offensive of the 

Haqqani Network and the Taliban on Kabul where ANSF had to depend on NATO support to 

fend off the insurgents.
53

 There is going to be a need for some kind of enabling support beyond 

2014 that will ensure the sustainability and viability of the ANSF lest it disintegrate and leave 

Afghanistan even more vulnerable to the insurgency supported by international terrorists. 

President Obama has not yet decided on how many troops will remain in Afghanistan after 2014. 

However, there is a possibility that approximately no more than 10,000 troops will remain in 

                                                           
48

 Chandrasekaran, Little America, 118.  

49 Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2012: A Survey of the Afghan People”, 58. 

50 Asia Foundation, 60 

51 Ibid, 36. 

52 Ibid, 40. 
53

 Felbab-Brown, 5-9.  
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addition to some U.S. Special Operations Forces (SOFs) and enablers, signaling a 

counterterrorism strategy which benefits the U.S. but not necessarily the Afghan government and 

its stakeholders.
54

 Despite the improvements made in terms of capacity and effectiveness over 

the past couple of years, the ANSF has severe weaknesses such as low literacy rates, insufficient 

military training, and a lack of important weaponry and military equipment which are being 

exacerbated by the rapid expansion and development of ANA troop numbers and the 

simultaneous withdrawal of support and international partners.
55

 A major concern regarding the 

ANSF is that due to its strongly non-Pashtun makeup (Hazara/Tajik/Uzbek), large numbers of 

Pashtuns will be alienated from any future Afghan government and will join the Taliban-led 

insurgency.
56

 But the ethnic makeup also plays a positive role in that it solidifies the ANSF and 

can help it work as a cogent force against the largely Pashtun insurgency. Co-opting Pashtuns 

down the line will be a political move by the ANSF that could pay off. Many Pashtun police 

chiefs who have cooperated with the United States, particularly in Helmand Province, would be 

an asset for the ANSF because of their ability to spot the Taliban instinctively, an ability that U.S 

and NATO forces lacked.
57

  

Sudden resourcing of ANSF which began with the Obama Administration, if abruptly cut 

down or stopped now, can lead to an outcome similar to the one which came out of Vietnam in 

the 1970‟s where the insurgency pounced on the opportunity to beat a vulnerable government 

security force.
58

 Transition planning should take into account that without a sufficiently 

                                                           
54 Ibid, 45. 

55 Ibid. 
56

Marvin Weinbaum, “Rebuilding Afghanistan: Impediments, Lessons, and Prospects,” in Nation-

Building: Beyond Afghanistan and Iraq, ed. Francis Fukuyama (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2006), 138.  
57

 Chandrasekaran, Little America, 318-319 

58 Cordesman, “The Afghan War in 2013”, 49. 
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resourced and trained Afghan army by the end of 2015, development and stabilization on a larger 

scale than the quick-impact projects of the day and the free flow of trade in Afghanistan will not 

take root and the country will decay into a situation similar to the 1990‟s where the country was 

embroiled in perpetual warfare and economic paralysis which gave way to Islamic extremism.
59

 

The 2014 Afghan Elections did not produce a partner in the Afghan government that can exert 

authority over the ANSF and continue capacity-building in the Afghan Ministry of Defense 

(MoD) and Ministry of Interior (MoI) to make those institutions more effective. Without 

effective Afghan leadership and ownership of the security situation, the ANA will most likely 

break along four ethnic lines (Hazara, Pashtun, Tajik, and Uzbek) and the ANP will split into 

elements that will either support local power brokers or the insurgency.
60

 Due to poor partnership 

on the part of the Afghans, U.S. decisiveness on the size and nature of a post-2014 presence has 

stalled, notwithstanding the budget issue and cost-cutting issues that have to be taken into 

consideration before a presidential decision is made.
61

 Much depends on the effectiveness of the 

Afghan government elected in 2014 as a partner in the war against international terrorists. If the 

Afghan Government remains corrupt and ineffective, the United States and NATO might have to 

accept the sunk costs of investing in the Afghan Government and resort to a limited 

counterterrorism strategy which narrowly focuses on terrorist sanctuaries in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan and not necessarily the Pashtun insurgency posing a challenge to the Afghan 

government.   
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Governance  

 By definition, governance is a system that deals with the rules, institutions, and processes 

that form the nexus of state-society relations and define how government and citizens interact.
62

 

“State-building”, on the other hand, is the establishment of a set of public institutions anchored at 

the central level that could provide security and basic services.
63

 The state is primarily 

responsible for the administering of governance. One major aspect of the international project in 

Afghanistan was state building and by virtue the establishment of good governance. Good 

governance and economic development tended to lag behind security in Afghanistan and these 

two areas required stopgap measures put in place in order to level the progress between these two 

areas and security sector development.
64

 One major fact pertaining to Afghan governance that 

fails to receive serious recognition is that “Provincial Councils”, which are a mechanism of local, 

non-centralized governance and are thought of as fairly balancing central government 

intervention, are seen by about 90 percent of all Afghans as completely ineffective and 

irrelevant.
65

 Afghanistan at the turn of the 21
st
 century was the only country without a modern 

centralized state in its region, and the expectation was that a centralized nation-state would be 

built after approximately thirty years of war and chaos.
66

 Afghan interest in the establishment of 

a centralized and strong nation-state undermines the skepticism toward the idea that standardized 

models of post-conflict democratic systems can be grafted onto societies such as Afghanistan 

with histories and traditions that defy these models.
67
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But the biggest impediment to a strong, viable, and effective central government that can 

provide stability and security in Afghanistan has been a constellation of power brokers 

throughout the country but primarily in rural areas which consist mainly of “elders” who are for 

the most part illiterate and biased in favor of their individual or tribal interests, mullahs who are 

also illiterate and intimidate the population with their narrow views of Islam, “Khans” or 

landowners who are mostly uneducated and refuse to cooperate with the central government by 

withholding taxes, militias that are criminal, and drug smugglers who benefit from the lack of 

central government control in Afghanistan‟s rural areas. Throughout Afghan history, khans, 

tribal chiefs, and the mullahs have united, often against the central government, to protect their 

interests and to maintain their monopoly on the control of economic, social and political affairs 

in rural Afghanistan and as a result influence over the central government. In fact, the predatory 

nature of these different elements and the instability they created in the country creates an 

opening for the Taliban to take over the country and establish brutal but effective form of 

governance.
68

 Historically, Afghanistan has been a sociopolitical quagmire in which scores of 

modern and reform-minded individuals and governments have drowned, along with the beliefs 

and ideas they carried. It has never been an easy task to reform Afghan society into a strong 

modern nation-state, even though many leaders have tried to do so in the past. Aside from the 

various social, economic, and political factors that have contributed to the hindrance of a stable 

democratic environment from ever taking root, a lack of a true national identity has also been a 

huge inhibitor to the institutionalization of a centralized government and a democratic political 

culture in Afghanistan. Regressive Islam and ethnocentric divisions within Afghan society have 

been obstacles which agents of modernization in Afghan society have historically tried to 
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overcome but have always failed. The common theme throughout Afghanistan‟s political history 

is that a central government with a modernization agenda – if left on its own – cannot extend its 

control over the rural establishment without co-opting the rural establishment, and thus the 

centralized approach of state building and modernization was doomed to failure from the outset. 

 “Popular Islam” in Afghanistan that the Taliban opposes consists of a basic but highly 

pervasive moralistic and ritualistic framework within which most Afghans in the rural areas 

reside. Its elements include a mostly flawed but common concept of “enjoining good” and 

“forbidding evil”, social and economic justice as propounded by Islam (adl), and reverence for 

the mullah. The mullah also generally enjoys a monopoly over religious activity in Afghanistan, 

and presides over religious rites such as burials, circumcisions, marriages and mosque sermons. 

Sufism is also a key element in the Islamic fabric in Afghanistan. The largest and most accepted 

Sufi order in Afghanistan is the Naqshbandiya, originating from India. A large portion of the 

mullahs in Afghanistan are seen as being both Pir (Master of Spirituality) and alim (Scholar), 

and have taken on an important role in dominating the hearts and minds of rural Afghan society 

as a guiding force
69

. Naqshbandiya philosophy also emphasizes a strong relationship between the 

pir-alim and the political establishment of a society, so that both can merge their energies and 

lead Muslims to a “straight path”. 
70

 Reverence for religion, a deeply rooted loyalty to tradition, 

and a disdain for progress and modernity have endured as hallmark characteristics of Afghan 

culture.  

Tribalism is also a very important sociopolitical institution that underpins Afghan society 

and culture. One can say reasonably that Afghanistan is a retrogressive tribal society with an 
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added Islamic flavor. Despite the importance of Islam in Afghan society, the law of the land is 

for the most part rooted in tribal customs stemming back thousands of years. The Afghan legal 

code, known as Pushtunwali, is unwritten and it regulates virtually every aspect of life, of which 

some of the basic principles include blood vengeance, hospitality for strangers and enemies 

alike, and unconditional loyalty to one‟s tribe and tribal elders. The Taliban have also tried to 

replace Pushtunwali with a highly regulated and draconic legal code based on 7
th

 century Islamic 

concepts and behaviors. Rural Afghans are also extremely patriarchal, and they adhere to strict 

application of purdah (seclusion of women) and veiling, thus curtailing the freedoms and rights 

of Afghan women. Pushtunwali is vast in its scope, but for whatever shortcomings it may have, 

Islam is used to make up for them through the aid of a mullah which in Afghanistan is vested 

with the dual responsibility of interpreting and overseeing the implementation of Fiqh, the 

accumulated body of Islamic legal jurisprudence.  Almost every aspect of Afghan society and 

governance is based on the tribe – and ethnicity to a lesser but nevertheless a great extent – as an 

organized political unit. Afghan culture is based essentially on an overlapping of Islamic 

conceptions and tribal practices
71

. But due to tribal divisions and by virtue divided interests, 

Afghanistan has failed to unite under a common political precept that can form a stable and 

unified system of governance that can pervade these divisions. The British, the Soviets, and now 

the United States have also failed to form such a system of governance. 

Reforms emanating from western-educated Afghans within the central government have 

met stiff resistance by rural power brokers, and this has in a sense created an urban-rural 

disconnection in Afghanistan that is as severe as those of any other country, if not greater. The 
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rift between reformers and rural power brokers in Afghanistan highlights the divisions that 

weaken the opposition posed by Afghans against the Taliban-led insurgency that is united in 

terms of its beliefs, values and agenda. The following shows just how difficult it is for 

centralized governance based on modern values and principles to take charge in a country like 

Afghanistan: 

 

“From the time of the inception of the Afghan state, unlike many 

other countries in the region such as Iran, China and India that 

have been controlled from their respective strong centres, the 

centre in Afghanistan has always been weak or ineffective. That is 

why the centre has always lived in the shadow of the tribe at its 

periphery. The tribe precedes the state in that it was the tribes who 

set up the state.”
72

 

 

Another issue is that the state, as a top-down modernizing force, has targeted the areas over 

which the mullahs, khans, and tribal chiefs reign. In order for any effort to have a penetrable 

effect, the state historically deals with “councils of tribal representatives who were consulted on 

all state matters”, otherwise known as a jirga.
73

But with the onset of the 20
th

 century and the 

sense of urgency among urbanized Afghans to modernize in order to meet the standards of the 

modern nation-state that had risen in the West, the state began exploring ways to circumvent the 

roadblocks to modernization posed by these retrogressive rural entities. The greater the rigor of 

the modernization programs, the less successful the rulers have been in carrying their 

modernization programs through for they have often provoked strong resistance from the 

retrogressive rural establishment.  

Modernization efforts by the central government were noteworthy during the 1920s after 

King Amanullah overthrew his father, King Habibullah. His chief advisor, mentor, and father in-
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law was a man named Mahmud Tarzi. While in exile, Tarzi attained an education in the Ottoman 

Empire, and became close friends with the famous proponent of pan-Islamism and Islamic 

modernism, Sayyed Jamaluddin al-Afghani. Tarzi, while a devout Muslim, was also a staunch 

modernist of a European brand. He also bought al-Afghani‟s idea of pan-Islamism only to the 

extent that all Muslim nations should cooperate in rejuvenating the Muslim world so that it can 

one day reach the level of social, economic, and technological advancement that the West had 

attained. Tarzi did not go as far as accepting the pan-Islamic notion of a caliphate that ruled over 

the Muslim world as endorsed by al-Afghani; he was instead more of a nationalist as far as his 

political ideology went
74

.  

King Amanullah came into direct conflict with the religious and rural establishment in 

Afghanistan when he came to power in 1919. The young and ambitious king sought to transform 

Afghanistan into a modern, liberal-democratic country. He began the implementation of major 

social reforms that would have produced groundbreaking changes in Afghan society. Tarzi 

“hoped a benevolent and enlightened monarch would assume the role of religious reformer and 

reinterpret Islam to meet contemporary needs”, and he found this in the figure of Amanullah. He 

also stressed that modernity and Islam in Afghanistan could reconcile only if Afghan Islamic 

identity was able to “transcend tribal, ethnic, regional, and sectarian loyalties and unite the nation 

in development.”
75

 Tarzi blasted autocratic rulers as well mullahs in many Muslim countries for 

putting their selfish interests above the need for development, progress, and modernity: 

“The God-loving, truthful ulama and sheikhs, who guided the 

people in the true path, have long been extinct [and replaced by 

impostors]. Parading in the cloaks of their great predecessors, these 

impostors sacrificed truthfulness and just for personal gain and 
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exalted earthly Muslim rulers to supernatural beings, glorifying 

them and granting them questionable rights.” 
76

  

  

Tarzi and his royal disciple Amanullah were poised to challenge the traditional establishment 

and to shape Afghan society like no other leader had ever done before. 

Amanullah launched his reform program in two stages, the first in 1923 and the second in 

1928 after his seven-month tour of Europe. He began by promulgating Afghanistan‟s first ever 

constitution in 1923. In it, he declared equal citizenship for all Afghans regardless of religion or 

ethnicity, abolished slavery, pronounced all citizens as equal before the law, and prohibited 

torture. This constitution would serve as the liberal and progressive groundwork upon which 

Amanullah would construct even further reforms. 
77

He then embarked on massive social, 

economic, and educational reforms that were embodied in a span of over 140 codes and statutes 

throughout his nine-year tenure. Amanullah stopped in Turkey during his tour of Europe in 1928 

to meet Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the secular leader for whom Amanullah had great respect. 

Ataturk warned Amanullah that his reforms would never reach the stage of implementation 

without a strong military, an admonition that Amanullah himself had overlooked but was well 

understood by his successors. Nevertheless, Amanullah returned from his European tour 

determined to carry out reforms. He announced his blueprint before a Loya Jirga, a grand 

assembly that includes representatives from across the entire Afghan ethnic and sociopolitical 

spectrum, which included a constitutional-based monarchy with an elected parliament, the 

emancipation of women and the abolition of the chaadari (veil), enforced monogamy, a 

comprehensive tax code that would affect tribal chiefs and khans, the state takeover of awqaf 

(religious endowments) which would affect the mullahs, compulsory education for all, 
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coeducational schools, and the overhaul of religious education by the state.
78

His reforms were 

decried by the mullahs and were rejected by a large portion of the Loya Jirga. A coalition of 

Pashtun tribes from the South and East of the country as well as a band of conservative religious 

elements from the North went into rebellion, foreshadowing events in the post-9/11 period. 

Amanullah‟s supporters within the army could not overpower the rebellion, and he fled the 

country in November 1928. The rebels in the army placed Muhammad Nadir Khan, a former 

general under Amanullah who was exiled in 1923, as leader of Afghanistan in 1929. He would 

declare himself King before a Loya Jirga in September 1930.  

The Muhammadzai dynasty led by Nadir Khan came to power through associating itself 

with religious values and ideals and becoming bedfellows with the religious establishment. One 

of the more standout provisions Nadir Khan placed in his constitution of 1931 was that the King 

needed to carry out the implementation of the “Sharia”. Religion and “Sharia” served as a means 

of legitimizing the government in a highly traditional and cultural society and to assure that the 

government would not be at odds with the comprehensive value system of Afghan society that is 

based on tribalism, ethnicity, and religion. To declare Islam as sacrosanct and to oblige the King 

with the implementation of “Sharia” meant that religion stood as the supreme institution of the 

land just slightly above tribalism, ethnicity, and culture
79

. Nadir Khan constructed the 

constitution in a way that rendered it “a reactionary document perpetuating the status quo ante: 

an autocratic monarchy allied to religious conservatism.”
80

 Modernization efforts started by 

Amanullah suffered a setback under Nadir Khan, who was more cautious and pragmatic than his 
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predecessor. Nadir Khan acquiesced to the religious establishment by integrating it into the 

political structure through various measures. He placed mosque imams on the government 

payroll, appointed relatives of important religious figures to lucrative government posts, and 

established a monitory board of backward mullahs to determine that what was taught in schools 

conformed to “Islamic values.” This last measure was essentially “an open-ended mandate that 

permitted the religious establishment to denounce whatever they disapproved of as “un-

Islamic.”
81

 In 1933, an Amanullah loyalist assassinated Nadir Khan. Nevertheless, the 

Muhammadzai tribe retained power and Nadir Khan‟s nineteen-year-old boy Zahir Shah, 

ascended to the throne.  

From 1933 until the Communist takeover of 1978, the Muhammadzai-led state in 

Afghanistan proceeded with great caution as they expanded the role of the state and carried 

through with modernization efforts. Like many other Third World countries, Afghanistan 

capitalized off the Cold War and opportunistically sought aid from both the United States and the 

Soviet Union as the two superpowers sought to shape the Third World in their own image. The 

benefit of foreign aid was that the state could depend less on tribal chiefs and khans for the 

financing of state expansion and modernization projects and would help the state in avoiding 

conflict with the rural establishment. Thus, “[rather] than try to penetrate the countryside and 

govern it, the Afghan state pursued a „cover-over‟ strategy of encapsulating local institutions 

with an administration laid over the existing society.”
82

 This strategy enabled the state to move 

ahead with many of their modernization projects in urban areas without much hindrance. In 

1953, Zahir Shah appointed his cousin, Mohammad Daud Khan, as Prime Minister. Daud was 
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politically conservative, meaning that he opposed the liberalization of the political system and 

was essentially a dictator. He banned political parties and censored the press. But he was keen on 

modernizing Afghanistan militarily, economically, and socially. By 1958, he managed to raise a 

fairly well equipped army of 100,000 men. This enabled him to dissolve unruly tribes who were 

bound only to tribal loyalties by reorganizing their territory and bringing them into areas that 

were directly under government control and administration, in addition to removing tribal leaders 

and khans and placing them in far off parts of the country to undertake administrative tasks for 

the government
83

. Major highways were built and improved, and irrigation projects in Southern 

Afghanistan helped with the productivity of the agricultural sector.  

Education also expanded greatly during this period, which in turn produced an 

intellectual movement of unintended consequences for the Muhammadzai royal establishment 

and for the future of Afghanistan. In 1947 Kabul University was created as an umbrella structure 

for the various faculties that began to sprout through foreign aid and affiliation with Western 

countries and institutions. The exception was the Faculty of Theology, built in 1951 through 

sponsorship from Al-Azhar University in Egypt. State schools at the primary and secondary level 

were also expanded to the provinces in the early 1950‟s, but the bulk of the expansion had been 

concentrated in cities. What resulted from this expansion in education was “a substantial 

explosion in the student population in Kabul and elsewhere in Afghanistan that had far-reaching 

social, economic, and political consequences in a socially backward and resource-poor 

country.”
84

While it empowered a great number of people intellectually, the state missed their aim 

in educating people by a long shot. In the words of Barnett Rubin: 
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“The ostensible aim of education was to train the youth for state-

guided modernization, but the state failed to provide acceptable 

career paths or survival strategies for many graduates.”
85

  

 

Like today, Afghan governments in the past failed to provide for the needs of the people and as a 

result failed to win hearts and minds. By the early 1970‟s, unemployment among college 

graduates was becoming even more visible than from the decade before. What also frustrated 

college graduates was the inability of most in getting a decent paying job in the bureaucracy 

without having connections to the anti-modern power brokers in rural areas. Nevertheless, 

education succeeded in reshaping the social and ideological landscape of Afghanistan before war 

broke out in 1978. In the words of the Afghan philosopher and poet Sayd Bahauddin Majrooh as 

quoted by Rubin, those who received education in Afghanistan were “neither a complete 

Westerner nor a genuine Easterner. He became a stranger: a stranger to his own society, and even 

worse, a stranger to himself.”
86

 Some students were sent overseas to study, and they – along with 

their peers in Kabul – had acquired “fresh perspectives with which they could judge their 

backward nation.”
87

 Afghanistan‟s educated class would supply two major political parties – one 

Islamist and one Leftist – with recruits who were intoxicated by the “myth of revolution” and 

were seeking to topple the system and replace it with a new one based on top-down 

“progressive” and radical ideologies.  

The pressure and dissent from these two groups – the Islamists and the Leftists – forced 

Daud the dictator to resign from government in 1963. King Zahir Shah then promulgated one of 

the most liberal and progressive constitutions in the Muslim world up until that time in 1964. It 
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allowed for direct parliamentary elections as well as freedom of the press. While an official 

legalization of political parties never took place, the monarchical establishment did not interfere 

in public political activity. The groups took full advantage of their rights, and eventually the 

constitutional period between 1964 and 1973 and “the political opportunities it provided for all 

hastened [the monarchy‟s] downfall.”
88

Education, combined with democracy, led to the espousal 

of anti-establishment sentiments by the country‟s growing intelligentsia. The ideological 

conflicts between the Islamists and the Leftists spilled over into violence in the form of street 

riots toward the end of the democratic period. Daud the dictator made a comeback through the 

aid of leftist elements in the army and vowed to “sweep away” what he perceived as foreign 

ideologies such as the brand of Islamism which stemmed from the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt 

that had taken grip in Afghanistan
89

. He began a massive crackdown on Islamists, imprisoning 

and executing the ones he could capture. The rest of the Islamists had all fled Afghanistan and 

sought refuge in Pakistan by 1975. The leftists would eventually kill Daud in 1978 and take over 

the country.  

The leftist political party, the People‟s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) 

ascended to power through a military coup. The PDPA promoted a radical form of social 

transformation and was secular in orientation. Many in the party were self-proclaimed atheists in 

a country where 99 percent of the population are Muslim. The way in which the PDPA tried 

instituting social reforms made King Amanullah appear soft. Their “revolution” included two 

primary objectives, both of which struck at the heart of the rural traditional establishment: 

agrarian reforms and a mass literacy campaign. The leftists miscalculated the outcome of their 
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objectives, for they believed that agrarian reforms would please rural peasants and that literacy 

would wean people away from the mullahs thereby bringing social change. They were wrong. 

Peasants remained loyal and dependent to the Khan and the tribal chief, who were the major 

landowners in rural Afghanistan. The rural masses also deplored the literacy campaign for a 

number of reasons: it humiliated elders who were forced to sit in class with children and 

adolescents, propagated alien Marxist ideas, and mixed the sexes in the classrooms. The leftist 

regime was also very repressive, crushing political dissent through military force and 

imprisonment. It is believed that within the first two years of the leftist regime, over 40,000 

people were either killed or had disappeared
90

. In the words of the late Afghan scholar Louis 

Dupree: “[The leftists] violated practically every Afghan cultural norm…It almost appears that 

they systematically planned to alienate every segment of the Afghan people.”
91

 The Khan, 

mullah, peasant and some urban dissidents rebelled. Afghanistan fell into complete anarchy after 

the leftists were overthrown and the Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989. The 

“mujahideen” – a number of ragtag militias who fought the leftists and their Soviet patrons – 

took over the country in 1992.  

In 1992, central authority and governance collapsed completely, and the effects were 

decentralization of power and authority that fell into the hands of tribal militias in the rural 

areas.
92

 The Islamist leaders who were linked to the rural establishment fought amongst 

themselves in pursuit of the seat of power in Kabul. They managed to impose the “sharia” in 

Kabul, and what resulted was the seclusion of women who before the Islamist takeover of Kabul 
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had comprised of almost 50 percent of the bureaucracy. One Islamist leader asserted that 

elections were “un-Islamic”, which gave an ominous sign that democracy would never reemerge 

in Afghanistan and that social and political progress was unattainable.
93

  

In 1994, the Taliban emerged on the political scene in Afghanistan and by 1997 had taken 

over 95 percent of Afghan territory by beating back traditional Islamist groups and tribal militias 

and sending many of their leaders into exile while suppressing all other power brokers through 

force and intimidation. The Taliban rank-and-file consisted of fierce Pashtuns – many of whom 

were orphans as a result of the Soviet invasion – from the border region of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan who were indoctrinated in Pakistan‟s deobandi religious schools and they received 

technical support and military guidance from Pakistan‟s Inter-service Intelligence Agency (ISI) 

and monetary support from wealthy Arab gulf-states.  Only a powerful force like the United 

States was able to topple the Taliban in 2001. A liberal-democratic system on paper reappeared 

with the propping of Hamid Karzai following the overthrow of the Taliban by the U.S.-led 

coalition in 2001. But Karzai would use the same anti-democratic and anti-modern militias, drug 

lords, mullahs, and tribes that were beaten and suppressed by the Taliban as his power base and 

Ashraf Ghani continues to do so to this day.
94

 As a result of the U.S.-led overthrow of the 

Taliban, the rural establishment in Afghanistan became reinvigorated.  

Today‟s Afghan state is merely a cover-over strategy from the past where the same local 

strongmen, drug lords, tribes, landowners, and mullahs continue to rule the country and 

undermine reform-minded Afghans who are seeking to modernize Afghanistan socially and 
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politically with the support of the international community.
95

 Without sustained international 

support, this cover-over strategy will most likely fail and the country will revert to the situation 

in the 1990‟s where rural powerbrokers fought the Arab and Pakistani-backed Taliban for control 

of Afghanistan. There are accounts of local strongmen asserting power over their delineated 

areas of control. In the North of the country, the Uzbek Warlord Abdur Rashid Dostum is said to 

have ordered his underlings to mob and ambush a Norwegian PRT outpost in order to show that 

he is the king of his domain and that the central government is completely irrelevant in the power 

equation.
96

 The inability of the Afghan government to provide services for its people has also 

fueled the insurgency.
97

 Some Afghans prefer the return of the Taliban instead of the current 

state of affairs in Afghanistan that is characterized by the chaotic rule of corrupt rural power 

brokers. In the words of one Pashtun:  

“[The Taliban] were brutal and vicious. But when they were in 

power, there was order. There was no crime. We could travel with 

a million rupees [the currency used at that time] from Kandahar to 

Kabul, and no one would rob us. Now we are robbed at every 

corner, and our women are raped in broad daylight.”
98

 

 

 Nor did foreign aid really help in improving Afghan governance during the post-Taliban 

era. For one, foreign aid created in Afghanistan what is known as a rentier state, which are states 

that are heavily dependent either on foreign aid or a commodity such as oil or minerals. As a 

result, foreign aid inhibits democratic accountability because the state does not have to come up 

with long-term bargains with its subjects for capital and legitimacy. Nor does a rentier state have 

to set up effective administration. Rentier states are also vulnerable to external shocks, such as a 
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sudden end to foreign aid, which could prove disastrous in terms of the outlook for long-term 

maintainability of the state.
99

 Hamid Karzai created such a shock by refusing to sign the Bilateral 

Security Agreement (BSA) with the United States in 2014. 

The Afghan state had many other problems at the outset, one of which was the problem 

of legitimacy. By definition, legitimacy is the voluntary acceptance by the majority of the people 

in the government‟s right to rule and the willingness of the people to pay taxes and serve in the 

army to enable the government to continue ruling.
100

 The conclusion of the Bonn Conference in 

December 2001 that rendered a transitional post-Taliban government lacked legitimacy in the 

view of many Afghans due to the prominent role played by Northern Alliance warlords and low 

Pashtun representation, and this lack of legitimacy played a huge role in fueling the insurgency 

that is dominated by Pashtuns.
101

  

Moreover, even by 2008, many functions and services that were expected of the Afghan 

government such as the resolution of property disputes – an important one in Afghanistan – and a 

range of other services such as public education, public health, transportation infrastructure, 

environmental protection, and the establishment of common law were still being performed by 

the international community or not performed at all.
102

 The problem, as has been historically in 

Afghanistan, was the inability of the central state to take hold of the provinces where the wealth 

was created.
103

 The Afghan state had no staying power within the Afghan power equation, and it 

could fall just as fast as it was built with the exodus of foreign support. The only reason for the 
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perpetuation of the Afghan state is that the power brokers – warlords supported by the CIA and 

drug lords – are the ones running the state. The state‟s ineffectiveness has created openings for 

the insurgents to improve their legitimacy. For example, drug eradication efforts pushed on the 

Afghan government by the international community have led small-scale poppy farmers into the 

hands of the insurgents who are willing to protect the farmers‟ only real source of income and 

this example demonstrates that perceptions of good governance on the part of the international 

community conflict with the perceptions of the insurgents and to some extent the local Afghan 

population.
104

 By taking the Iraq surge model, the United States injected billions of dollars in aid 

with the belief that an Iraq-like surge would also work in Afghanistan.
105

 The surge only 

enhanced a system of governance characterized by personalized power broker rule as opposed to 

the accountable rule of de jure institutions recognized by westerners.
106

 

As a result of foreign dependence and an influx of cash that bred corruption, the internal 

and external legitimacy of the Afghan state was being undermined while the aid economy and 

the rural establishment blended together and created a social order that reinforced corruption and 

a breach between the governing elite and the people.
107

 In turn, the “Afghan elite” focused on 

short-term survival strategies through bargaining with other elites, buying armed followers, and 

buying support from anyone who would sell.
108

 With much of the wealth and power of the 

country concentrated in the rural establishment and power brokers, the central state was 

essentially a bare skeleton with no meat or substance. The Afghan state failed to deliver, and the 

“liberal democratic vision initially promoted by international and Afghan reformers and 
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supported through numerous governance projects was overshadowed by the daily realities of 

violence, inequality and corruption, and was fading even in the declaratory policy of donors.”
109

 

Elections on the other hand were a sideshow that concealed the sad political realities in 

Afghanistan where corruption was rampant and power belonged to warlords, tribal leaders, 

mullahs, militias, and drug lords that were abusive and had selfish interests. As a consequence, 

elections failed to act as a legitimizing tool for the Afghan state. Efforts at establishing good 

governance in Afghanistan through elections and other means failed to strengthen the de jure 

government led by Hamid Karzai and now Ashraf Ghani and at the same time failed to mitigate 

the de facto government of warlords, drug lords, mullahs, tribes, ethnic groups, and militias.
110

  

The legal system in Afghanistan was also a complete failure in the sense that it failed to 

provide people recourse. The legal system became political, not legal based on liberal democratic 

standards. Nor did the legal system become a locus for western discourse. Human rights violators 

were considered “holy warriors” and were given amnesty for past crimes. Mullahs took over the 

Supreme Court and used it as a means of imposing regressive laws on the population.  During the 

Constitutional assembly in 2003-2004, the mullahs won a major concession in that the Supreme 

Court was given the power to review constitutional legislation and presidential decrees. The head 

of the Supreme Court, Fazl Hadi Shinwari, was versed only in Sharia law and was controlled by 

a man named Abdur Rasul Sayyaf, an ultraconservative Pashtun warlord accused of committing 

a number of atrocities during the Afghan civil war of 1992-1996.
111

 Rule of law programs 

emanating from the U.S. and European countries were useless, and the Afghan constitution that 
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was hailed by many to be liberal-democratic amounted to a worthless piece of paper. The 

mullahs seized control of the legal system. Afghan reformers and their international patrons 

failed to block the passage of two controversial laws that forced Shiite women to become their 

husband‟s sex slaves and gave amnesty to war criminals. The parliament also refused to ratify a 

law that would criminalize violence against women. The informal system of justice such as tribal 

councils at the district and provincial level also stood at odds with the international standards of 

human rights and social progress. The legal system in Afghanistan and its system of governance 

as a whole is “reflective of a positive social order that cannot be easily or rapidly constructed.”
112

 

Progressive norms of law and justice failed to alter Afghan customs and values, which rendered 

efforts by the international community to create a viable alternative to the rule of rural power 

brokers and the Taliban futile.   

Money and Corruption 

From the beginning of the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, the U.S. response to the 

issues of corruption and governance in Afghanistan was in line with a “national security doctrine 

that celebrated realpolitik and the importance of military power in the conduct of U.S. foreign 

policy.”
113

 Development, or “peace building”, was a response to “Operation Enduring Freedom” 

from the international community in order to create a post-Taliban order in Afghanistan.
114

 The 

international community was at best optimistic and at worst ill advised for venturing into the 

development project. Nevertheless, the United Nations pressured the United States into 

participating in a U.N.-led enterprise that was constructed after the Cold War to stabilize “failed 
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states”, enforce post-war settlements, and to engage in social engineering.
115

 Donors and aid 

agencies primarily outside of the United States sought to deploy a “peace building package” 

which included democratization, good governance, government accountability and transparency, 

human rights, the rule of law, security sector reform, and a market-based economy.
116

 The 

pressure from the international community led the Bush Administration into what was essentially 

“mission creep” with the deployment of “Provincial Reconstruction Teams” (PRTs) and an 

expansion of objectives.  

Money – which flooded Afghanistan after 9/11 – created a ripe environment for fraud, 

abuse, waste, and corruption, and no auditing was done on contracting or cash flows in 

Afghanistan until the formation of the Office of the Special Investigator General for Afghanistan 

Reconstruction (SIGAR) in 2012. Corruption can be defined as either “the illegal use of public 

office for private gain” or “a symptom that something has gone wrong in the management of the 

state.”
117

 Money fuels corruption, and corruption – along with a lack of human capital – prevents 

money from translating into public goods and services.
118

 President Ashraf Ghani at the Council 

on Foreign Relations in New York City admitted that all Afghan government officials are 

corrupt. Of the approximately $641.7 billion dollars spent by the United States in Afghanistan, 

30 percent had been allocated for FY 2012 and 2013.
119

 Afghan warlords and strongmen have 

opportunistically used the U.S. military presence to enrich themselves through contracts for 

services which in turn fund illicit activities such as narcotics trafficking, buying government 
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appointments, and buying armed followers and this has led many Afghans to believe that the 

United States is responsible for reinforcing the instability caused by power brokers in the 

country.
120

 In 2011 alone, the amount of cash made from economic rents as a result of the 

overthrow of the Taliban that was officially declared to leave Afghanistan was $4.6 billion; the 

level of capital flight rose by five times between 2007 and 2011.
121

 Nevertheless, several 

mechanisms have been set up by the international community to fight the same corruption bred 

by the reinstallation of corrupt Afghan power brokers after the overthrow of the Taliban starting 

with the 2006 Afghanistan Compact for good governance all the way down to the Major Crime 

Task Force (MCTF), Special Investigations Unit (SIU), Shafafiyat (Transparency) set up by 

ISAF to fight corruption, as well as the Afghan-led office of anti-corruption in addition to the 

numerous warnings made by U.S. officials against the Afghan government over the issue of 

corruption.
122

 All of the mechanisms have failed to reduce corruption in Afghanistan and as a 

result the United States and the international community have focused primarily on the 

development of Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF).
123

  

According to Transparency International‟s Corruption Perception Index (CPI) of the year 

2012, Afghanistan is tied with Somalia and North Korea in having the most corrupt government 

on earth. Administrative corruption, as evinced by the Kabul Bank scandal that involved the theft 

of over 900 million U.S. dollars by Afghan officials, remains rampant throughout the Afghan 

government. One out of seven Afghans have paid a bribe and the average bribe amounts to one-

third of the average Afghan salary. Corruption, according to various Afghans and NATO 
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commanders, poses the greatest threat to security, stability, and development in Afghanistan.
124

 

The ability of the Afghan government backed by the United States to win hearts and minds has 

been hampered by corruption and has fueled the insurgency. Almost 70 percent of the many 

thousands of Afghans at the local level who responded to an Asia Foundation survey cited 

corruption as the major reason for their negative perception of the Afghan government.
125

 Not 

surprisingly, over 80 percent of all Afghans believe corruption is a major problem in 

Afghanistan.
126

 And according to a 2010 survey, only 7 percent of Afghans believe the Afghan 

government can deliver justice.
127

 Because so much money floated around in Afghanistan, the 

temptation to steal in all levels of the government became irresistible, and as a result many 

resources were diverted away from development projects which could have provided cash, job 

opportunities, and services to the population and in turn wean the people away from the 

insurgency.
128

  

Furthermore, the variation in pay across jobs in the Afghan civil service, the foreign 

advisers and consultants, and the aid economy, ended up breeding corruption in the Afghan 

government in order to “level the playing field” in terms of pay.
129

 Patronage trumped 

meritocracy in the Afghan civil service due to “Afghan traditions and political culture.”
130

 In 

Afghanistan, civil service positions are distributed not based on what you know, but who you 

know, and the system is a patrimonial one where a client – usually a representative of a tribe or 
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ethnicity – will serve the needs of a patron in return for loyalty and support.
131

 Patronage in 

Afghanistan equated to corruption and nepotism in the eyes of the U.S. and the international 

community and this perception prompted futile efforts to change a normal social and political 

system in Afghanistan. The ineffectiveness of the central state was being perpetuated by the 

individual-group mentality held by the power brokers in charge of the state in Afghanistan, and 

the aid economy ended up going through the political economy of the different power brokers. In 

a sense, what developed was a “parallel bureaucracy” propped up by donors and aid agencies 

that undermined the viability and legitimacy of reformers within the Afghan state and enhanced 

the wrongly perceived legitimacy of the insurgency.
132

  

Development  

Another term used to describe the project in Afghanistan is “nation-building”, which by 

definition “refers to the establishment of a common national identity within a given geographical 

area, based on shared language and culture.”
133

 Development goals in Afghanistan, however, 

came second to military objectives. Nevertheless, U.S. military commanders in charge of 

Regional Command South – the most volatile area in Afghanistan – believed that the key to 

success against the insurgents was to link security with development and that one reinforced the 

other.
134

  U.S. expenditures, however, suggest that military objectives prevailed over 

development efforts. More than 90 percent of all money spent from 2002 to 2009 was on military 

and non-ODA (Official Development Assistance) security operations. In the beginning the 
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United States gave the CIA full authority over the $1 billion aid budget that was used to buy the 

loyalty of warlords and hire local militias to police rural areas while cutting the budget for 

civilian agencies such as USAID.
135

  Civilian development teams sent to Afghanistan by the U.S. 

and NATO were small; at the height of the surge, the U.S. civilian team stood at about 900 

people compared to the 100,000 military servicemen.
136

 U.S. civilians responsible for economic 

development and relief projects barely interacted with the local population.
137

 By virtue of U.S. 

disengagement in nation building and development, the Afghans were left on their own to attend 

to these issues and they retained the status quo of an underdeveloped economy dominated by 

opium production, corruption, and illicit activities. Moreover, foreign militaries tend to inhibit 

development in countries due to their engagement in war.
138

 One rule of development set by the 

economist William Easterly is that development must be homegrown and that development 

should be based on the bottom-up emergence of complex institutions and social norms that are 

difficult for outsiders to understand or change.
139

 Another rule of development set by Easterly is 

that the most effective way in which foreigners can help a country develop strong public 

institutions is by helping the poor and contesting “gangster” governments.
140

 Instead, the 

opposite happened in Afghanistan where the United States ignored the poor and instead worked 

with the “gangsters” to pursue the Taliban and Al-Qaeda as a result of the need to strengthen the 

anti-Taliban security order.  
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Donor countries may wind down development aid to Afghanistan since money channeled 

through the Afghan government may end up being stolen as in the past.
141

 Officially over the 

span of the last decade, the international community has donated approximately $1 billion to the 

Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF). Total economic aid commitments to the Afghan 

state have totaled more than $21.6 billion since the beginning of the intervention in Afghanistan. 

Despite the economic aid given to Afghanistan throughout the last fourteen years, most of the 

spending and aid to Afghanistan took place since the US fiscal year 2009 in the form of a 

military response to the regeneration of the insurgency. US aid to Afghanistan decreased during 

the transition period between 2012 and 2014. Since 2010, foreign aid has made up more than 100 

percent of Afghanistan‟s GDP. Only ten percent of the Afghan budget is self-funded, and the 

United States provides 64 percent of total foreign aid to Afghanistan. The United States reduced 

aid to Iraq by 69 percent after troop withdrawals there, reduced aid to Kosovo by 52 percent, 

reduced aid to Haiti by 43 percent, and reduced aid to Bosnia by 60 percent after reducing its 

troop presence. The same aid reduction is likely to take place in Afghanistan, which could have 

implications for the survival of the post-Taliban order set up by the international community and 

the preservation of U.S. security interests in the South and Central Asian region.
142

  

The Afghanistan case also highlighted the counterproductive nature of foreign aid for 

development. High aid revenues in developing countries benefit government insiders who are 

often corrupt and anti-democratic and this inevitably leads to unequal distribution of aid.
143

 The 

rapid increase of foreign troops, ODA, and off-budget spending has had a destabilizing effect in 
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Afghanistan due to the cultivation of corruption, graft, and theft as a result of the increase in 

aid.
144

Easterly also argues that in most cases post-conflict reconstruction amounts to making 

deals with gangsters and shunning peaceful, democratic politicians.
145

 The poor in developing 

countries normally do not attract the rich to address their needs, and international meetings, 

summits, and conferences on development almost never yield collective or coordinated action 

and instead set goals that are not met by any of the participating countries.
146

 Also, based on 

common sense, good things cannot come out of foreign interventions when lots of bad things 

(ex: resurgence of the Taliban, human rights violations) are occurring.
147

 Military interventions 

are designed for war and not necessarily development.
148

  

Afghanistan has recently come off the heels of an approximately 30-year civil war, and 

typically a low-income country that has recently gone through a civil war is at a 

disproportionately high risk of relapse.
149

 Afghanistan‟s development has also been inhibited by 

its landlocked geographical position and its encirclement by intrusive neighbors (ex: Iran and 

Pakistan).
150

 Iran and Pakistan have undermined Afghanistan‟s central government in the past 

and continue to do so by maintaining links to warlords and militias who create instability by 

undermining central authority and benefit from it since instability and lawlessness permits illicit 

activities.
151

 One way in which the U.S. and NATO tried to spur economic development was 

through poppy eradication and the creation of alternative livelihoods. But the primary reason for 

poppy eradication was not necessarily economic development but rather the elimination of the 
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insurgency‟s economic base.
152

 Powerful elites allying with the United States would avoid poppy 

eradication through bribing the Afghan government or providing the United States with support 

for the fight against the insurgency.
153

 Moreover, poppy eradication did not render the result of 

alternative livelihoods since alternative livelihoods could not be developed quickly and once 

eradicated in one location, poppy cultivation would sprout in another place.
154

 Afghan 

government programs such as the “Good Performance Initiative” funded by the United States to 

reward provinces aiming to implement development projects and reduce poppy cultivation failed 

and enabled provincial officials to engage in rent-seeking behavior and pocket the assistance.
155

 

Other development projects initiated by the United States also failed to render long-term 

sustainable economic development in Afghanistan. For example, the Afghanistan Vouchers for 

Increased Production in Agriculture program (AVIPA) funded by USAID provided generous 

handouts to Afghans which consisted of cash, supplies, and employment in construction in 

Southern Afghanistan in order to lure them away from joining the Taliban. The problem with 

AVIPA, however, was that the sudden augmentation of the economy through a massive injection 

of aid was not sustainable and as soon as the program ended there was no longer an incentive for 

Afghans to oppose the Taliban.
156

 The United States did not implement significant long-term 

sustainable development projects for various reasons. The cotton project which could have been 

a major alternative to poppy cultivation and was proposed by an American cotton expert named 

Wes Harris was denied by USAID which cited an obscure U.S. law prohibiting the U.S. 
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government from supporting foreign competitors of the U.S. cotton industry.
157

 And the 

electricity project at the Kajaki Dam in Southern Afghanistan obtained through a contract by the 

Louis Berger Group failed because the group did not take advantage of the relative quietness 

before the resurgence of the Taliban and since then has not been able to carry out the project due 

to insecurity.
158

 The United States and the international community juggled multiple tasks at 

once without reinforcement from the Afghan government since the latter was ridden by 

corruption and at the same time lacked the human capital to undertake development projects in 

an environment that was already unwelcoming of large-scale development due to insecurity 

caused by rural power brokers and the Taliban-led insurgency.  

Virtually all indicators show that development in Afghanistan has not taken flight since 

the international community‟s involvement beginning in 2001. According to the World Bank‟s 

World Development Indicators (WDI), Afghanistan‟s state revenues amounted to an abysmal 

$1.3 billion in 2009 despite about a trillion dollars injected into the country over the past twelve 

years. Life expectancy at birth in Afghanistan has gone up to only 48 years from 45 years in 

2002, and literacy is at an abysmal 28.1 percent. Annual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has 

gone up to $20 billion from about $4.5 billion in 2002. However, over 100 percent of official 

GDP in Afghanistan is spurred by foreign aid which signals that any reduction of foreign aid or a 

withdrawal of capital from Afghanistan can hurt the Afghan economy and as a result could 

possibly create renewed instability and insecurity. The official GDP does not take into account 

the illicit economy in Afghanistan which accounts for 92 percent of all opium production in the 

world which will definitely continue after a U.S. withdrawal and will fuel power brokers while 

taking away any incentive for economic development due to the revenues generated by drug 
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production and trafficking. Thus, the political economy in Afghanistan characterized by opium 

production and other illicit activities – the revenues of which are distributed between power 

brokers spread across Afghanistan – remains as the status quo and will be the only social, 

political, and economic alternative to the repressive Taliban-led order which existed before the 

U.S. intervention in 2001 once the international community begins leaving Afghanistan in 2014.  

 Another reason for the failed development initiative was the ignorance of a simple fact, 

which is that development cannot take place in the midst of an insecure environment. While the 

UN and NATO were coming up with timelines, benchmarks, and objectives for reconstruction 

and development, the United States at the beginning of the Obama Administration was fighting a 

“complex and adaptive” insurgency that was “constantly evolving” and was becoming 

increasingly influential within Afghanistan‟s population and was literally at Kabul‟s 

doorsteps.
159

 The Marjah operation in the southern province of Helmand “captured in 

concentrated form the tension between waging war and simultaneously building peace that tore 

at the fabric of the international project in Afghanistan.”
160

 War and its destructive effects 

negated the gains made on the reconstruction and development front. The overall nature of the 

development projects in Afghanistan was quick-impact projects carried out separately by the 

different U.S. government agencies.
161

 There was no real comprehensive strategy or plan for 

large-scale development in Afghanistan, due in large part to the fact that the United States saw 

the war against the Taliban as the most important priority.
162

 Once the United States begins 

leaving Afghanistan in 2014, elites with common interests – ethnic, social, or political – can 
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provide the money and weapons needed to sustain a physical force against the threat of militant 

Islam emanating from Pakistan and enclaves in rural Afghanistan either through the illicit 

economy or foreign aid given that foreign aid continues flowing into Afghanistan. The tradeoff, 

however, would be the lack of a democratically accountable state that fails to provide goods and 

services to its people, given that the revenues accrued by the security forces will be diverted to 

security groups associated with civilian and political elites and a portion may be used for private 

consumption.
163

 The challenge for Afghans in the immediate future will be the maintenance of 

the political and security order set up by the United States and the international community after 

the fall of the Taliban at a time when international support for Afghanistan is dwindling and at a 

time when the Taliban have less of an incentive to stop fighting given the withdrawal of U.S. and 

international troops and this challenge trumps the challenge of establishing good governance and 

economic development due to the expediency of the need to deal with the threat of the Taliban 

and international terrorists. 

PRTs 

The main mechanism through which the United States and many other NATO countries 

undertook reconstruction and development projects is known as “Provincial Reconstruction 

Teams”, or PRTs. The focus of the PRT is on working with local government officials to help 

them develop their capabilities as part of a general good governance effort and to conduct 

reconstruction and development projects.
164

 PRTs consisted of a political adviser from DOS, a 

USAID development adviser, a U.S. Army or Marine Corps Civil Affairs team, and a 

commander with a pot of cash for development projects known as the Commander‟s Emergency 
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Response Program (CERP). The PRTs had several limitations. For one, PRTs were not tied to 

the ODA budget and did not tie their efforts to civilian efforts. Second, the PRT agenda was 

based on military objectives and not development efforts. And lastly, the size of PRTs was 

relatively small and was not designed to handle large-scale development projects.
165

 However, 

all development aid and projects were conditioned upon recipients joining the Afghan 

government, and small-scale quick impact projects were designed to render this sort of 

immediate outcome whereas large-scale development projects did not have a quick impact on 

hearts and minds.
166

 Thus, there was a counterinsurgency rationale behind why the United States 

chose small-scale development over large-scale development. The withdrawal of U.S. troops and 

the demise of the counterinsurgency strategy have emboldened insurgents and have renewed 

insecurity which in turn has led to an economic downturn in Afghanistan. The unemployment 

rate in Afghanistan stands at an astonishing 40 percent and Afghans either continue to flee the 

country or join the insurgency in search of economic opportunities.  

Another problem plaguing the PRTs was their inability to reign in on the civilian turf 

battles taking place in Afghanistan between the different U.S. agencies. For example, the 

Afghanistan Reconstruction Group (ARG), which is comprised of retired business executives 

and entrepreneurs, had been set up by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld to lead reconstruction 

and development efforts. The creation of this group crossed the turf of State and USAID officials 

and created confusion as to which agency was in charge of the development efforts and thus 

contributed to the ineffectiveness of many development projects.
167
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Overall, the results of the PRTs have been contradictory. For one, NGOs wanted a direct 

connection to the Afghan population and they complained that the military element of the PRTs 

hindered their ability to win the trust of Afghans. Yet the same NGOs depended on the PRTs for 

security and the two were in an odd relationship of necessity. Furthermore, instead of developing 

Afghan capacity, as was the stated goal, the PRTs created a sense of overdependence amongst 

Afghans. The Afghans would ask the PRTs for everything from clothing to canals.
168

 There was 

also the problem of unequal distribution of aid. In some provinces, Afghans would fight over 

access to the aid provided by PRTs, thus causing greater instability and turning non-recipients 

over to the side of the insurgency.
169

  

The major consequence of Afghan ineffectiveness was the micromanagement of local 

and provincial Afghan government by the PRTs.
170

 Micromanaging by the PRTs did not develop 

a self-sufficient Afghan economy and government. While the PRTs were busy feeding the needy 

in desolate Afghan provinces, USAID hired contractors and NGOs to carry out projects such as 

the distribution of seeds and fertilizers for small-scale farmers that the PRTs were already doing, 

which led to redundancy in the various projects.
171

 The PRTs were often caught in the middle of 

petty Afghan politics and on occasion were put in the position of saving villages that may not 

have been under the threat of the Taliban but rather were in the midst of internecine warfare.
172

 

Moreover, the quality of the PRTs differed from one coalition partner to another. The Dutch in 

Uruzgan Province – Mullah Omar‟s birthplace – were poorly equipped, poorly manned, poorly 

resourced, and more than often depended on the U.S. for help in military operations and 
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development projects.
173

 The United States also had to come to the rescue of British troops in 

Helmand when the insurgency rose in 2005-2006.
174

 The poor performance of U.S. partners in 

the PRT effort led the U.S. into taking a deeper role in a range of areas and this hindered the 

overall ability of the United States to remain efficient across different tasks.
175

 It also debunked 

the belief that a multilateral effort to develop Afghanistan would work, thus discrediting the 

“lead-nation model” of development in which issues and tasks were distributed to a range of 

countries.
176

 Another negative effect of the PRTs was the policy to support one tribe against 

another in order to fight the insurgency. This in turn denied many tribes, villages, and groups‟ 

access to development and reconstruction benefits offered by the PRTs and the neglected tribes 

often joined the insurgency.
177

 The goal of the Afghan government and the international 

community was to provide all tribes and groups a counter-rationale for the people to win hearts 

and minds and beat back the insurgency.
178

 But the strategies tailored for this goal were 

approached in such a way that lacked the resources needed to succeed in a complicated place like 

Afghanistan.
179

 Total spending on the PRTs amounts to about 120 million dollars per year, which 

adds up to a fraction of a percent of all the money spent in Afghanistan over the last twelve 

years.
180

 In money terms, development as a tool against the insurgency did not seem to be a 

priority, nor did development provide an alternative livelihood for people stuck between the drug 

economy and the war economy provided by the insurgency.   
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Conclusion 

The results of the state-building and development project in Afghanistan were 

contradictory; the goal of building a viable Afghan state was undercut by heavy external 

assistance and the creation of a rentier-state dependent on foreign aid which rendered a corrupt 

Afghan government that had no incentive to serve its subjects which in turn jeopardized the 

counterinsurgency effort and strengthened the insurgency.
181

 Finally in 2009, President Obama 

defined the mission as a security issue that required the establishment of a security apparatus that 

could stave off the Taliban and Al-Qaeda during and after a U.S. withdrawal. Any U.S. presence 

beyond 2014 will be designed for counterterrorism efforts in Afghanistan and Pakistan that may 

constitute a significant downscale of the U.S. presence from the past twelve years. The United 

States could not affect the status quo political economy of Afghanistan which is dominated by 

opium production through efforts for economic development and alternative livelihoods, and the 

security situation in Afghanistan was also tentative due to the resilience of the Taliban-led 

insurgency which was fueled by the U.S. support for a corrupt Afghan government. The security 

situation may deteriorate even further once the U.S. reduces its involvement in Afghanistan in 

the coming years because the Taliban have less of an incentive to lay arms once the United 

States withdraws its troops in 2014. The United States and the Taliban could arrive at some kind 

of arrangement where some elements of the Taliban could come into the Afghan fold and leave 

the rest vulnerable to U.S. counterterrorism efforts, which is an arrangement that the Afghan 

government may have to begrudgingly accept on U.S. terms. However, there is also the 

possibility of the Taliban taking over large portions of the country if not the entire country. Post-

2014 transformation could have different meanings for the United States and Afghanistan. For 
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the United States, transformation stands for a change in strategy and the abandonment of state 

building, development initiatives, and counterinsurgency efforts. For the Afghans, 

transformation would possibly mean coming to terms with lesser U.S. involvement in 

Afghanistan than before and having to find a way to shape their own country‟s destiny. 

Nevertheless, a reassessment of U.S. objectives has taken place by the Obama Administration 

due to the difficulties the United States faced in creating an Afghan government which serves the 

needs of ordinary Afghans and can serve as a counter-rationale for the status quo of rural power 

brokers engaged in the drug business and the Taliban-led insurgency. Despite U.S. efforts, 

insecurity prevails and the Taliban-led insurgency continues to threaten the security and stability 

that the U.S. and international community has tried to establish over the past thirteen or so years 

which renders the Afghanistan project an unfortunate failure.  
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