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On May 2, 2011, U.S. special forces flew from Afghanistan into Abbottabad, Pakistan, to raid the 
compound where al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden had been discovered to be living. He was 
found and killed, his body removed from Pakistan, his identity verified, and within 24 hours his 
remains buried at sea. Bin Laden’s death led many Americans and their representatives in the U.S. 
Congress to conclude that the United States had accomplished one of its most important objec-
tives in the war in Afghanistan, and the voices calling for a significant and rapid withdrawal of 
American troops from Afghanistan were greatly amplified as a result.

Less than two months later, on June 22, President Barack Obama announced that 10,000 
American troops would be withdrawn from Afghanistan by the end of that year, and 23,000 more 
in 2012, leaving approximately 68,000 U.S. troops in Afghanistan by the end of 2012. The Ameri-
can military drawdown was significantly more aggressive than the president’s military advisers had 
recommended or expected. In May 2012, the president is expected to announce how many troops 
he plans to make available in 2013. Given the tone in Washington, it would not be surprising if he 
again announced a more aggressive drawdown than his military advisers are expecting.

Civilian efforts were not a key focus of President Obama’s announcement in 2011—under-
standably, since politically he needed only to respond to a public demand for clarity on the U.S. 
troop commitment, a demand that scarcely extended beyond the drawdown rate. But among the 
most important shortcomings of the Afghanistan strategy to that point had been a lack of preci-
sion in what would define success for U.S. and international civilian efforts in Afghanistan. The 
minimum governance and political requirements for basic Afghan sovereignty were—and remain—
unclear. Clarity on this question is important for three reasons:

 ■ Without a clearly demarcated governance agenda within the overall strategy, U.S. military units 
and civilian agencies, along with other international donors, cannot appropriately prioritize 
efforts in Afghan public decisionmaking processes, service provision, dispute mediation, law 
enforcement, institution building, elections, civil-service training, patronage networks, corrup-
tion, technical assistance, government reform, and other issues commonly addressed as part of 
international “governance,” “good governance,” “democratization,” or “statebuilding” programs.

 ■ Without clearly delimited goals, too many international actors have tried to do too many differ-
ent things at once, with the consequence that there have been too many ambitions relative to 
the resources the international community has provided—and yet too much money relative to 
what Afghanistan can constructively absorb. Likewise, there have been too many contractors 
and subcontractors working on too many projects that could have been led and then main-
tained by Afghans, and too many plans and reporting requirements to be realistically com-
plied with.

preface
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 ■ An aggressive military drawdown and a likely decline in nonmilitary resources will make it 
even more difficult to contribute to lasting improvements in the way Afghans run their coun-
try. And without such improvements there is a real risk that violence and instability could grow 
to the point where 2011’s and 2012’s ambiguous successes could turn into 2013’s unambiguous 
losses—and American leaders might well be blamed for losing their country’s longest war.

For these reasons, it is important for the Obama administration to develop and publish a strat-
egy for supporting governance and politics in Afghanistan with clear, realistic objectives, along 
with guidance directing U.S. agencies and military units not to exceed the scope of those objec-
tives without reason. There is great demand for such clarity, among policymakers, commanders, 
implementers, and beneficiaries alike. Objectives for governance in Afghanistan must be modest 
for three main reasons:

 ■ First, because the American economy has been struggling, American public opinion has 
tended to favor policies that promote (and politics that demand) fiscal restraint and a shift in 
focus to “nation building at home,” as the president put it in his 2011 drawdown speech. It is 
very difficult to argue in favor of significant federal government spending on development, 
governance, and security in Afghanistan (and Pakistan) while many U.S. States are struggling 
to pay for their own programs. Domestic politics is a real constraint on executive power even 
in wartime.

 ■ Second, although large amounts of spending by international donors in Afghanistan have cer-
tainly supported the Afghan economy, they also have distorted it in a way that, in many cases, 
has encouraged rent seeking, facilitated corruption, shifted power dynamics, overwhelmed 
recipients, and emphasized short-term gains at the expense of long-term development. In other 
words, external funding and the concomitant attention have far exceeded Afghanistan’s absorp-
tive capacity, with all the pathologies that entails. A steady decline in funding and attention is 
therefore needed. A steady, not a sharp, decline is needed to avoid triggering a worse macro-
economic crisis than is already likely.

 ■ Third, and most importantly, political and institutional development in any country is a slow, 
long-term project. Improvements are possible in the short term, but incremental progress, not 
a rapid advance, is all that can realistically be expected of any society.

Anything beyond what is absolutely essential to improving sustainable governance should be 
deprioritized: the American economy cannot support it, American politics will not allow it, and 
Afghanistan cannot absorb it.

Afghans seem divided between those who cannot believe NATO would leave, given the level 
of investment to date, and those who cannot believe the international community would stay (i.e., 
continue sending aid or supporting the government and military), given the record of repeatedly 
overpromising and under-delivering. But both groups would welcome clarity on key questions, 
including how many foreign advisers, how many NATO troops, how much international aid, and 
how many trained Afghan troops there will be in 2014 and beyond.

Our research suggests that most Afghans would prefer to hear realistic (i.e., small) numbers 
than to hear promises of large numbers. For example, the claim that the Afghan National Security 
Forces (ANSF) will reach 350,000 troops by 2014 rings hollow to a lot of Afghans. The Afghan 
government cannot afford that number of troops, and many Afghans doubt the international com-
munity, including the United States, will keep footing the bill beyond 2014. Several Afghans have 
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told me it would be far preferable to hear that the ANSF will be a small security force that is well 
trained, loyal, and paid for, than to keep hearing the incredible claim that a large, poorly trained, 
increasingly infiltrated, and unaffordable ANSF is somehow going to defend the country once 
a new president is elected and the foreigners leave. Likewise with aid: they would rather know 
which projects will not exist two years from now and how much money will actually be available, 
so that they can start developing their own alternatives now. Continuing to promise an unspeci-
fied amount of international support during a time of shrinking budgets might partially reassure 
those Afghans who already believe NATO will not leave—but it will also needlessly raise their 
expectations, while doing nothing to reassure those Afghans who already do not believe the hype. 
It would be far better to decide now what is essential and realistic and publicize the numbers to 
make the transition more predictable than most Afghans are expecting.

What is absolutely essential? In June 2011, the week before the president’s last drawdown an-
nouncement, more than 200 policymakers and experts participated in an invitation-only, full-day 
working meeting at CSIS to discuss that question. The main topics were Afghan governance, the 
Afghan security sector, and Pakistani cooperation. Participants formed 17 simultaneous working 
groups addressing three questions: what accomplishments are essential, what are not essential, and 
what lasting gains can realistically be achieved? The results on Afghan governance were broadly 
consistent with the preliminary findings of the research reflected in this report:

 ■ Most participants agreed it is not realistic to believe the Afghan state will have a monopoly on 
governance (e.g., justice, security, services) by 2014; nor is a monopoly essential for minimiz-
ing Taliban and al Qaeda influence or improving prospects for stability overall.

 ■ What is essential in the short term is for those who hold de facto power in any territory or 
institution to behave in ways that are reasonably predictable, minimally acceptable to Afghans 
affected by their behavior, and suppressive toward armed insurgents and terrorists. It also is es-
sential that the most predatory of Afghans be progressively marginalized.1

The burden of governing must be shared among government, nongovernment, national, and 
subnational institutions and individuals, and a higher priority should be placed on addressing 
abusive and intolerable behaviors by governance actors than on making and enforcing formal 
rules. That should not imply that it is pointless to support or reform government institutions, nor 
that the constitution should be completely set aside, nor that nonstate and traditional institutions 
should be developed at the expense of statebuilding. Rather, it implies a need to be very selective 
about what reforms to advocate and what support to provide to which government and nongov-
ernment institutions.

What is essential are self-sustaining institutions and social practices that maintain some mini-
mum level of security, offer some locally acceptable form of justice, and prevent disruptions to 
community self-help and private-sector activity. This implies that, all else equal, projects, institu-
tions, and infrastructure that can be sustained or maintained by Afghans should be given a higher 
priority for funding than those that cannot, and funding to improve local institutions or practices 
that already function at a basic level should be given higher priority than funding to create new 
institutions and processes. Afghanistan’s political and economic development—and the security 

1.  See Robert D. Lamb, Sadika Hameed, Joy Aoun, and Zeina Boustani, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the 
Art of the Possible—Conference Report: June 14, 2011 (Washington, D.C.: CSIS, July 2011), http://csis.org/
files/publication/110713_Lamb_AfghanistanPakistanArt_Web.pdf.
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and other gains that actually have been made to date—will not be sustained unless decisions af-
fecting the Afghan public are led, as much as possible and as soon as possible, by Afghans and not 
by international donors, foreign contractors, or foreign military commanders.

These themes are a good starting point for the development of a strategic agenda for support-
ing Afghan governance and politics. The research presented in this report demonstrates some of 
the constraints on what can be accomplished on the ground in Afghanistan and thereby identifies 
some of the boundaries on what a strategy should seek to achieve.

This research was part of a broader project, “Governance and Militancy in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan,” that produced three other reports being published simultaneously—a literature review 
on religion and militancy in the region, a literature review on decentralization, and a report on 
governance and militancy in Pakistan. This project began in early 2010 and took place during 
an important transition period—both in the way the United States approached Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, and in the management structure through which our program at CSIS studied it. The 
study period coincided with the “surge” in U.S. military forces and civilian staff in Afghanistan, 
the emergence of a new strategic framework for Pakistan, the death of Osama bin Laden (which 
led to the collapse of that framework), and the announced drawdown of troops from Afghani-
stan—making the subject of this research a bit of a moving target. But the study also began just as 
Rick Barton and Karin von Hippel, codirectors of the Post-Conflict Reconstruction (PCR) Project, 
left CSIS for jobs in the government. I was acting director until Mark Quarterman joined CSIS to 
lead the program’s transition in September 2010, and a few months later we relaunched the PCR 
Project as the Program on Crisis, Conflict, and Cooperation (C3). With the transition complete, I 
became program director in October 2011.

This transition would not have been possible without the support and encouragement of Craig 
Cohen, CSIS’s vice president of research and programs, and our CSIS president and CEO John 
Hamre. I am grateful as well to Mark Quarterman for his leadership during this critical period; to 
Justine Fleischner, Farha Tahir, Sadika Hameed, and Joy Aoun for research assistance and admin-
istrative support; to program interns Zeina Boustani, Edgar Chavez, Gaina Dubuisson, Dana Grin-
shpan, Laura Hickey, Michele Hong, Katherine Hubbard, Nida Jafrani, Kathryn Mixon, Denise 
St. Peter, Shiza Shahid, Sarah Smith, Lauren Soelberg, Aisha Toor, and Brent van Weereld; and to 
Liora Danan for last-minute feedback on the final product.

Brooke Shawn was a visiting scholar whose sharp analysis of subnational governance in-
formed the intellectual development of this study during a critical period of the project, and 
whose contacts in Afghanistan opened many doors for the field research. We have not agreed on 
every point in this report. For example, we agree that a good deal of the spending, aid, and con-
tracts that the international community has put into Afghanistan have contributed to some of the 
most important disruptions that have been observed there. But I concluded from our research that 
the aggregate amount of money entering Afghanistan was excessive, while Brooke concluded that 
it was not the amount but the management of the funds that was the problem. She might be right. 
For her repeatedly pressing me on these and other issues, I am particularly grateful for Brooke’s 
contributions.

Stacey White was a senior research consultant whose research on decentralization provided 
useful intellectual context for the study. Mariam Mufti provided an extensive review of the litera-
ture on religion and militancy in the region. Several other consultants provided helpful insights 
as well, including Niamatullah Ibrahimi, Ayub Khawreen, and Mehlaqa Samdani. In addition, 
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Colonel (now Brigadier General) Guy “Tom” Cosentino, Catherine Dale, Abigail Friedman, Amy 
Frumin, Bailey Hand, Hardin Lang, Dipali Mukhopadhyay, Rahimullah Samander, and Alisa 
Stack were extremely helpful in connecting me with key contacts, explaining some finer points 
of Afghan culture or U.S. policy, or giving critical feedback on early drafts. Countless others in 
Washington, Tampa, and Kabul helped in many ways large and small, and I wish I had the space 
to thank them all by name. Many of the U.S., Afghan, NATO, and other international officials 
interviewed for this project have requested anonymity or have asked that their specific views not 
be cited directly, and I have endeavored to respect those requests. I take full responsibility for all 
errors of fact or omission.

Finally, this research would not have been possible without the generous support of the 
Ploughshares Fund, the Henry Luce Foundation, and the Carnegie Corporation of New York. I am 
extremely grateful to Haleh Hatami at Ploughshares, Toby Volkman at Luce, and Steve del Rosso at 
Carnegie for their financial and intellectual contributions to the PCR Project in the past and their 
continuing support of C3 today. The views expressed in this report are solely those of the authors 
and do not represent the opinions of any other individual or institution.

Robert D. Lamb 
Washington, D.C. 

March 2012
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This report presents the results of a study on the role of governance and politics in Afghanistan’s 
stabilization. Its basic finding is that Afghanistan’s de facto system of governance is a politically 
driven “hybrid” order made up of shifting links among many different formal, informal, and illicit 
actors, networks, and institutions. Because Afghanistan’s central government does not have the 
capacity to govern through its extremely centralized system and will not have that capacity for at 
least a generation, it will need to share the burden of stabilizing and governing the country with 
other governance and political actors. Alone, those other actors will not have the capacity to keep 
Afghanistan together either.

 ■ The traditional mechanisms through which local Afghan communities have managed their 
own affairs and met their own needs for centuries have been so degraded by war over the past 
three decades that much of their resilience has crumbled.

 ■ Many government officials and power brokers (in and out of government) have no interest in 
honest governance reforms, preferring instead to use their positions of influence to extract 
resources by illicit means or through foreign contracts.

 ■ Subnational governance is characterized not only by lack of capacity but by ambiguity over 
who has authority to make decisions, resolve disputes, and provide services.

 ■ Afghan insurgents are generally no better at service provision than the Afghan government or 
anyone else in the country.

All of these actors will unavoidably be involved in governing Afghanistan for the foreseeable 
future. The challenge the United States and its international allies face, therefore, is how to support 
a constructive division of labor between and among them while mitigating the most intolerable 
aspects of this hybrid system to give Afghans the political space they need to make incremental 
improvements in their own political, economic, and human development over time.

To meet this challenge, the United States should clarify what resources it will make available 
during and after the transition to reduce some of the uncertainty that is driving Afghans to hedge 
against—and thereby increase the chances of—economic and political collapse. All foreigners 
(civilian and military) should accelerate the shift from an implementing to an advisory role so 
Afghans have time to adapt to the drawdown. To facilitate burden sharing, the United States and 
its allies should encourage a revenue sharing system between the central and subnational gov-
ernments, and encourage inclusive power-sharing talks between the government and politically 
significant Afghan groups. Failing that, the United States should identify those power brokers who 
are potential spoilers to stability, communicate to them what behaviors will not be tolerated, and 
offer them clear incentives to stay within those behavioral “red lines.”

Meanwhile, the international community should continue to support those Afghans in and 
out of government who contribute positively to security, governance, and development; should 

executive summary
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reduce support to projects and institutions that offer few demonstrable benefits or cannot be 
sustained; and should offer power brokers incentives to allow at least a few key service-delivery 
projects to continue unimpeded in their areas of influence, to minimize backsliding on the prog-
ress that has been made on civil rights and economic activity, especially in the cities. 

Findings
There is strong evidence that positive and sustainable change in many poor and conflict-affected 
societies has historically come about largely through the action of institutions for governance, 
including security, justice, and other public goods. There is equally strong evidence that significant 
improvements in governance institutions take more than a decade, and usually more than a gen-
eration, to achieve. Where formal, government, or state institutions are absent or weak, informal, 
nonstate, and hybrid (state-nonstate) institutions have often come into being.

These patterns are evident in Afghanistan. Government institutions have made real progress 
over the past decade, but much of that progress has been halting, uneven, and not convincingly 
irreversible. The country’s politics and economy are undeniably influenced by a mix of formal, 
informal, and illicit actors and power brokers. Some contribute to stability; others threaten it. The 
government does not have a monopoly on governance—and that fact will not change substantially 
in our lifetimes. Afghanistan is, and has always been, a hybrid political system.

The United States and the international community have tended to treat Afghanistan’s hy-
brid system as a problem to be solved, not a resource to be employed. As a consequence, much 
international activity has taken place along two opposing tracks. On what could be called the 
“governance” track, official strategy has required supporting the government, combatting corrup-
tion, and building state institutions, under the explicit theory that insurgents can be marginalized 
if development and governance programs can help build a constructive relationship between the 
Afghan people and their leaders. On the “politics” track, the reality of power politics has at times 
required offering payments and contracts to power brokers in exchange for intelligence, passage, 
or cooperation, under the implicit theory that some of them are indispensable for stabilization 
because they control much of what happens in their areas of influence.

Both of these tracks have their merits, but they have tended to work at cross-purposes. Those 
working to improve governance are explicitly trying to build government capacity at the expense 
of nongovernment power brokers and patronage systems. Those working with power brokers out 
of necessity are implicitly undermining the effectiveness of the government and some informal 
systems. In addition, proponents of both tracks have at times miscalculated. In the governance 
track, plans for institutional development have been overambitious compared to the resources 
available, while the resources available have been excessive compared to what the country can 
absorb. The excess and mismanagement have limited the effectiveness of aid and distorted the 
country’s politics and economy in counterproductive ways. In the politics track, contracts, payoffs, 
and military or intelligence partnerships with power brokers have not been coordinated effectively 
(if at all), and have too often empowered malign actors more than has been needed to get things 
accomplished on the ground.

The governance and politics tracks need to be moving in the same direction for there to be any 
hope that the country will not descend into civil violence and economic collapse as international 
attention and resources fade. Formal, informal, and hybrid actors, institutions, and networks will 
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need to share the burden of governing and will need a modest level of international support to do 
so. Power brokers will need to be coopted into this hybrid system with just enough enticements to 
keep them from becoming spoilers.

Recommendations
To use Afghanistan’s hybrid system as a resource for stabilization, the United States should work 
with its international and Afghan partners to develop what this report calls a “political gover-
nance” strategy. This approach would align the governance and politics tracks of current efforts 
in a more constructive way. The governance component would encourage and enable formal and 
informal actors to share the burden of governing. To make sure power brokers do not contribute 
to instability, the politics component would give some a stake in the political and economic system 
while giving the most malign a set of targeted incentives to behave in ways conducive to stability. 
The following recommendations elaborate the requirements.

Be predictable. Uncertainty in Afghanistan is creating a widespread sense of vulnerability 
among the powerful and powerless alike, leading them to hedge against economic collapse and an 
outbreak of violence in ways that increase the likelihood of both. The United States, NATO, and 
others in the international community can mitigate some uncertainty by providing a more explicit 
roadmap of the transition: how many foreign advisers, how many NATO troops, how much in-
ternational aid, and how many trained Afghan troops will there be after 2014? Insurgents already 
know the international community is decreasing its presence significantly. More details might 
inform their strategic calculus somewhat, but it would help non-Taliban Afghans even more—and 
they are the ones who will be responsible for holding off the Taliban, holding down violence, and 
holding together their economy as international forces and aid decline. Giving them a more pre-
dictable sense for what resources will actually be at their disposal will better prepare them to do so. 
High ambitions are no longer credible, so the Obama administration should determine realistic, 
low-end estimates of what resources and personnel the United States and its partners are likely to 
produce in 2014 and 2015, and make those estimates public.

Let Afghans actually lead. Development “best practices” suggest that the beneficiaries of 
aid should be the ones to take the lead, make mistakes, learn from them, and thereby build their 
own capacity to manage their development. In Afghanistan, far too often the people who have 
conceived of, paid for, implemented, and assessed Afghan policies and projects have not been the 
people who will be responsible for doing those things once international personnel depart. There 
is still time for Afghans who take the lead now to adapt to the withdrawal of foreign advisers and 
foreign troops while the latter are still there to offer support and further training. Afghans should 
be allowed to determine what their own institutions are and are not capable of, and the sooner 
most foreigners (civilian and military) shift into an advisory role from an implementing role, the 
better positioned Afghans will be to run those institutions once the drawdown is complete.

Decentralize burdens, not benefits. One of the central dilemmas of formal governance in 
Afghanistan is that, by constitutional design, subnational units depend on the center for nearly 
every aspect of governance, but in reality the center is incapable of carrying the full burden the 
constitution places on it for subnational governance. Many government officials and appointees 
are unwilling to relinquish their right to carry that burden, lest they also lose the privileges that go 
with it: prestige, influence, the right to dole out patronage, and, for some, opportunities for graft. 
As a consequence, they have been slow to implement government decentralization schemes. De-
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centralization should be designed and presented as a way of helping central government officials 
share the burden of governing, not sacrifice the benefits of governing. The international com-
munity should encourage a revenue sharing system whereby the central government immediately 
refunds some percentage of any revenue that subnational units deposit into the central account, 
as an incentive for them to improve revenue-collection capacity. That could give subnational units 
more financial independence while also raising more funds for the center.

Embrace hybridity and encourage inclusion. Constructive divisions of labor between and 
among state and nonstate entities already exist throughout Afghanistan. Different communities, 
subtribes, ethnic groups, and patronage systems that operate outside of major cities should gener-
ally be left alone to determine how to run their own affairs, as long as they are not contributing to 
terrible abuses or regional instability. Supporting a hybrid system capable of maintaining stability 
in the short term, however, will require more than simply aiding some groups while leaving others 
alone. Civil society groups and newly formed political parties are increasingly demanding a more 
open and inclusive political system. The international community should encourage Afghan lead-
ers to include significant ethnic, tribal, and political groups in talks about power sharing, as it is 
unlikely that any deal between the government and the Taliban alone would be broadly accepted 
otherwise. Offering a means of inclusion to as many Afghans as possible would help reduce the 
widespread sense of vulnerability.

Coopt power brokers and establish behavioral “red lines.” If Afghan leaders do not initi-
ate an inclusive process such as this, the United States could still support a stable hybrid system 
by taking the information it already has at the district and province levels regarding the identi-
ties of power brokers and the existing, de facto divisions of labor on governance-like activities, 
and using that information to determine what it would take to coopt potential combatants in a 
future civil war into a stable accommodation. Powerful government officials, political opposition 
figures, organized criminals, and others already have or are seeking access to independent fund-
ing, stockpiles of weapons, and potential recruits as a hedge against the possibility that they might 
need to fight the government or each other one day soon. Most would probably prefer a role in a 
stable system over another civil war but will need enticements not to rebel. They should be offered 
some mix of money, jobs, training, contracts, promises to be left alone, or threats to be arrested 
or harassed as incentives to stay within certain behavioral parameters: (1) no use of or support to 
terrorism, especially al Qaeda and its affiliates; (2) minimal antagonism toward other power bro-
kers or the state; and (3) no gross human rights violations against the population in their area of 
influence, and no intolerable backsliding on the civil rights that have been established in cities. The 
first contributes directly to the U.S. interest in Afghanistan; the others contribute directly to the 
requirements for stability as U.S. forces draw down. Bad behavior should not be rewarded.

Emphasize incremental progress. Instead of building government institutions to interna-
tional standards for “good governance,” a political governance strategy would emphasize stabiliz-
ing the existing hybrid system to make room for a better system to emerge over time. Incremental 
progress can be made in both the governance and the politics tracks. In the governance track, the 
international community should continue supporting the key service provision and security min-
istries and line departments, those functioning nonstate institutions that do constructive work, 
hybrid programs such as the National Solidarity Program, and projects that have demonstrably 
benefitted Afghans or linked them to essential institutions. But that support should be scaled to 
how much advice and assistance Afghanistan can actually absorb, not how much it “needs.” If inef-
fective or unsustainable projects are closed, Afghans will figure out how to fill in the gaps, as they 
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always have. In the politics track, the most abusive power brokers should be removed from power, 
whether through the formal justice systems, informal balances of power, or internationally sanc-
tioned incentives. The rest should be informed of the behavioral red lines listed above and strongly 
encouraged to allow at least a few key service-delivery projects to continue unimpeded in their 
areas of influence so that the quality of life for as many Afghans as possible can improve from year 
to year.

Nothing in this report should be interpreted to suggest that international actors should work 
to undermine the Afghan government. On the contrary, most Afghans are tired of foreign in-
tervention and want their government to function well on its own. Foreign donors and military 
forces can and should play a constructive role in helping it to do so. But given that the Afghan 
government does not currently have a monopoly on either violence or governance and will not for 
the foreseeable future, any effort to improve stability or governance in the short term must account 
for the necessity that some nonstate actors—power brokers and benign civil society members 
alike—should play a constructive role.
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When general theory and practical experience both suggest that the path you are taking will not 
lead you to where you want to go, you have good reason to look for different paths. The accumu-
lated knowledge of recent scholarship on security, development, and conflict, as reflected in the 
2011 World Development Report (WDR) and other sources, includes four particularly important 
observations:1

 ■ First, positive and sustainable change in poor and conflict-affected societies comes about in 
significant part through the action of institutions for governance, security, justice, and other 
public goods.2

 ■ Second, significant improvements in the institutions that contribute to peace, stability, and 
prosperity take more than a decade, and often more than a generation, to achieve.3

 ■ Third, the institutions that matter include not only formal, government, or state institutions, 
but also informal, nonstate, and hybrid institutions.4

 ■ Finally, to maintain stability long enough for constructive institutional change to be achieved, 
some form of political settlement is needed so that elites might share instead of contest power. 
This is the case even if the elites in question are unsavory characters and operate mainly 
through patronage or kin-based systems rather than rule-based institutions.5

While these general observations should not be assumed to apply to all countries experiencing 
or emerging from conflict, enough evidence in their favor has been accumulated that they deserve, 
at the very least, a fair hearing when considering how to approach any particular case.

1.  See World Development Report 2011: Conflict, Security, and Development (Washington, D.C.: World 
Bank, 2011), hereafter WDR 2011; and Bruce Jones and Molly Elgin-Cossart, Development in the Shadow of 
Violence: A Knowledge Agenda for Policy, Report on the Future Direction of Investment in Evidence on Is-
sues of Fragility, Security, and Conflict—Geneva, September 22, 2011 (New York: Center on International 
Cooperation, November 2011).

2.  WDR 2011, pp. 145–214.
3.  Lant Pritchett and Frauke de Weijer, “Fragile States: Stuck in a Capability Trap?” WDR background 

paper, November 5, 2010; Jones and Elgin-Cossart, Development in the Shadow of Violence, p. 12; and WDR 
2011, pp. 108–110.

4.  WDR 2011, p. 8; Volker Boege, Anne Brown, Kevin Clements, and Anna Nolan, On Hybrid Political 
Orders and Emerging States: State Formation in the Context of “Fragility” (Berlin: Berghof Research Center 
for Constructive Conflict Management, 2008), p. 10, http://www.berghof-handbook.net/documents/ 
publications/boege_etal_handbook.pdf; Robert D. Lamb, “Policy, Globalization, and Governance,” appendix 
A to Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Patterns of Complex Urban Violence in Medellín, Colombia, 1984–
2009, doctoral thesis, University of Maryland School of Public Policy, 2010, pp. 429–445 and 463–480.

5.  Jones and Elgin-Cossart, Development in the Shadow of Violence, p. 10; Caroline Hartzell and Matthew 
Hoddie, “Institutionalizing Peace: Power Sharing and Post-Civil War Conflict Management,” American Jour-
nal of Political Science 47, no. 2 (April 2003): 318–332; Roy Licklider, “The Consequences of Negotiated Settle-
ments in Civil Wars, 1945–1993,” American Political Science Review 89, no. 3 (September 1995): 681–690.
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Do they apply to the Afghanistan case? After ten years of international engagement, repeated 
attempts at reform and development, and heroic efforts to foster stability and security, the short 
answer is that these observations do appear to be applicable.

The longer answer is the subject of this report.

Most efforts to improve governance in Afghanistan—and many efforts to improve its stability 
and economy—focus on building the capacity of Afghan state institutions (even as many efforts to 
improve development have bypassed the government). Governance efforts are based (implicitly or 
explicitly) on a theory of success that argues that effective and legitimate state institutions con-
tribute to stability or prosperity, and on theories of change and modernization that suggest formal 
reforms and capacity building contribute to the effectiveness and legitimacy of state institutions. 
Recent scholarship offers reasons to question whether these theories are sound or whether they 
are, at the very least, a misreading of the evidence base for the first observation above, that insti-
tutions contribute to stability.6 Experience on the ground over the past decade, moreover, offers 
good reasons to favor some approach that would be more consistent with the remaining general 
observations:

 ■ Regarding the second observation, that institutional development takes time, one can observe 
that, while significant progress has been made developing and reforming many of Afghanistan’s 
formal institutions, this progress has been halting, uneven, and not convincingly irreversible.7 
For example, the numerous ambitions outlined in the Afghanistan Compact of 2006, the Af-
ghanistan National Development Strategy of 2008, the Kabul Commitments of 2010, and other 
internationally sanctioned policy and strategy documents remain almost wholly unaccom-
plished, even according to their own timelines and milestones.8

 ■ Regarding the third observation, that multiple types of institution are relevant, Afghanistan’s 
institutions for governance—especially justice, security, and participation—and its economic 
activity are undeniably influenced by a mix of formal, informal, and illicit actors throughout 
the country. Some contribute to stability; others threaten it.

 ■ Finally, regarding the fourth observation, that political settlements are necessary in the short 
term, it is clear that Afghanistan’s elites (variously called power brokers, warlords, command-
ers, malign actors, or insurgents) routinely use their position within some subpopulation, 
territory, or institution in a way that limits what kind of governance can take place in their area 

6.  See Pritchett and de Weijer, “Fragile States,” for a persuasive elaboration of this point.
7.  Recent experience in Iraq should serve as a cautionary tale about the contribution of formal reforms 

to political culture: The gates had scarcely closed behind the last withdrawing American troops in December 
2011 before sectarian tensions exploded, figuratively and literally, in the capital city. Liz Sly, “Iraq Political 
Crisis Erupts as Last U.S. Troops Leave,” Washington Post, December 17, 2011; “Blasts Kill Dozens in Iraq as 
Political Crisis Continues,” VOA News, December 22, 2011.

8.  This is meant not as an indictment of the ambitions but as a criticism of the timelines and strate-
gies for achieving them, as this report’s recommendations will make clear. See London Conference on 
Afghanistan, “The Afghanistan Compact,” London, February 2006, http://www.mfa.gov.af/Documents/
ImportantDoc/Afghanistan%20Compact.pdf; Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, Afghanistan National De-
velopment Strategy (ANDS), 1387–1391 (2008–2013): A Strategy for Security, Governance, Economic Growth, 
and Poverty Reduction (Kabul: United Nations Development Programme, 2008), http://www.undp.org.af/
publications/KeyDocuments/ANDS_Full_Eng.pdf; “Communiqué of the Kabul International Conference 
on Afghanistan,” Kabul, Afghanistan, July 20, 2010, http://www.isaf.nato.int/images/stories/File/official-texts/
Communique%20-%20Kabul%20International%20Conference%20on%20Afghanistan%20-%2020%20
July%202010.pdf.
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of influence. While many elites have been coopted into the current government, some have or 
seek access to independent funding, stockpiles of weapons, and potential recruits as a hedge 
against the possibility that they might need to fight the government or each other one day 
soon.

Given these observations, some analysts in Washington, Kabul, and elsewhere admit privately 
that, barring some dramatic new development, they believe a descent into civil violence is inevi-
table once most international security forces withdraw. The Afghan government is too weak and 
too poor to fight insurgents, keep internal power brokers on its side, and resist malign influences 
from its meddling neighbors.9

Afghanistan’s formal institutions, civil servants, and elected leadership, while perhaps neces-
sary for stability in the long term, will not be sufficient to hold the country together in the medium 
and short terms. If the country is to hold together long enough to enjoy the fruits of its longer-
term institutional development, the burden of governing will need to be shared. Both theory and 
experience suggest it will need to be shared with a whole host of unsavory characters, corrupt 
officials, and informal institutions.

In other words, to give Afghanistan a fighting chance of surviving the centrifugal forces that 
are likely to gain momentum in the coming years, any “governance strategy” or “political strategy” 
should be built upon these two requirements:

 ■ Formal, informal, hybrid, and even some illicit institutions will need to share the burden of 
governing for the foreseeable future.

 ■ Potential combatants in a future civil war will need to be coopted (or stay coopted) into this 
hybrid system of governance.

These two tracks—call them the “rule of law” track and the “rule of man” track, or the “gov-
ernance” track and the “politics” track—have coexisted but they have not been going in the same 
direction. Official strategy calls for supporting the government and combatting corruption. Those 
who need to get things done on the ground, by contrast, have been forced to recognize and work 
within the reality of power politics, offering payments and contracts to power brokers in exchange 
for intelligence, passage, or some other form of cooperation. In many cases this cold realism has 
come at the expense of exacerbating corruption and needlessly strengthening the power of some 
malign actors. But while undermining more legitimate forms of governance, it also has made it 
possible to implement some projects and policies at the speed and scale demanded by officials in 
Kabul and by foreign donors.

These two tracks need not be in opposition. With a shift in priorities, a governance strategy 
and a political strategy could be aligned:

 ■ Power on the ground does need to be recognized, but not more than is needed to keep power 
elites coopted.

 ■ Institutional development does need to take place, but not on a scale or at a rate that exceeds 
what the institutions and society can bear.

9.  This observation is based on hundreds of conversations with officials and experts in Kabul, London, 
Stockholm, Tampa (Florida), and Washington between January 2010 and December 2011.
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Payments, contracts, and other support (or opposition) to power brokers could be managed—
strategically rather than ad hoc—to keep their behavior from getting out of line with the demands 
of stability. As international resources decline, projects could be limited to those that provide 
demonstrable benefits to Afghans, and rescaled to match what Afghan institutions—formal, infor-
mal, or hybrid—are capable of absorbing and sustaining.

In short, Afghanistan does not need a political strategy or a governance strategy. It needs a 
political governance strategy.

This report offers an analysis of the governance and political challenges in Afghanistan. Its 
purpose is to inform the development of a strategy for helping Afghan governance—broadly 
defined—become a contributor rather than a barrier to stability in the short term. Some reason-
able level of quality in governance is needed during the period in which international forces and 
donors are withdrawing personnel and resources, leaving Afghans increasingly in charge of their 
own destinies over the next three or four years.

The analysis reflected in this report evolved from CSIS’s research on the link between the qual-
ity of subnational governance and the rise of nonstate armed groups in Afghanistan, mainly the 
successors of the fallen Taliban regime and affiliated networks such as those led by the Haqqani 
family and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. This research studied whether a link exists and, if so, what the 
United States can do about it, if anything. Based on field visits, interviews, published reports, and 
publicly available data, the study found very little evidence that Afghan insurgents have relied on 
governance and service provision to gain permanent access to areas or populations that are opera-
tionally or strategically useful to them; instead, they mainly have used intimidation or personal 
connections such as tribal relations or kinship networks. Some groups certainly have exploited 
grievances related to weak or corrupt governance (e.g., they have recruited victims of police 
extortion), and a subset of those groups have stood up “shadow governments” providing secu-
rity, justice, education, or other forms of assistance in an effort to win the support and protection 
of a community, or its acquiescence and silence. Within that subset, service provision has given 
some insurgents certain tactical and operational advantages, such as access to potential recruits 
or sources of funding. But with a few important exceptions, that has not generally translated into 
significant strategic advantages, such as broad public support or lasting territorial control. Territo-
rial control has been more often resulted from coercion or connections, not governance or service 
provision.10

Any needs assessment in Afghanistan would find that the country’s unmet basic needs are too 
great to satisfy in just a decade of effort. The child mortality rate is the second highest in the world, 
estimated at 134 deaths for every 1,000 live births. The average life expectancy is just 44 years. 
An estimated 39 percent of Afghan children under five experience malnutrition. Almost a third 
of the population does not have access to adequate food, and at least another third barely gets by. 
Widespread corruption of police and judges makes it very difficult for crimes to be prosecuted 
and conflicts to be resolved through the formal system. Many government positions are treated as 

10.  This research was conducted between March 2010 and February 2012. See Robert D. Lamb, “Gov-
ernance and Militancy in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” project executive summary, CSIS, May 2011, http://
csis.org/publication/governance-and-militancy-afghanistan-and-pakistan; Robert D. Lamb and Sadika Ha-
meed, Subnational Governance, Service Delivery, and Militancy in Pakistan (Washington, D.C.: CSIS, 2012); 
Mariam Mufti, Religion and Militancy in Pakistan and Afghanistan: A Literature Review (Washington, D.C.: 
CSIS, 2012); Stacey White, Government Decentralization in the 21st Century: A Literature Review (Washing-
ton, D.C.: CSIS, 2012).
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personal fiefdoms rather than public trusts. And many power brokers as well as state officials rou-
tinely extort Afghans seeking favors, services, or safe passage on highways. Given this low baseline 
level of human and institutional development, it will likely take more than a generation of hard 
work to make serious improvements in the quality of life for most Afghans.11

Today, the Afghan government is not meeting most of its citizens’ needs. But neither are the 
traditional mechanisms through which local Afghan communities have managed their own affairs 
and met their own needs for centuries: that social order has been so degraded by war over the 
past three decades that much of the resilience of traditional and tribal communities has crumbled. 
Nor are the powerful and numerous private patronage networks, many of which are dominated by 
individuals so selfish that in policy circles their shorthand description is “malign actor.” Nor is the 
international community, which has spent many billions of dollars over the past decade to build a 
semblance of a modern state, but which has succeeded mainly in building islands of excellence in 
an otherwise dystopian sea of fear and uncertainty.

It is no wonder, then, that when help from any source is offered—whether by government offi-
cials offering services, international donors offering aid, opium traffickers offering jobs, or Taliban 
shadow governors offering justice—Afghans generally accept it. But they accept the help not nec-
essarily because they like foreigners and opium traffickers, or because they support the Taliban’s 
political or religious objectives, or even because they believe the Afghan government is legitimate. 
For the most part, they accept the help simply because they need the help. Afghan insurgents are 
generally no better at service provision than the Afghan government or anyone else in the country 
(in fact, the Taliban were no good at service provision even when they were the government). In 
Afghanistan, as in Pakistan, nonstate armed groups that have won territory often have squandered 
their gains by turning too heavy-handed against local populations or becoming as corrupt as the 
government officials they had displaced. To the degree they have won any popular support at the 
local level, it has been due less to the appeal of their ideology than to the fact that people who live 
in desperate or humiliating circumstances generally accept help when it is offered, regardless of 
the source.12

These findings suggest that incremental but real improvements in governance and services 
by any noninsurgent source could reduce opportunities for insurgents to exploit grievances or 
could crowd out whatever short-term tactical or operational advantages the insurgents get from 
what few direct services they actually provide. It should not matter whether the improvements 

11.  Figures drawn from National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA) 2007/8: A Profile of 
Afghanistan (Kabul: ICON Institute, 2008), http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/asia/documents/ 
afgh_nrva_2007-08_full_report_en.pdf; UNICEF, “Afghanistan: Statistics,” March 2, 2010, http://www 
.unicef.org/infobycountry/afghanistan_statistics.html; Poverty Status in Afghanistan: A Profile Based 
on National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment (NRVA) 2007/08 (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, July 2010), 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/AFGHANISTANEXTN/Resources/305984-1264608805475/6739619 
-1286210806756/AFPovertyReport.pdf; Asian Development Bank, United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, and World Bank Preliminary Needs Assessment Team, “Afghanistan: Preliminary Needs Assess-
ment for Recovery and Reconstruction,” January 2002, http://www.adb.org/Documents/Reports/Afghanistan/
pnarr.pdf.

12.  The Asia Foundation’s most recent survey in Afghanistan found that the minority of Afghans who 
do have some sympathy for the Taliban are sympathetic only because the Taliban are Afghans or Muslims; 
almost none said they agreed with their religious or political views (or admitted to having accepted services 
of any kind from the Taliban). Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2011: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 
November 2011.
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in service provision or collective decisionmaking are led by the state, tribal or traditional institu-
tions, hybrid (formal-informal) systems, civil society, or the private sector. What matters, from the 
perspective of stabilization, is that they are not led by active insurgents or other malign actors who 
have not demonstrably renounced violence. As long as the benefits accrue to participating com-
munities in real terms, improvements in governance and services could give enough Afghans a 
stake in stability to allow longer-term stabilization efforts to bear fruit.

To date, however, service provision and attempts to govern have not always had the intended 
consequences for anyone: they have not earned the government as much legitimacy, have not 
won insurgents as many converts, and have not helped the international community foster as 
many sustainable social and political relationships as any of these actors have seemed to hope. The 
international community and the Afghan government have made important improvements in the 
quality of life for many Afghans, and in some cases those improvements are sustainable. But many 
such efforts have done little more than build temporary partnerships or acquiescence, and enough 
have so distorted local political dynamics and the Afghan economy to justify questioning whether 
the net effect has been positive or negative in some areas of the country.13

The problem is that most of these actors—state and nonstate, national and local, Afghan and 
foreign—are too poor, weak, or disorganized to make real improvements on their own. If any 
improvements in governance and services are to be achieved in Afghanistan, at the national or 
subnational levels, then the country’s most benign (or least malign) actors will need to find a way 
to share the burden of governing in the short term, and the international community will need 
to find a way to help them do so. Given the declining resources and patience of donor countries, 
helping Afghans share that burden and make incremental improvements over time is probably the 
most the international community can expect to achieve in the next few years.

The remainder of this chapter provides background information on the concept of governance 
and the policy debates surrounding how Afghanistan is governed. Drawing from relevant academ-
ic and policy literatures, it introduces an analytic framework organized around the four “faces” of 
governance: policies, services, institutions, and networks. It also argues that formal governance by 
state actors is only a small part of the governance that actually takes place in Afghanistan. Infor-
mal actors (such as tribal leaders and highly influential individuals operating through patronage 
networks) and illicit actors (such as organized-crime bosses and insurgents) also make up the 
body of significant governance actors, often in the form of a hybrid (formal-informal, informal-
illicit, and formal-illicit). Any governance strategy that focuses almost exclusively on improving 
governance by formal actors, therefore, is a strategy that does not even try to address most of the 
problem, and any strategy seeking to address the broader problem cannot avoid addressing gover-
nance and politics at the same time.

Chapter 2 summarizes the challenges of Afghan governance from the local to the national 
levels, including the role of state, nonstate, and international actors. It introduces the three main 
dilemmas of governance in Afghanistan today: the central government’s legal authority vastly 
exceeds its practical capacity, but it hesitates to relinquish any authority; the governance system is 
de jure highly centralized, but political authority is de facto decentralized; and reforms that seem 
essential to progress on stability require the cooperation of powerful individuals who have little 

13.  See, for example, Andrew Wilder and Stuart Gordon, “Money Can’t Buy America Love,” Foreign 
Policy, December 1, 2009; Astri Suhrke, “Reconstruction as Modernisation: The ‘Post-Conflict’ Project in 
Afghanistan,” Third World Quarterly 28, no. 7 (2007): 1291–1308.
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incentive to pass or implement them. These points are illustrated by research on two sets of efforts 
to improve governance:

 ■ First is a case study of the development of the 2010 Subnational Governance Policy (SNGP), 
which demonstrates the limits of formal reforms in the short term (consistent with the second 
general observation about the pace of institutional development, introduced at the beginning 
of this chapter). The main reason the SNGP has been developed and implemented at all is the 
constant pressure and support from the international community. It is doubtful that enough 
Afghan officials have the political will to implement even a fraction of the policy within the 
timeframe laid out in various published commitments.

 ■ Second is a broader analysis of the role of governance in the U.S.-led counterinsurgency effort. 
It questions the doctrinal assumption that government legitimacy is needed for success, argu-
ing instead that it might be sufficient to bring about stability in the short term if the govern-
ment is merely not illegitimate. Even if the government does not attract active support from 
the population, stability could still emerge as long as the government does not stimulate active 
opposition. This analysis also questions the assumption that service provision and development 
programs (and the training and technical assistance to improve them) are effective paths to 
government legitimacy, arguing that politics plays a much greater role in the dynamics of legiti-
macy than has been recognized in any official efforts to attract support for the government.

Chapter 3 offers the outlines of a political governance strategy with modest objectives address-
ing policies, services, institutions, and networks overseen by formal, informal, and illicit actors (or 
hybrids of those actors). This final chapter assumes that U.S. and allied policymakers are seeking 
to minimize threats to security emanating from Afghanistan without making Afghans worse off 
in the process; that an outbreak of civil war is possible and would have even worse consequences 
than continued insurgency; and that international resources and troops will decline fairly rapidly 
before 2014.

Nothing in this report should be interpreted to suggest that international actors should work 
to undermine the Afghan government. On the contrary, most Afghans are tired of foreign inter-
vention and want their government to function well, and foreign donors and military forces can 
and should play a constructive role in helping it to do so. But given that the Afghan government 
does not currently have a monopoly on either violence or governance (and will not for the foresee-
able future) any effort to improve stability or governance in the short term must account for the 
necessity that some nonstate actors—power brokers and benign civil society organizations alike—
should play a constructive role.

The Four Faces of Governance
It has become customary for scholars, foreign aid workers, military commanders, diplomats, and 
others to acknowledge that governance, a set of public activities, is different from government, a 
set of formal institutions; that governance takes place at the local level and not only at the national 
level; that local governance in “fragile” states is often undertaken by nonstate actors as well as by 
state actors; and that governance in conservative, traditional, non-Western, and “underdeveloped” 
societies is often of a very different nature from governance in Western, liberal democracies, a dif-
ference is worthy of outsiders’ respect and perhaps deference. This broad perspective is a welcome 
departure from earlier views that had considered places outside of the control of some central gov-
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ernment to be “ungoverned” and that consequently had prescribed building the capacity of state 
institutions to “extend” governance to the hinterlands.14

Yet one cannot help but notice the enormous disconnect between theory and practice—be-
tween the “ritual acknowledgment”15 that governance does not equal modern states, and the poli-
cies and projects that are recommended by international experts and officials through guidance 
documents, conference communiqués, and research reports, which generally betray a Western, 
liberal vision for (centralized, democratic) governance and development in the short and long 
terms.

 ■ A 2009 conference on Afghan governance, involving mostly international experts, con-
cluded that “stability in Afghanistan requires that its people accept state authority as legiti-
mate and trust its institutions. This will happen only if the central government addresses the 
people’s ‘hierarchy of needs’—security, justice, and economic development—through good 
governance.”16

 ■ The 2010 Kabul Conference communiqué “recognises that the Afghan Government can guar-
antee security only when its people are confident in its ability to deliver public services, good 
governance, human rights protection including gender equality, and economic opportuni-
ties,” and the international community pledged to support “Afghan leadership and ownership” 
of these statebuilding efforts—but the context makes it clear that “Afghan” means “Afghan 
government.”17

 ■ The Afghan National Development Strategy (ANDS) portrays “the existence of multiple and 
often parallel structures of state and nonstate governance entities” as a “significant” issue that 
“must be addressed” rapidly—not treated as an opportunity to build upon a range of preexisting 
formal, informal, and hybrid governance structures that, in many places, serve a constructive 
purpose.18

14.  For reviews and criticisms of this earlier perspective, see Robert D. Lamb, “Ungoverned Areas and 
Threats from Safe Havens: Final Report of the Ungoverned Areas Project,” Office of the Under Secretary of 
Defense for Policy, January 2008; Lamb, Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Patterns of Complex Urban Vio-
lence in Medellín, appendix A; and Anne Clunan and Harold Trinkunas, eds., Ungoverned Spaces: Alterna-
tives to State Authority in an Era of Softened Sovereignty (Stanford: Stanford Security Studies, 2010).

15.  This phrase was used by Marina Caparini, who critically contrasted the “ritual acknowledgment” 
of the importance of civil society with their relative absence in international practice; see Caparini, “Civil 
Society and the Future of Security Sector Reform,” in The Future of Security Sector Reform, ed. Mark Sedra 
(Waterloo, Ontario: The Centre for International Governance Innovation, 2010), pp. 242–260.

16.  Emphasis added. “Fundamentals of Governance in Afghanistan,” conference summary, the Hollings 
Center for International Dialogue and the American Institute of Afghanistan Studies (AIAS), Istanbul, Tur-
key, June 2009, http://www.bu.edu/aias/reports/governance_short.pdf.

17.  Emphasis added. Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, Afghanistan National Development Strategy 
(ANDS), 1387–1391 (2008–2013): A Strategy for Security, Governance, Economic Growth, and Poverty Reduc-
tion (Kabul: United Nations Development Programme, 2008), p. 6, http://www.undp.org.af/publications/
KeyDocuments/ANDS_Full_Eng.pdf.

18.  Emphasis added. “Communiqué of the Kabul International Conference on Afghanistan,” Kabul, 
Afghanistan, July 20, 2010, pp. 1–2, http://www.isaf.nato.int/images/stories/File/official-texts/Communique 
%20-%20Kabul%20International%20Conference%20on%20Afghanistan%20-%2020%20July%202010.pdf; 
See also the London Conference on Afghanistan, “The Afghanistan Compact,” London, February 2006, 
http://www.mfa.gov.af/Documents/ImportantDoc/Afghanistan%20Compact.pdf.
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 ■ The semiannual “1230 report”—the congressionally mandated U.S. Department of Defense 
Report on Progress toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan—has repeatedly noted that poor 
progress in “governance” and “weak Afghan government capacity” have been impediments to 
stability and put the transition to Afghan control at risk. But it uses governance and government 
interchangeably and focuses almost entirely on the weakness of the Afghan government and 
the international programs designed to strengthen it.19

 ■ The U.S. civilian-military campaign plan similarly addresses governance by improving govern-
ment policies and technical capacities for service delivery, elections, transparency, accountabil-
ity, oversight, investigation, prosecution, and civil engagement.20

 ■ The State Department’s regional stabilization strategy claims that “improving the Afghan 
people’s confidence in their government requires improved service delivery, greater account-
ability, and more protection from predatory practices, particularly in communities where the 
Taliban is providing its own brand of brutal but efficient governance,” again focusing entirely 
on improving the government and not governance broadly conceived.21

The claim that there is only one path to stability is belied by the many peaceful parts of Af-
ghanistan that are neglected by the state and the Taliban alike.22 These documents reveal a deeply 
held set of assumptions, increasingly questioned by scholars but still dominant in practice in the 
international community: that state actors have a right to a monopoly on governance; that im-
proving governance is largely a matter of building state capacity; that formal or state institutions 
are uniquely capable of maintaining stability and improving the quality of human development, 
while informal or nonstate institutions are mainly an impediment to this progress; and that the 
international community can accelerate state formation.23 Policies and programs supported by the 
international community focus almost entirely on building the capacity or legitimacy of the state, 
with donor funding levels suggesting a bias toward strengthening the central government, and 
mainly the executive branch and security services of the central government. Support to subna-
tional governance does exist, as does support, for example, to civil society, informal dispute resolu-
tion practices, and in some cases traditional militias. Certainly aid workers and military troops on 
the ground recognize the reality that political authority and social influence are vested mainly in 
local or regional power brokers, who tend to be the main decisionmakers and (along with NGOs 
and foreign donors) providers of services outside of the capital, especially in smaller towns farther 

19.  Emphasis added. U.S. Department of Defense, “Report on Progress toward Security and Stability in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan,” report to Congress in accordance with section 1230 of the National Defense Au-
thorization Act for fiscal year 2008 (Public Law 110-181), as amended, October 2011.

20.  Embassy of the United States of America–Kabul and U.S. Forces–Afghanistan, “United States Gov-
ernment Integrated Civilian-Military Campaign Plan for Support to Afghanistan,” Revision 1, February 
2011.

21.  Office of the Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, “Afghanistan and Pakistan Re-
gional Stabilization Strategy,” Department of State, January 2010, p. 7.

22.  A recent national survey found that nearly half of Afghans do not fear for their safety or security 
most of the time or ever. Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2011.” 

23.  Farha Tahir, Mark Quarterman, and Robert D. Lamb, “Development, Diplomacy, and the Future of 
Statebuilding,” in USAID, Statebuilding in Situations of Fragility and Conflict: Relevance for U.S. Policies and 
Programs (Washington, D.C.: USAID, February 2011), http://csis.org/files/publication/110218_Statebuilding 
_in_Situations_Fragility_Conflict.pdf; James Puzel, Do No Harm: International Support for Statebuilding 
(Paris: OECD International Network on Conflict and Fragility, 2010).



10  |  political governance and strategy in afghanistan

from the center. But these efforts to support what works well in nonstate institutions are a tiny part 
of the overall effort to improve governance, and there is no working theory for how these ad hoc, 
on-the-ground efforts can add up to strategic-level stability.

In short, most governance is Afghanistan is informal, subnational, and nonstate—only a 
tiny sliver of governance is formal or state-led.24 Yet international efforts to improve governance 
focus almost entirely on that tiny sliver—on government (state institutions that govern) instead 
of on governance (the art of governing). Perhaps the implicit governance strategy is to extend the 
capacity of the state to control and govern its entire territory and displace other governance actors. 
Statebuilding might well be a sound long-term strategy, if the long term is measured in genera-
tions. In the short term, even if current statebuilding efforts were to succeed, that success would 
be very limited: the implicit governance strategy is designed to solve only a very small part of the 
problem.

This report uses the term political governance not as a rigorously defined academic term, but 
simply as a way to signal that governance in places such as Afghanistan encompasses important 
aspects of politics. One cannot govern if one does not control the territory or influence the popu-
lation to be governed—territorial or social control is a prerequisite of governance. Efforts to im-
prove governance, if they are to succeed, cannot be naïve with respect to power, whether it be the 
power to coerce, or the power to attract support. In Afghanistan, power politics involving disputes 
over territory include a wide array of people and institutions in and out of government. Afghani-
stan is not alone in this regard. A seminal paper, criticizing the conceptualization of certain 
societies as “weak” or “fragile” states, introduced the notion that such places are not Western-style 
states-in-waiting, but “hybrid political orders,”

in which diverse and competing claims to power and logics of order coexist, overlap and in-
tertwine, namely the logic of the “formal” state, of traditional “informal” societal order, and 
of globalisation and associated social fragmentation (which is present in various forms: eth-
nic, tribal, religious, [etc.]). In such an environment, the “state” does not have a privileged 
position as the political framework that provides security, welfare, and representation; it has 
to share authority, legitimacy, and capacity with other structures.25

In such places, improving governance cannot simply be a matter of building the capacity and 
responsiveness of the formal institutions of national and subnational governments, but also of 
addressing significant tensions in the distribution of authority, capability, and legitimacy among 
civilian agencies, military officials, bureaucracies, legislatures, courts, local governments, highly 
influential individuals (sometimes called “power brokers”), traditional or tribal leaders, civil 
society groups, businesses, and even organized criminals (to offer a partial list). Efforts to improve 
governance in the short term must somehow involve:

24.  See, for example, J. Alexander Thier, Reestablishing the Judicial System in Afghanistan (Stanford: 
Center on Democracy, Development and Rule of Law, 2004); Amy Senier, “Rebuilding the Judicial Sector in 
Afghanistan: The Role of Customary Law,” Al Nakhlah, Tufts University, Spring 2006; Hamish Nixon, Subna-
tional State-Building in Afghanistan, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, Kabul, April 2008. A similar 
observation has been made in many places considered “weak states”; see, for example, Bruce Baker, “The 
Future Is Non-State,” in The Future of Security Sector Reform, ed. Mark Sedra (Waterloo, Ontario: The Centre 
for International Governance Innovation, 2010), pp. 206–226.

25.  Boege et al., On Hybrid Political Orders and Emerging States, p. 10.
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 ■ formal actors, such as elected and appointed government officials, bureaucrats, judges, or secu-
rity forces, usually associated with the state;

 ■ informal actors, such as influential individuals (e.g., landowners, businessmen, etc.), traditional 
leaders, civil society, the private sector, and other nonstate actors; and even

 ■ illicit actors, such as organized criminals, terrorists, or insurgents.

These are not intended to be mutually exclusive (or rigorously defined) categories of gover-
nance actor, since in many cases the boundary between formal and informal is not clear, and of 
course both state and nonstate actors can be involved in illicit activities. For example, a provincial 
governor might operate primarily through his personal patronage network or his criminal organi-
zation, rather than through the formal institution he technically leads. These “hybrid” actors are a 
common feature of the Afghan governance landscape.

What do governance actors do? What does it mean to govern? For the purposes of this re-
port, governance is defined pragmatically and broadly to include four sets of public or collective 
activities:

■■ making policies (rules and decisions) that significantly affect some population or subpopu-
lation;

■■ providing essential services and public goods;

■■ building and managing public or collective institutions; and

■■ managing or manipulating networks of influence.

When people are being “governed,” they are interacting with policies, services, institutions, 
or networks. These are the four faces of governance. Any effort to improve governance that does 
not account for all four faces is probably missing something important. All of these governance ac-
tivities can be undertaken not only by individuals associated with states and governments, but by 
a broad range of state and nonstate actors and institutions from the local level up to the national 
level (see table 1.1 for typical examples).

Table 1.1. Political Governance Framework, with Typical Examples

Policies/Processes Services Institutions Networks

Formal elections, laws,  
regulations

health, sanitation, 
education, justice, 
defense, taxation

parliament, military, 
courts, police

communities of  
practice, parties

Informal jirga, shura,  
Pashtunwali, shari’a

community 
defense, health, 
education

jirga, shura, militia, 
alternative dispute 
resolution, madrassa

patronage system, 
tribal kin, the faithful

Illicit curfew, “rule of 
man”

employment,  
protection

manufacturer,  
enforcer, strongman

patronage, cartel, 
smugglers

Source: Author.
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Governance can be conceptualized in more strictly technocratic terms, focusing mainly on 
financial management, public administration, civil service, or elections, and many programs to 
improve “governance” focus mainly on addressing these issues. Such activities certainly are im-
portant aspects of governance in modern states, but they often are not the most salient features of 
governance in societies that have not formed a strong state in the modern sense.

This report, therefore, takes the broader view: How are people actually governed at the provin-
cial, district, municipal, and village levels? Who is laying claim to having authority for collective 
decisionmaking, community defense, or local service delivery? What formal state bodies, informal 
institutions, or even illicit groups are making decisions and rules, delivering public goods, build-
ing institutions, and influencing networks, especially at the local level? Who are the pretenders to 
the throne of local power? Much of the scholarly literature on governance reads as if the authors 
equate governance with “good” governance, but there is no reason in principle that governance 
should be defined primarily in normative terms: a group in control of some area might govern 
it poorly, illegitimately, or undemocratically, but that does not mean that group does not gov-
ern. Understanding how different areas are actually governed, therefore, should be the first step 
in thinking about how—or whether—plans, projects, and strategies seeking social and political 
change should be designed and implemented.

Afghan Governance in American Policy Debates
During 2009, it became commonplace to hear questions from analysts and commentators about 
the U.S.-led counterinsurgency in Afghanistan: What is the exit strategy? What is the “political 
strategy” or the “civilian strategy” to accompany the international military strategy and the Afghan 
development strategy? As 2010 drew to a close, these questions were increasingly joined by (or 
rephrased as) a complaint about a missing “governance strategy.” While not all were fair, these 
criticisms reflected very real shortcomings that were stymying international efforts to coordinate 
civilian action in conflict and post-conflict environments, nowhere more so than in Afghanistan. 
Too many strategies and objectives were not coherently aligned, and the international community, 
and the United States in particular, had never explained publicly how it would achieve those objec-
tives, given the resistance of important Afghan political leaders and other “power brokers” who 
evidently did not share their priorities.

When President Obama announced in December 2009 that he was sending 30,000 additional 
troops to Afghanistan in 2010 but would begin withdrawing an unspecified number of troops in 
mid-2011, it was clear to many Afghanistan analysts that the drawdown would be drawn out over 
a period of several years. The Afghan security forces were simply too weak for a faster transition to 
lead to anything other than their eventual defeat at the hands of insurgents. NATO put the second 
bookend on the transition story when it announced at its November 2010 conference in Lisbon 
that the transition would be largely complete by the end of 2014. In short, for the transition, 
Afghanistan planners “aspired” (to quote several NATO diplomats)26 to stabilize the country and 
train up its security forces to a good-enough level in three and a half years.

Since then, the military’s public pronouncements on progress in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
have generally taken an optimistic tone, and not entirely without justification. Security has im-
proved in some places, governance has improved in others, and some areas are enjoying real 

26.  Author interviews with NATO officials, November–December 2010.
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economic and social progress, generally as a result of the new strategy and additional (or “surge”) 
forces the president put in place. The Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) have grown in 
numbers exceeding expectations, more countries have pledged to provide more military train-
ers to make those forces more capable, and the program that links trained ANSF members with 
international forces has demonstrated its value in improving ANSF capabilities. In areas ANSF 
and international troops have managed to secure, life for Afghans has begun to return to normal. 
A growing cadre of dedicated, capable Afghans in government are getting trained and mentored in 
public administration and management, with plans to train thousands more through efforts such 
as the Afghan Civil Service Support program.27 And civil society is increasingly vibrant, if still 
quite weak in its ability to effect change.

However, there have been very serious countervailing forces to this progress: some places that 
had been stable are now plagued by insurgents, the number of experienced military trainers avail-
able is still far below stated requirements, and the quality of ANSF recruits and the training they 
get are very far from adequate. Afghans’ opinions of their government and international forces 
are difficult to measure, but the surveys that have been done offer only ambiguous evidence of 
progress in winning broad support. And the level of cynicism and greed among too many (but not 
all) of the country’s political elites is staggering, making the job of a dedicated but underpaid civil 
servant that much more difficult. On balance, it is fair to say that, while international and Afghan 
forces were much better postured in 2011 than they had been in 2009, the overall situation on the 
ground has not unambiguously improved and has likely deteriorated.28

The main strategic focus in 2010 was on security: getting the right “inputs” in place—fund-
ing, troops, programs, trainers, and so on—to do a better job recruiting, training, mentoring, 
partnering with, and building the capacity of the ANSF. The Obama administration’s December 
2010 review correctly acknowledged that the focus in 2011 and beyond should be on turning those 
inputs into capable forces.29 Importantly, however, the December 2010 review also acknowledged 
that governance would need to be an equally vital focus in 2011 and beyond.

After all, even if there is a large, capable ANSF, there still will be a need for a civilian govern-
ment capable of commanding and funding them, and holding them accountable for results and 

27.  “Afghanistan Civil Service Commission and U.S. Government Sign Memorandum of Understand-
ing to Begin Civil Service Support Program,” USAID, February 22, 2010, http://afghanistan.usaid.gov/en/
USAID/Article/998/Afghanistan_Civil_Service_Commission_and_US_Government_Sign_Memorandum 
_of_Understanding_to_Begin_Civ.

28.  Information in this and the previous paragraph are drawn from author interviews and White House 
background briefing, December 16, 2010; “Afghanistan: Where Things Stand,” survey by ABC News, BBC, 
ARD, and Washington Post, December 6, 2010; Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2010,” and “Afghanistan in 
2011”; “Afghanistan Transition: Missing Variables,” survey by the International Council on Security and De-
velopment (ICOS), November 2010; U.S. Department of Defense, “Report on Progress toward Security and 
Stability in Afghanistan and Pakistan: Report to Congress in accordance with section 1230 of the National 
Defense Authorization Act for fiscal year 2008 (Public Law 110-181), as amended,” November 2010; U.S. 
Department of Defense, “Report on Progress toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan and Pakistan: Re-
port to Congress in accordance with section 1230 of the National Defense Authorization Act for fiscal year 
2008 (Public Law 110-181), as amended, and United States Plan for Sustaining the Afghanistan National 
Security Forces: Report to Congress in accordance with section 1231 of the National Defense Authorization 
Act for fiscal year 2008 (Public Law 110-181), as amended,” April 2010.

29.  The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, “Overview of the Afghanistan and Pakistan Annual 
Review,” December 16, 2010, and “Statement by the President on the Afghanistan-Pakistan Annual review,” 
December 16, 2010; both available at http://www.whitehouse.gov.
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abuses. Since corruption and abuse of power have been the hallmark complaints of Afghans about 
their government, there will be a need for a set of governance structures capable, at minimum, 
of balancing the outsized ambitions of cynical politicians against one another, and mitigating the 
worst of the harms deriving from their abuses. Since Afghanistan has often been the board on 
which neighboring and great powers have played strategic games, the country also will need to be 
governed by leaders with just enough domestic support, self-confidence, and capability to resist 
the worst temptations and threats of meddling foreign powers.

In short, as bad as the situation is in Afghanistan today, it probably would be far worse if the 
Obama administration had not put serious attention and resources into the overall effort it inher-
ited in 2009 or spent 2010 and 2011 focusing mainly on improving security. And it is promising 
that it has recognized the need to turn its focus more seriously to governance.

Unfortunately, there have been few signs that the governance effort will be taken as seriously 
as the military effort. Even at the beginning of 2012 it was difficult to find evidence that a serious, 
integrated civilian effort was being planned. Pockets of policymakers and advisers in different in-
stitutions (civilian and military) have been thinking about the need for an internationally coordi-
nated approach to governance and politics, and some have begun outlining what such an approach 
would look like, but progress has been halting at best.30 And the efforts that were taking place were 
focusing almost exclusively on finding a way to help the Afghan government displace other gover-
nance actors, and not on finding way to help all governance actors—state and nonstate—share the 
burden of governing in the short term.

30.  Author interviews with U.S. civilian and military officials, June–November 2011.
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A few years ago in the northern Afghan province of Takhar, insurgents from one of the Taliban 
factions started arriving in Khwajah Ghar district, at the border with Tajikistan. They were headed 
by a “shadow” district governor the Taliban had appointed to lead their operations and enforce 
their rules and decisions locally. Most Afghans in those communities did not welcome the in-
surgent presence, but their requests to the central government for support and protection were 
ignored. So local community leaders in a traditional council, known as a shura, decided to stand 
up their own security force to defend themselves. Since they were getting no support from the 
district government either, they decided as well to appoint from among their members their own 
equivalent of a district governor to coordinate decisions and actions across the communities. The 
interior minister of Afghanistan later appointed an official district governor, a former anti-Taliban 
commander from the area. But it was not clear the new governor had more authority among locals 
than the shura’s appointee, nor how much authority he had over the shura’s militia, nor what the 
division of labor would be between the government and the communities.31

One district, three governors: formal (appointed by the Interior Ministry), informal (ap-
pointed by local leaders), and illicit (appointed by the Taliban). This story nicely captures some 
of the most important challenges of subnational governance in Afghanistan: competition over 
political authority among actors with varying degrees of local influence, an ambiguous division 
of labor among different institutions, no recognized consensus on subsidiarity arrangements, and 
little formal recognition or support for authority structures that already function at the local level. 
It also captures a more subtle lesson: Afghans generally want the formal system to serve them well 
and fairly, but when it does not, they try to make informal systems and power brokers work for 
them instead.32 

The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, one of the most decentralized societies in the world, has 
one of the most centralized constitutional systems in the world. It might well have been neces-
sary, when the constitution was written a decade ago, to try to create a strong central government 
to balance the power of local and regional power brokers and to get the country behind a robust 
institution-building agenda.33 But it also contributed directly to the emergence of the three central 
dilemmas of governance in Afghanistan today:

31.  Author interview with Omar Sharifi, American Institute for Afghanistan Studies, Kabul, September 
21, 2010.

32.  Information in this chapter is based on author interviews with U.S. and Afghan officials and advis-
ers in Kabul and Washington between March 2010 and February 2012, and on other sources as noted.

33.  For overviews of the constitution-building process, see Barnett R. Rubin, “Crafting a Constitution 
for Afghanistan,” Journal of Democracy 15, no. 3 (July 2004); and Katharine Adeney, “Constitutional Design 
and the Political Salience of ‘Community’ Identity in Afghanistan: Prospects for the Emergence of Ethnic 
Conflicts in the Post-Taliban Era,” Asian Survey 48, issue 4 (2008).

dilemmas of afghan  
governance2
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 ■ First, by constitutional design, subnational governmental bodies depend on the central govern-
ment for nearly every aspect of their work, but in actual fact the center is incapable of carrying 
the full burden the constitution places on it for supporting subnational governance. Yet many 
central government officials (and their subnational appointees) are unwilling to relinquish 
their right to carry that burden, lest they also lose the privileges that go with it: prestige, influ-
ence, the right to dole out patronage, and, for some, opportunities for graft.

 ■ Second, while the de jure (or formal) governance system is highly centralized, political power is 
de facto decentralized—that is, at the local and regional levels, power often is recognized as re-
siding in informal institutions (traditional or tribal social practices), individual power brokers 
and their patronage networks, some local government officials, or some hybrid of these. The 
central government technically has the authority to appoint governors, police chiefs, and many 
other local figures, but that does not mean those appointees have authority or influence locally. 
Nor does it mean that officials at the center have the power to appoint whomever they want. 
Their authority is constrained by politics: power brokers outside of government, or outside 
of top leaders’ inner circles, can use their wealth, connections, or large kinship or patronage 
networks as leverage to get themselves appointed to important government positions or name 
their preferred candidates for other positions.

 ■ Third, the first two dilemmas exist both as an inevitable result of immature institutional de-
velopment and as a consequence of the unchecked power of a certain class of political actors, 
some of whom enjoy the backing of foreign patrons. Given how much the international com-
munity depends on this class of officials for help with stabilization, it is a real dilemma whether 
to push against their corruption and try to reform the political system—and thereby risk losing 
their support on security, intelligence, or governance reform,—or to accede to their refusal to 
share power more equitably, and thereby risk losing the country’s ability to be governed more 
constructively.

These dilemmas will have to be addressed if any workable governance strategy is to be devel-
oped and implemented in the years to come.34

This chapter is not intended to be a comprehensive reference for how the formal governance 
system is structured, nor for how the wide variety of informal institutions function in Afghanistan 
today. Many such references are readily available, and some provide useful criticisms and recom-
mendations as well.35 Rather, this chapter is intended to provide enough information and analysis 

34.  It should be noted that not all power brokers are as influential as some international forces believe: 
some English-speaking Afghans are very good at tricking foreigners into believing they have more support-
ers than they do. Their growing influence sometimes comes as a result of international support. See, for ex-
ample, Yaroslav Trofimov and Matthew Rosenberg, “In Afghanistan, U.S. Turns ‘Malignant Actor’ into Ally,” 
Wall Street Journal Asia, November 18, 2010, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB1000142405274870431250457
5618863799357110.html.

35.  See, for example, Michael Shurkin, Subnational Government in Afghanistan, RAND, 2011; Douglas 
Saltmarshe and Abhilash Medhi, Local Governance in Afghanistan: A View from the Ground, Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit, June 2011; Colin Cookman and Caroline Wadhams, Governance in Afghani-
stan: Looking Ahead to What We Leave Behind, Center for American Progress, May 2010; Kenneth Katzman, 
Afghanistan: Politics, Government Formation and Performance, Congressional Research Service, June 2009; 
Martine Van Bijlert, “Between Discipline and Discretion: Policies Surrounding Senior Subnational Ap-
pointments,” Briefing Paper Series, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, May 2009; Nixon, Subna-
tional State-Building in Afghanistan; Roland White and Sarah Lister, Service Delivery and Governance at the 
Sub-National Level in Afghanistan, World Bank, July 2007; George Varughese, Harry Dickherber, Hemant 
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on Afghan governance to illustrate these basic dilemmas and offer a factual basis on which to 
consider some possibilities for overcoming them in the next few years.

Formal Governance
Afghanistan’s formal governance system can be described in de jure or de facto terms: the consti-
tution, regulations, decrees, and laws, versus the actual processes and institutions government of-
ficials and others use to get things done. The constitution ostensibly lays out the roles and respon-
sibilities of different formal institutions at different levels,36 but in practice the division of labor 
turns out to be much less clear.

For example, the national Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD) has 
had a serious difference of opinion with the president’s Independent Directorate of Local Gover-
nance (IDLG)—and, before the IDLG was established in 2007, with the Ministry of the Interior 
(MoI)—over the question of village-level governance. The Afghan constitution mandates that 
village councils be elected to make local decisions, but this provision of the constitution has never 
been implemented: no elections have been held, and so no village councils have been stood up. 
To make decisions about local development issues, however, community development councils 
(CDCs) have been elected at the village level through the MRRD’s National Solidarity Program 
(NSP), making the CDCs the only formally sanctioned decision-making bodies at the local level. 
However, MRRD and IDLG did not initially agree over a proposal to authorize the CDCs to make 
decisions on issues beyond development so that this gap in authority might be filled, which techni-
cally would be an encroachment upon the constitutional authority of village councils.37 (As of this 
writing, that proposal still had not been implemented.) Some communities without either CDCs 
or village councils have some traditional decision-making bodies that have functioned for years, 
and some of those are quite capable; in fact, some communities have CDCs and traditional bodies 
operating in parallel. But that raises a question: Who has decision-making authority at the local 
level in Afghanistan? The answer is that it differs from place to place, and in some places there is 
no definitive answer.

To take another example, local security and community defense initiatives have proliferated 
over the past decade: the MoI’s now-defunct Afghan National Auxiliary Police (ANAP); its succes-
sors, the Afghan Public Protection Program (APPP) and Afghan Public Protection Force (APPF); 
ISAF initiatives such as the Community Defense Initiative (CDI), the Local Defense Initiative 
(LDI), and the Village Stability Program; and a new Afghan Local Police (ALP) program, operated 
under MoI. In some places these exist in parallel to local militias or tribal defense groups called 
arabakai, to private security companies, or to the formal structures of the Afghan National Police 

Ojha, Fazel Rabi Haqbeen, Najibullah Amin, and William Cole, An Assessment of Sub-National Governance 
in Afghanistan, Asia Foundation, April 2007; Sarah Lister and Andrew Wilder, “Subnational Administra-
tion and State Building: Lessons from Afghanistan,” in Governance in Post-Conflict Societies, ed. Derick W. 
Brinkerhoff (New York: Routledge, 2007): 241; Sarah Lister and Andrew Wilder, “Strengthening Subnational 
Administration in Afghanistan: Technical Reform or State-Building?” Public Administration and Develop-
ment 25, issue 1 (February 2005): 39–48; Anne Evans, Nick Manning, Yasin Osmani, Anne Tully, and An-
drew Wilder, A Guide to Government in Afghanistan, World Bank and Afghanistan Research and Evaluation 
Unit, 2004.

36.  The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, January 26, 2004, unofficial English trans-
lation, http://www.afghanembassy.com.pl/cms/uploads/images/Constitution/The%20Constitution.pdf.

37.  IDLG adviser, personal communication, Kabul, September 2010.
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(ANP), such as the Afghan National Civil Order Police (ANCOP). These programs and initiatives 
have had very mixed levels of success.38 None has ever had a sustained nationwide presence, but 
they have caused nationwide confusion regarding who has actual authority over local security and 
self-defense.

The legislative branch at the national level is, by constitutional design, not very strong: one-
third of the members of the upper house of the National Assembly are supposed to be selected by 
provincial councils (which are elected bodies), one third by district councils (elected bodies that 
have yet to be elected), and one third by the president, and the Secretary General of the National 
Assembly is appointed by the president as well.39 The legislative branch also has very little influ-
ence or independence, although this can be expected to change over time.

Likewise, the formal justice system does not reach into all parts of the country, and even where 
it does, the formal courts do not have a monopoly on dispute resolution. In many areas, Afghans 
approach any number of different bodies to resolve disputes, including respected family members, 
village or district shuras (traditional standing councils) or jirgas (traditional ad hoc councils), 
formal primary courts, the district governor, respected religious or tribal leaders, or, in some cases, 
Taliban courts. Often, any one case, such as a land dispute, will touch more than one such body, 
as when a case is brought before a formal court, which refers the matter to a village shura, which 
reports its decision back to the court, which records and enforces the outcome. At the upper levels 
of the system, the courts operate mainly in response to requests by the government, and even 
where they are independent, they have few resources to do anything.  The constitution is explicitly 
antagonistic to informal authority structures, although there have been some welcome deviations 
from this in the judicial arena, where there have been moves to permit the formal judicial system 
to officially recognize decisions by certain informal structures.40 In short, the de facto justice sys-
tem is quite fluid and often involves many bodies, and so it is difficult for outsiders to determine 
who has, or should have, authority over local dispute resolution.

Even where these formal ambiguities are minimal, the centralized system does not function 
as constitutionally mandated at any level. Provincial and district service delivery is undertaken by 
very underfunded local offices of the central ministries, and despite some cooperation with pro-

38.  Pashtun Shinwari tribal elders, author interview, Doshi district, Baghlan Province, March 2010; 
Ashley Jackson, Nowhere to Turn: The Failure to Protect Civilians in Afghanistan, Oxfam, November 19, 
2010; Mathieu Lefèvre, Local Defense in Afghanistan: A Review of Government-Backed Initiatives, Afghani-
stan Analysts Network, March 2010; Robert M. Perito, “Afghanistan’s Police: The Weak Link in Security Sec-
tor Reform,” Special Report 227, United States Institute of Peace, August 2009; Fatima Ayub, Sari Kouvo, and 
Rachel Wareham, Security Sector Reform in Afghanistan, International Center for Transitional Justice, April 
2009; Mohammed Osman Tariq, “Tribal Security System (Arbakai) in Southeast Afghanistan,” Occasional 
Paper No. 7, Crisis States Research Centre, December 2008.

39.  Ghulan Hassan Gran, secretary general of the Afghan National Assembly, personal communication, 
Kabul, March 2010.

40.  See Noah Coburn, “The Politics of Dispute Resolution and Continued Instability in Afghanistan,” 
Special Report 285, United States Institute of Peace, August 2011; The Liaison Office (TLO), “Formal and 
Informal Justice in Paktia and Nangarhar,” working paper, February 2011; Stephen Carter and Kate Clark, 
No Shortcut to Stability: Justice, Politics and Insurgency in Afghanistan (London: Chatham House, Decem-
ber 2010); Noah Coburn and John Dempsey, “Informal Dispute Resolution in Afghanistan,” Special Report 
247, United States Institute of Peace, August 2010; Ali Wardak, Daud Saba, and Halima Kazem, Afghani-
stan Human Development Report 2007: Bridging Modernity and Tradition—The Rule of Law and the Search 
for Justice, Center for Policy and Human Development, 2007; Thier, Reestablishing the Judicial System in 
Afghanistan.
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vincial and district governors, the local offices are not directly accountable to the governors: they 
report up the line to their ministries. Budget authority follows the same lines, so governors have 
very little ability to do real planning, despite constant encouragement from international donors. 
Only the central government is technically allowed to collect taxes. Subnational units (with the 
exception of municipalities) are required to send all revenue they collect to a central account—but 
have to go through a long and arduous process to even try to get it back, which gives them very 
little incentive to set up a functioning revenue-collection system in the first place. (Foreign donors 
have set up the Performance-Based Governors Fund to give provincial governors easier access to 
operating funds.) Like village councils, district councils are constitutionally mandated, but none 
have been elected. Provincial councils do exist, and they are elected bodies, but as one internation-
al adviser in Kabul put it, they are “watchdogs without teeth,” having no practical authority and 
insufficient resources to assert themselves; their funding comes mainly from international donors, 
with a small portion from the IDLG.41

As these examples demonstrate, the formal system does not provide for many checks and 
balances against executive authority. This, however, is just the theoretical problem. In reality, 
many government workers and political appointees are hired as personal favors to power brokers 
(parliamentarians, governors, ministers, former warlords, or friends of Afghan President Hamid 
Karzai), and many are unqualified or have no desire to do their job. As a consequence, in de facto 
terms, the power of central authorities sometimes is counterbalanced by the power of informal 
authorities—but not always in the constructive, “checks and balances” way that a system of divided 
authority is supposed to operate. Rather than checking abuses of power, informal authorities often 
pressure officials to behave in ways that magnify abuses of power, as when the central government 
is unable to fire incompetent or corrupt government employees who are backed by a powerful 
patron. Laws and the constitution often are bypassed when found inconvenient.

To summarize, many government officials simply do not want to govern, while many of those 
who actually do want to govern are not adequately empowered or resourced to do so. Perhaps this 
centralized system could work in a large authoritarian state. However, the center lacks the capac-
ity to actually do all of the activities it claims authority over. So budget decisions are slow; formal 
hiring processes are frequently bypassed; and international donors have little incentive to work 
through the central government to get anything done. At an international conference in Kabul in 
the summer of 2010, donors promised to increase (to 50 percent) the amount of assistance they 
funnel through the central government. An adviser to the Ministry of Finance (MoF) observed 
that if the international community actually followed through on that promise, the entire system 
of governance would grind to a halt: as it stands now, MoF has the throughput to handle only a 
fraction of what it receives.42

There have been some promising reforms over the past two years. District governors and pro-
vincial deputy governors are no longer political appointees. Instead, the Independent Administra-
tive Reform and Civil Service Commission (IARCSC) has been authorized to hire them based on 
merit.43 In theory, this will put more qualified people in those positions. And in practice, that sys-
tem is actually being used—except when an influential official wants somebody else to get the job, 
in which case they simply go to Karzai or some other powerful official to bypass the merit-based 
process or find a way to claim their candidate has the qualifications. Even when the system is used, 

41.  Foreign adviser, author interview, Kabul, September 2010.
42.  Author interview with foreign adviser to Ministry of Finance, Kabul, September 2010.
43.  Author interview with Rahela Hashim Sidiqui, senior adviser to IARSCS, Kabul, March 2010.
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it is not clear that the IARCSC’s qualifications are appropriate for the job: is it more important for 
a district governor to be educated, as is now required, or to understand local politics, as some of 
the new merit hires apparently do not?

Still, these institutional reforms are useful for giving dedicated bureaucrats experience oper-
ating via rules and institutions and giving qualified civil servants experience administering real 
institutions and programs. If broader political reforms ever do open up space for more centers 
of power—beyond today’s major power brokers—it will be important to have such experienced 
people and tested institutions to fill that space.

Meanwhile, even if the formal system of governance does not function as designed, and prob-
ably will not for generations, it does still function. Some Afghan officials do use the rules and 
institutions of the formal system to make and implement policies and provide important services 
to their fellow citizens. With international support, many are working to improve the way those 
government institutions work. Many Afghans regularly turn to the formal system for help and 
guidance, which they would not do if it did not occasionally do them some good. And despite the 
well advertised problems with inefficiency, corruption, fraud, and abuse, more than two-thirds of 
Afghans have consistently reported since 2009 that they believe the national government is doing a 
“somewhat good” or “very good” job, and more than three-quarters feel the same about their pro-
vincial governments.44 This suggests that Western outsiders hoping to improve governance have 
set their expectations for government performance far above what Afghans themselves expect. The 
Afghan government has no chance of living up to international standards any time soon, but it 
does seem to have a chance of meeting at least some of Afghans’ own expectations.

Informal Governance
In mid-2011, Ahmed Wali Karzai, half-brother of the Afghan president and leader of Kandahar 
Province’s informal influence networks, was assassinated by one of his most trusted bodyguards. 
His death briefly returned to Western headlines a fact of life that has dominated Afghan gover-
nance throughout its history: informal power.45 As the last section noted, the formal authority of 
the Afghan government is often constrained by the de facto power of influential individuals and 
social practices: tribal and ethnic leaders, community elders, wealthy business or land owners, the 
heads of criminal organizations (especially drug traffickers), warlords (former military command-
ers for the Communist regime of the 1980s or their armed opponents, known as the mujahideen), 
politically well-connected individuals (such as Ahmed Wali Karzai), and others who, in general, 
are known as “power brokers” (or “malign actors” when they are considered intolerably corrupt).46

Power brokers generally have access to some scarce resource (such as influence with a regional 
or national politician, high social status among tribal or ethnic kin, or links to foreign agents) or 
a significant source of income (through business profits, foreign contracts, extortion rackets, drug 
trafficking, smuggling, etc.), and they can use those resources to get what they or their backers 
need from a network of social contacts. In the West, extracting public or illicit resources and dis-

44.  Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2011.”
45.  Alissa J. Rubin, “Tribes Watch and Wait after Karzai Brother’s Killing,” New York Times, July 26, 

2011, p. A4.
46.  Antonio Giustozzi, Empires of Mud: Wars and Warlords in Afghanistan (London: C. Hurst & Co., 

2009).
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tributing them based on personal connections rather than impersonal rules is usually called “cor-
ruption.” But patronage is among the most common forms of governance in the world because it is 
an effective way to get things done in the short term. Because power brokers are capable of con-
trolling some or much of what happens in their territory (or among some subpopulation of their 
tribal or ethnic group), many have the clear backing of the Afghan government—many power 
brokers, in fact, are themselves governors, ministers, legislators, or police commanders—or of 
foreign governments, including the United States. Afghan and foreign officials have certain things 
they need to accomplish: President Karzai needs to minimize the number of opponents, foreign 
military commanders need intelligence and cooperation, foreign aid workers need security, drug 
traffickers need farmers and discretion, and politicians need votes. Under the current circum-
stances, working through existing patronage networks, or creating new ones, is the fastest way for 
them to achieve the short-term results they require. They know that the needs in Afghanistan are 
great, and helping power brokers meet some of those needs (money, jobs, revenge) in exchange for 
favors (votes, information, peace) is a temporary solution to any number of problems.

At the same time, however, many Afghan and foreign officials also recognize that personal-
ized, transactional social relationships are not sustainable. If the resources behind the transaction 
disappear, or if the personality at the center of the relationship leaves the country or dies without a 
clear succession plan, the social relationship quickly degrades. Overdependence on patronage net-
works undermines the long-term development of Afghan institutions and the rule of law. (In fact, 
“rule of law” efforts are explicitly intended to replace the “rule of man” that patronage and similar 
traditional systems represent, but as suggested in chapter 1, the evolution from “rule of man” to 
“rule of law” takes a great deal of time and effort.) Consequently, patronage is considered a form of 
corruption and subject to numerous anti-corruption efforts—even if those efforts are often led by 
officials who themselves are involved in patronage networks that would be considered corrupt.47

Informal governance includes not only patronage networks and corrupt practices, but tradi-
tional or customary structures as well, including tribal, religious, ethnic, and kinship networks. 
The customary institutions most people associate with Afghanistan—mainly Pashtun tribal codes, 
elders, and community councils—have been greatly degraded over the past 40 years. The elders 
were attacked by Communists in the 1970s, Soviets in the 1980s, and Taliban in the 1990s. Tradi-
tional authority was displaced by the elevation within Afghan society of mujahideen commanders 
in the 1980s and religious leaders in the 1990s. And social systems were physically disrupted by 
the massive population displacements that took place during 30 years of war. Those traditional 
institutions tended to be rural, so the growing urbanization of Afghan society has also contributed 
to their degradation.

Yet the idea of some of the old traditional institutions still has resonance in many communi-
ties. In some places, especially at the village level, remnants of those institutions remain. In areas 
where very few formal institutions exist or that have been cut off from the rest of the country due 
to war, communities have generally had to figure out how make collective decisions and resolve 
disputes on their own. Some have tried to resurrect their traditional governance practices, which 

47.  Jaron S. Wharton, “11 Proposed Steps for ISAF to Help Respond to Corruption in Afghanistan,” 
The Best Defense blog, Foreign Policy, July 26, 2011; Anthony Cordesman, “How America Corrupted Af-
ghanistan: Time to Look in the Mirror,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, September 8, 2010; 
Stanley A. McChrystal and Mark Sedwill, “ISAF Anti-Corruption Guidance,” Kabul, February 10, 2010; 
Wilder and Gordon, “Money Can’t Buy America Love”; Yoichiro Ishihara and William Byrd, “Fighting Cor-
ruption in Afghanistan: Summaries of Vulnerabilities to Corruption Assessments,” World Bank, May 2009.
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their older members still remember. In villages throughout Afghanistan, therefore, some decisions 
or rules are today made by groups of respected community members (shuras, jirgas, spinzheris, or 
majlis, depending on the region). Often those individuals resolve disputes as well, although many 
rural Afghans turn to relatives for dispute resolution. In some places, religious leaders (mullahs, 
imams, maulvis, or qazis) are asked to resolve disputes within or between communities based on 
their interpretation of Islamic codes (shari’a), in addition to their traditional role of teaching the 
Koran. And many communities collectively appoint a person (elders, maliks, khans, or arbabs), 
based on their skill, education, or parentage, to represent them to formal institutions and other 
outsiders when the community needs external assistance. Often they turn to the formal system for 
help—usually the district governor—or to NGOs or foreign military commanders they think will 
have the resources to help them.48

Left to their own devices, most communities governed by informal means probably pose little 
threat to outsiders. They might prefer more support from the formal system or aid organizations, 
or better market access, and some might desire better integration into the rest of Afghan society. 
But not all do. The mere fact that the Afghan government is not the dominant governance actor in 
a community does not suggest that the community needs more government. It is only in com-
munities where governance is dominated by malign actors—groups who abuse locals, threaten 
neighboring areas, or support the insurgency—that it is important to foster an alternative system. 
Stability does not necessarily require a government presence or a stronger link between the local 
informal system and the broader formal system. The most direct route to stability in such places 
might simply be to remove or marginalize the most malign actors so that the communities can 
feel safe enough to start making public decisions on their own. “Bottom-up” statebuilding is not 
strictly necessary for either stability or counterinsurgency, as long as the “bottom” is self-govern-
ing and not a threat to outsiders.49

Illicit Governance
In Western parliamentary systems, the opposition—the political party or coalition that does not 
have a majority and therefore does not hold executive office—sets up what is called a shadow gov-
ernment, a parallel system meant to maintain its readiness to take power immediately when they 
do achieve majority status. In Afghanistan, some insurgent groups associated with the deposed 
Taliban regime have similarly set up shadow governments at the national, provincial, and district 
levels both as an organizing construct for the insurgency and as a demonstration of how they 
would govern if they were to achieve victory. Since 2005 the Taliban have greatly expanded the 
number of shadow governors. By the beginning of 2010 they had appointed a shadow governor in 

48.  Pashtun Shinwari tribal elders, author interview, Doshi district, Baghlan Province, March 2010; 
Aalem Khan, village elder, author interview, Doshi, Baghlan, March 2010; CSIS focus group with village 
elders, Doshi, Baghlan, March 2010. See also Jennifer Brick Murtazashvili, “The Microfoundations of State 
Building: Informal Institutions and Local Public Goods in Rural Afghanistan,” PhD thesis, Department of 
Political Science, University of Wisconsin–Madison, 2009. Murtazashvili considers customary structures to 
be directly analogous to the legislative, judicial, and executive functions of formal governments. In her field-
work in Afghanistan, she has found evidence of all three in villages throughout the country.

49.  For discussions of “bottom-up” approaches, see Amitai Etzioni, “Bottom-up Nation Building,” Pol-
icy Review 158 (December 2009); and Seth G. Jones, “Stabilization from the Bottom Up,” testimony before 
the Commission on Wartime Contracting, February 22, 2010.
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almost every province in the country, and the number of district shadow governors had grown rapidly 
as well.50

The main Taliban group, to whom most other Afghan insurgents look for guidance, is led by 
the founder of the Taliban movement, Mullah Mohammad Omar, who today is head of the insur-
gency’s rahbari shura, or leadership council. According to a former Taliban official, the rahbari 
shura, made up of mainly Pashtuns (though in 2010 it included four non-Pashtuns), has commit-
tees and shadow ministries for foreign affairs, finance, culture and media, and the executive. This 
group used to appoint all shadow governors and judges at the provincial and district levels, but 
since 2009 it has appointed only provincial governors and endeavors (not always successfully) to 
hold them accountable for all aspects of governance and military affairs in their province. Gover-
nors are first identified by smaller regional councils, based in different cities in Pakistan. Candi-
dates with some combination of military skill and religious orthodoxy are passed to the rahbari 
shura’s executive committee for vetting, and finalists are nominated to the full shura. For example, 
Mullah Mir Mohammad, who had been governor of the Burkha district in Baghlan Province, lay 
low after the Taliban collapsed, but as the insurgency grew elsewhere in the country, he led an 
attack that captured a district government building and got him nominated and eventually ap-
pointed as the shadow governor of Baghlan.51

In most places, the Taliban’s shadow government is no more than the shadow governor and 
his local supporters. According to one former Taliban official, the governors have several func-
tions: to obey orders, to preach and enforce Islamic teachings, to attack or intimidate adversar-
ies (including government officials and religious scholars whose teachings differ from theirs), to 
ensure fair treatment of civilians, to recruit fighters and supporters, and to collect zakat (tithe). 
A shadow governor for Samangan Province was demoted two years ago for failing to carry his 
duties, but not all misbehaving governors are removed. In 2010 and 2011, Mullah Omar publicly 
and explicitly announced that attacks against civilians are prohibited. Given the number of civil-
ian casualties that still result from insurgent attacks, however, it is clear that not all governors are 
getting the message. As one analyst put it, such attacks have “left many people wondering whether 
Omar’s message had been pure propaganda, or evidence of the leadership’s limited control over its 
fighters.”52 The Taliban face a similar challenge to what the Afghan government faces: the quality 
of governance provided by their district governors depends on the quality of the district governor 
and not on a command-and-control relationship, since distance and challenges related to trans-
portation make it very difficult to know how local leaders govern.

Among the most discussed of the shadow governors’ activities is helping families or commu-
nities resolve disputes, sometimes by bringing in roving Taliban judges to hold court on Fridays. 

50.  Information in this section comes from author interviews, including author interview with former 
Taliban official, Kabul, March 2010, and Anthony Cordesman, “Why the War Is at a Crisis Stage,” Center 
for Strategic and International Studies, January 4, 2010, http://csis.org/publication/afghan-war-end-2009; 
Saltmarshe and Medhi, Local Governance in Afghanistan, p.17; Griff Witte, “Taliban Established Elaborate 
Shadow Government In Afghanistan,” Washington Post, December 8, 2009, http://www.washingtonpost.
com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/07/AR2009120704127.html; Laura King and Alex Rodriguez, “Tali-
ban’s ‘Shadow Governor’ Captured In Pakistan,” San Francisco Chronicle, February 19, 2010, http://articles 
.sfgate.com/2010-02-19/news/17946841_1_afghan-taliban-taliban-figure-muhammad-omar.

51.  Mullah Mohammad was arrested in Pakistan in February 2010. Author interview with former mid-
level Taliban official, Kabul, March 2010.

52.  Kate Clark, “Have the Taliban Changed Their Tune?” The AfPak Channel, November 10, 2011, 
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/11/10/have_the_taliban_changed_their_tune.
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This tends to take place in areas where the formal system is absent, or too corrupt or expensive to 
access, or the traditional system is not operating. In some cases, even where alternatives to Taliban 
justice is available, some families use the Taliban courts because they do not trust the forum that is 
available to them or they think they will get a better result from the Taliban.53

There once had been some concerns among Western analysts that the Taliban were trying to 
govern in a way that would win support of local populations—in other words, that the Taliban 
might implement classic insurgency theory. It has become fairly clear in the last few years, how-
ever, that, beyond the provision of justice in some places, few shadow governors provide services 
that most communities find useful. Many Afghans seem to remember how poorly the country was 
governed during the Taliban regime’s rule in the late 1990s until its demise in 2001. Most seem to 
believe Taliban governance has not improved since then, and few would welcome its return.54

Still, many government-appointed district governors are in regular contact with their Taliban 
shadow counterparts, especially if both grew up in the same area. In such de facto power-sharing ar-
rangements, the government provides the services it has the capacity to provide, the shadow govern-
ment provides the services it has the capacity to provide, and traditional leaders and power brokers 
provide the services they have the capacity to provide. In a typical power-sharing arrangement, the 
formal system might lead infrastructure development, health services, and education; the informal 
system might lead public decisionmaking processes; and the illicit system might lead dispute resolu-
tion and religious education for boys. In some places, such arrangements help to maintain stability, 
even as they give the Taliban more access to a population that it otherwise might not have.

Political Governance at Subnational Levels
As noted earlier, nearly all international efforts to improve “governance” in Afghanistan have 
focused on strengthening the capacity or reducing the corruption of the government (while efforts 
to improve development have too often bypassed the government and thereby missed an op-
portunity to strengthen it). As also noted, the formal government does not have nearly as much 
capacity to govern as the constitution requires and the international community desires, and it will 
not for at least a generation. Traditional institutions, patronage networks, criminal organizations, 
insurgents, and other power brokers all compete with the government and each other for author-
ity and influence at the subnational level. Today, they are in a race to position themselves for local 
or regional dominance while the international community is still paying attention and interna-
tional money is still available. As a consequence, for the foreseeable future, governance inevitably 
is going to be led in some parts of Afghanistan by nonstate actors, in some places by government 
officials acting through their private networks, and only in a very few areas by government officials 
operating according to law and constitution.55

53.  See note 40 for sources.
54.  Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2011.”
55.  Information in this and the following paragraphs is drawn from author interviews and Vijaya Sa-

maraweera, Municipal Governance in Afghanistan (Kabul: ICMA-USAID, March 2009), http://icma.org/en/
icma/knowledge_network/documents/kn/Document/301625/Municipal_Governance_in_Afghanistan 
_Vol_I_pgs_i41; Karen Coats, “The Role of Citizen Involvement in Afghanistan’s Municipal Governance 
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Depending on how rural population centers are defined, Afghanistan has between 4,000 and 
40,000 villages. Historically linked weakly to the center, village affairs traditionally have been man-
aged by tribal leaders, elders, military commanders, and other power brokers operating through 
patronage networks and village assemblies (jirgas, shuras, etc.), and for the most part this remains 
the dominant way villages are governed. As noted earlier, the Afghan constitution calls for elected 
village councils, but does not specify what they would have authority over and offers no funding 
mechanism for them. In any event, no village council elections have taken place, and so village 
governance is almost entirely informal. There have been moves to formalize some existing lo-
cal structures, such as by expanding the NSP’s mandate to allow CDCs to make nondevelopment 
decisions. MRRD, which runs NSP, and the IDLG, which is responsible for carrying out local 
governance reforms, have agreed in principle to train CDCs to act as village councils until vil-
lage elections can take place. It is not yet clear when or if this proposal will be implemented, but 
it would bridge the gap between informal and formal governance and is based on one of the most 
successful donor-supported programs in Afghanistan.

Urban population centers are far less numerous. Depending on who is doing the counting, 
Afghanistan has between 34 and 217 cities and towns designated for legal purposes as munici-
palities. Every provincial capital is a municipality, as are the larger of the district capitals. Many 
of the biggest cities were relatively cosmopolitan places until the devastation of the civil wars and 
takeover by the Taliban in the 1990s, but even today most of Afghanistan’s economic activity and 
management capacity are concentrated in its urban areas. The constitution calls for elected mayors 
and municipal councils, but elections have not yet taken place, so those positions have been ap-
pointed; only a few municipalities have CDCs. Oversight of municipalities is confused, with MoI, 
the Ministry of Urban Development and Housing, and the IDLG having had different degrees of 
authority over the years, while some smaller municipalities have de facto oversight by the nearby 
provincial municipalities to which they turn for assistance and guidance. Urban courts exist in 
some places, but most are slow and many are corrupt, a common complaint about the Afghan 
justice system. Some informal assemblies make decisions and resolve disputes, but they compete 
for authority with formal institutions, power brokers, and “malign” actors. Unlike other subna-
tional units, municipalities do have legal authority (and some have capacity) to collect and keep 
their own revenue, making them, at least in principle, the only subnational units with a degree of 
fiscal independence. In practice, many depend on support from foreign donors. Still, urban areas 
show the greatest promise for improving formal government than do rural areas, which tend to be 
harder to access and to be culturally more attuned to traditional practices.

With little capacity for urban planning, land titling, or even census taking, most urban areas 
have slums that are not officially recognized and therefore receive few government services. Very 
little research has been done on the populations and internal dynamics of these areas, although 
some researchers have found up to 70 percent of urban populations living in informal settle-
ments.56 It is likely that governance in those areas involves some combination of self-help, informal 
assemblies, and dominance by power brokers and organized criminals, but very little is known 

56.  Jan Turkstra and Abdul Baqi Popal, Peace Building in Afghanistan through Settlement Regulariza-
tion, 46th ISOCARP Congress, Nairobi, 2010, available at http://www.isocarp.net/Data/case_studies/1639 
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for certain. Again, however, Afghans living in informal settlements should, in principle, be easier 
to access, offer services to, and integrate more fully into formal processes than Afghans living in 
remote villages.

Afghanistan has about 400 districts, and these are supposed to be headed by governors hired 
by the IARCSC based on merit. The IARCSC, however, often is pressured by politicians to hire un-
qualified but politically connected people. District governors have no direct authority over ser-
vice-delivery departments (health, education, justice, etc.), which report to the central government 
through the provincial line ministries. For example, the district police report to and are paid by 
the MoI, not the district governor. The district governor does play an important coordinating role. 
He (rarely she) participates in the district administrative assembly (DAA), a forum many districts 
have for sharing information or coordinating policy implementation within the executive branch, 
and chairs the district development assembly (DDA), a broader forum for development planning. 
As with villages and municipalities, no district council elections have taken place, so where a DDA 
operates it sometimes acts as the de facto council.

Where formal institutions are weak—and even in some places where the formal system func-
tions reasonably well—shuras and jirgas continue to be used to make important decisions at the 
district level, as the Khwajah Ghar example at the beginning of this chapter demonstrated. The 
district governor often plays an informal role as well—the “government of relationships” within 
the district—but that varies from person to person: some governors act as a “gatekeeper” between 
citizens and authorities, while others resolve disputes citizens bring before him (even though that 
is technically a judicial role). Some, however, simply do not have enough local influence to ac-
complish much beyond their formal role, or in some cases even to carry out their formal duties 
without foreign support and protection.57

In 2010, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) Joint Command (IJC), which over-
sees and coordinates operations by international military forces in Afghanistan, designated 81 of 
Afghanistan’s approximately 400 districts as “key terrain districts,” areas that are important popu-
lation centers or transit points and would therefore offer a “marked advantage to whichever party 
controls them.”58 IJC’s strategy was for ISAF and the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) to 
clear insurgents from those key districts, then stay long enough for Afghan officials and advisers 
to build governments that function well enough to dilute any sympathies that the people who live 
there might have toward insurgents. The key districts, therefore, became the focus of some of the 
most important international efforts to improve government service delivery. The District Deliv-
ery Program (DDP), for example, had been developed by USAID to improve the central govern-
ment’s ability to deliver services at the district level, and so it was incorporated into planning for 
the highest-priority key districts. It was not, however, designed to be implemented quickly; it was 

57.  Nixon, Subnational State-Building in Afghanistan, p. 24; White and Lister, Service Delivery and Gov-
ernance at the Sub-National Level in Afghanistan, p. 19.
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designed to give Afghans the opportunity to lead planning processes and learn from their mis-
takes.59 There is a risk, therefore, that the pressure to implement the program quickly in high-risk 
areas might end up damaging Afghan ownership, learning, and ultimately sustainability.

The boundaries of Afghanistan’s districts and provinces have changed during Hamid Karzai’s 
tenure as president, so most maps available in the public domain do not show the current admin-
istrative borders. In fact, many of those boundaries have not even been formally delineated. At 
the district level especially, there is real ambiguity regarding not only where the boundaries are 
but how many districts even exist. For example, Karzai declared two areas within existing districts 
to be independent districts, to align with areas ISAF had previously identified as priorities: Mar-
jeh (in Helmand Province) and Dand (Kandahar Province). However, of the two, only Marjeh 
appeared as an independent district in ISAF’s 2010 list of priorities; Dand was included as part 
of Kandahar district. Moreover, some areas that are commonly referred to as “districts” are actu-
ally legally designated as “municipalities.” The dominant “official” count, therefore, puts the total 
number at 364 districts and 34 municipalities, for a total of 398 units at this administrative level. 
But even these official figures are approximations at best. ISAF used a list of districts that numbers 
400, which as noted includes Marjeh but not Dand. If one were to consult a variety of sources, 
mix districts and municipalities together, and add in the ambiguous Marjeh and Dand, one could 
argue that Afghanistan has anywhere from 398 to 401 districts.

At the provincial level, the power of the formal government is only somewhat less constrained 
than at the district level. Each of the 34 provinces has a governor appointed by the president and a 
provincial deputy governor who is supposed to be hired based on merit (but like district governors 
is often appointed based on politics). The provincial governor’s influence depends on his connec-
tions to President Karzai or international forces, or in many cases to his own historical ties to dif-
ferent power brokers in the province and the surrounding area.60 For example, Ahmed Wali Karzai 
was, before his death, the head of the Kandahar provincial council, but his influence far exceeded 
that of any other provincial council chief or that of Kandahar’s provincial governor, due partly to his 
ties to the president and partly to his wealth (widely believed to have been acquired by illicit means).

Provincial line ministries and police departments report directly to central government 
ministries, giving governors little formal influence over much executive-branch activity. They do 
have some revenue-collection authority, but must remit all tax receipts to the central government 
and can get it back only through a laborious, lengthy budgeting process. Most funding, therefore, 
comes from international sources, although some government officials illegally retain taxes or cus-
toms duties for operational purposes. Governors and line ministries do coordinate to some degree 
on budget requests and development planning, as at the district level, and progress is being made 
toward improving the quality of that cooperation. Provincial council elections have taken place, so 
they are the only formally sanctioned legislative bodies at the subnational level. But they have little 
influence beyond what individual council members can accomplish using their private networks. 
Their main role is constitutional: they nominate the members of the upper house of the national 
parliament. Finally, as is the case at all levels in Afghanistan, tribal and ethnic leaders, patronage 
networks, organized criminals, warlords, and other power brokers have significant influence in 
most provinces, and the Taliban have installed shadow governors in all of them.

59.  USAID and ISAF officials, author interviews, Kabul, September 2010.
60.  Dipali Mukhopadhyay, “Warlords as Bureaucrats: The Afghan Experience,” Carnegie Endowment 

for International Peace, August 2009, http://www.humansecuritygateway.com/documents/CEIP 
_WarlordsBureaucrats_AfghanExperience.pdf.
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In short, the formal system does not have anywhere close to a monopoly on governance nor 
the capacity to carry out its constitutionally defined obligations. The government will continue 
to be the main point of entry for international donors, forces, and NGOs, but it is clear as well 
that some of the informal systems and nonstate actors could be engaged more constructively in 
the short term, given the important role they play in domestic politics and domestic governance 
throughout the country. The challenge for the international community will be to figure out who 
to engage with, and how to engage with them, in a way that is conducive to local and regional 
security. Too often, the international community has taken actions at odds with that challenge.

Pathologies of International Aid and Attention
Look closely inside Afghanistan and you will find a lot of good work taking place, some counter-
productive activities, and a good deal of waste. Take a big step back, however, and what stands out 
most is the sheer amount of money going into the country, far more than the government or the 
society can realistically absorb.61 Dozens of people interviewed for this project—tribal leaders, 
government officials, Afghan and foreign analysts, international civilian and military officials, and 
even a taxi driver—complained about the consequences of this money flow.

One common complaint was that much of this international funding gets eaten up by too 
many layers of subcontractors (private sector businesses and nongovernmental organizations), 
enriching the contractors but leaving little to show for it at the end of the project. Foreign donors’ 
own transparency problems have turned low-grade corruption into high-stakes corruption. A lot 
of money has gone to paying off insurgents to let development projects proceed, and even more 
has left Afghanistan to pay for luxury real estate in Dubai and elsewhere—with billions of dollars 
exiting through the Kabul airport every year. Some money is wasted near the end of the American 
fiscal year because of budgeting rules requiring U.S. agencies to spend it or lose it the following 
year. Military commanders with funds to offer have every incentive to use it to buy temporary 
support rather than to contribute to long-term development. Some diplomats in Western embas-
sies in Kabul still seem to think that bigger is better, particularly when they are evaluated based on 
the amount of money they have “managed” (i.e., spent) rather than what they have accomplished 
with that money. Despite the oft-repeated trope that development works best when beneficiaries 
are allowed to take the lead, make mistakes, learn from them, and thereby build their own capac-
ity to manage their development, so many development projects and foreign contracts have been 
conceived, designed, and implemented without much help from Afghan government officials or 
Afghan businesses that Afghanistan probably represents the most significant opportunity lost in 
the history of foreign aid.62

61.  Wilder and Gordon, “Money Can’t Buy America Love.” See also Maurice Williams, John Kean, and 
Joann Feldman, “Retrospective Review of U.S. Assistance to Afghanistan: 1950-1979,” Devres Inc., Sep-
tember 30, 1988; Felipe Berger, “The Concept of Absorptive Capacity: Origins, Content, and Practical Rel-
evance,” Intereconomics 17, no. 3 (May/June 1982): 133; and Harry W. Richardson, “Polarization Reversal in 
Developing Countries,” Papers in Regional Science 45, issue 1 (January 1980): 67.

62.  Author interviews, March 2010, September 2010, and February 2012; focus group with 30 village 
elders of Doshi district, Baghlan Province, March 2010; Anthony Cordesman, “How America Corrupted 
Afghanistan: Time to Look in the Mirror,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, September 8, 2010; 
Wilder and Gordon, “Money Can’t Buy America Love”; David W. Barno and Andrew Exum, “Responsible 
Transition: Securing U.S. Interests in Afghanistan beyond 2011,” Center for a New American Security, De-
cember 2010.
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Foreign funding can entrench corruption in any number of ways. It is common, for example, 
to hear that foreign actors have no choice but to work with (and financially reward, through pay-
offs or contracts) certain power brokers because their broad support in certain regions can help 
us achieve our stabilization objectives there. This argument is probably right in some important 
cases, but in others it gets the causality backward: some power brokers have significant support 
only because they have purchased it with wealth foreigners have brought them.63

Beyond waste and corruption, the aggregate effect of thousands of international projects has 
distorted the Afghan economy. Funding for projects run by international contractors has crowded 
out Afghan private-sector development. The presence of international employers has distorted the 
labor market, creating an internal brain drain as the most talented Afghan professionals choose 
high-paying international jobs over a career in government, and other Afghans develop skills use-
ful to internationals rather than to Afghans. (A taxi driver in Kabul complained in 2010 about how 
much he hated his job: he was a dentist by training, but because he spoke English he could make 
much more money as a driver for international visitors.) It also distorts the housing market by in-
flating rent in places with a significant international presence. Needless to say, as the international 
presence declines, the inflationary pressures will disappear and an economic depression will likely 
follow.64

Perhaps most fundamentally, however, with all the money pouring into Afghanistan from 
abroad, Afghanistan’s political leaders know exactly who their real constituency is: foreigners, not 
Afghans. Even when foreign donors try to hold them accountable for how they spend that money, 
it is the foreigners to whom they have to be (or have to pretend to be) accountable, not Afghans. 
Top officials need to build relationships and cut political deals with foreigners, not with people 
very far below them. Likewise, subnational officials depend on central government officials for 
their appointments or for approval for nearly everything they do, so they, too, do not need to build 
relationships or cut political deals with people below them; they need to build relationships and 
cut political deals with people above them—or anyone else with money to share. Consequently, to 
the small degree any accountability actually exists at any level of government, it goes up and out, 
not in and down. Governance requires at least some significant degree of in-and-down account-
ability to be stable, and it is difficult to imagine that happening under current arrangements.

This is not to argue that it is only an overabundance of foreign money that complicates prog-
ress on governance in Afghanistan. Afghan politics is an important constraint as well. Afghan 
politics usually involves trying to minimize the number of people who want to kill you. The more 
patronage a leader can dole out, the better positioned he will be to stay alive, politically and literal-
ly. To the degree governance reforms would undercut their ability to maximize the resources avail-
able for patronage, or would undermine the people who are positioned to protect them, Afghan 
leaders are, in the Afghan context, rational to oppose those reforms. Any reform package that does 
not account for their concerns has no hope of surviving. In addition, it is obvious that the pres-
ence of insurgents working actively and violently to undermine the government has a significant 
effect on the quality of governance. Interethnic and cross-border politics have significant influence 

63.  Author interviews, Kabul, September 2010.
64.  Author interviews, September 2010; Jake Cusack and Erik Malmstrom, “A Snapshot: Challenges 

and Hope for Private Sector Development in Afghanistan,” panel discussion, Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies, November 18, 2010; Jake Cusack and Erik Malmstrom, “Afghanistan’s Willing Entrepre-
neurs: Supporting Private-Sector Growth in the Afghan Economy,” policy brief, Center for a New American 
Security, November 2010.
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as well, as do uncertain demographic changes, migration, urbanization, land disputes, the state of 
human capital, and other deep structural problems.

But the money flow is an important contributor, and it is one of the few things that the United 
States and other international powers can actually influence in the short term: their hands are on 
the spigot. Cutting some of the flow, if done intelligently and strategically, could open up some 
space to address the political and structural problems over the longer term.

The Subnational Governance Policy
The first two dilemmas of governance in Afghanistan mentioned at the start of this chapter—that 
the central government’s legal authority exceeds its practical capacity, and that political authority is 
de jure centralized but de facto decentralized—have been recognized for some time. Governance 
has long been weak, sometimes blamed on the overcentralization of authority for service provision 
and public administration. This diagnosis has often inspired a logical prescription: decentralize 
that authority. Decentralization has been recommended as a remedy to give subnational officials 
the authority and incentives to govern well and accountably at the local level. Such recommenda-
tions, however, have run into the third dilemma of governance: such reforms require the coopera-
tion of people who have little incentive to support them. The development and early implementa-
tion of the Subnational Governance Policy is among the most important examples of attempts to 
promote decentralization. It is not an example of failure (it is making incremental improvements 
in public administration), but rather an example of the limits to what can be accomplished in a 
short period, due to inadequate capacity or political will.

The Independent Administrative Reform and Civil Service Commission (IARCSC) and the 
Independent Directorate for Local Governance (IDLG) are independent agencies reporting di-
rectly to the president’s office. One of their most importance sources of foreign support has been 
the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), which launched the Afghanistan Subnational 
Governance Programme (ASGP) in November 2006 to help the central government improve pub-
lic administration in the provinces, districts, and municipalities. ASGP’s focus initially was on im-
proving management capacity for provincial service-delivery programs, with some support to the 
work of provincial councils and increasing attention to district governments over time. It helped 
the IARCSC develop its capacity to train civil servants at most levels of government, and develop 
the technical systems needed to support them. And it helped the IDLG develop the Subnational 
Governance Policy (SNGP) and its implementation strategies.

The Afghan government and the IARCSC have made important progress in the quality of 
public administration during the past decade, partly as a result of the training and technical sys-
tems put in place with ASGP’s support. By contrast, development of the SNGP was rushed and its 
approval was slow—despite encouragement and support by ASGP, the United Nations Assistance 
Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA), the World Bank, and the Asia Foundation (TAF). From the 
start, there was more support in the international community for such reforms than there was in 
the Afghan ministries whose institutions and processes were to be reformed.

When Hamid Karzai, responding to international pressure, finally issued a presidential decree 
in May 2008 to create drafting and review committees for the SNGP, he gave them less than six 
months to start and finish the job. The review committee was required to submit the final draft to 
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the president’s Council of Ministers by October 21, 2008.65 The committees included the policy 
directors, deputy ministers, and ministers of most government ministries and major agencies 
and commissions, and the IDLG was designated as the lead organization for the process. The 
IDLG, with significant ASGP support, stood up working groups led by policy directors who held 
24 meetings between June and August of 2008; the drafting committee, led by deputy ministers, 
met five times; and the review committee, led by ministers, did not meet until February 2009, 
four months after the October deadline—an indication of the government’s low level of interest in 
decentralization.

According to several sources involved in the process, most of the political appointees on the 
committees opposed strong reforms that ultimately would have diluted their power. In the work-
ing groups, policy directors and staff generally were in favor of reforms that would have decentral-
ized much more authority to the provinces and districts. ISLG staff took seriously the job of draft-
ing the policy but were hampered by the short timeline and lack of technical expertise, and most 
international organizations did not have extra capacity to support them. The one organization 
that did have the capacity and the technical expertise resorted in the end to writing and compiling 
most of the policy itself, with support and cooperation from drafting committee staff. The result 
was a 400-page document. A public consultation process exposed more than 800 civil society rep-
resentatives to most of the main policy proposals contained in the document, and the consultation 
suggested that there was broad support among Afghans for what was proposed.

A lot of the drafting committee’s work, however, did not survive the review committee, which 
revised the policy in a way that made it very difficult to distinguish what was valuable from what 
was, in the words of one participant, “fluff.”66 For example, the working groups had decided that 
final authority over provincial budgets should be given to provincial councils, a move that would 
have given the popularly elected councils “teeth”—but the review committee overruled them and 
gave that authority to centrally appointed provincial governors, leaving the councils with mainly 
an advisory role. Other substantial changes were made so late in the process that they were not 
even reflected in the executive summary.67

After the SNGP was submitted to Karzai’s Council of Ministers in early 2009, it languished for 
more than a year, during which the international community pushed the president to move for-
ward with approval. His cabinet finally approved it in March 2010. Once approved, however, the 
issue was the same: the international community wanted the ministries to implement it more than 
most of the ministries did. So few high-level ministry officials ever bought into the policy during 
the drafting process that few subsequently dedicated themselves to carrying out their assigned 
roles. (This was less true at the director and staff level, where many Afghans and their foreign 
advisers worked long hours to implement the policy, but without support from the top, even the 

65.  Hamid Karzai, “Drafting and Reviewing of the Subnational Governance Policy,” Presidential Decree 
2008/1042, May 8, 2008.

66.  Foreign adviser to the SNGP development process, author interview, August 2010.
67.  Author interviews with foreign advisers in Kabul and Washington, September–December 2010; 

“Analytical Report of Public Consultation on Sub-National Governance Policy Draft, Submitted to the Asia 
Foundation Donors on Sub-National Governance: Royal Norwegian Embassy, USAID, DFID, Royal Dutch 
Embassy,” Asia Foundation, November 2008; “Sub-National Governance Policy,” Islamic Republic of Af-
ghanistan, Independent Directorate of Local Governance, Spring 2010, pp. 16, 77, 128–129, 352.
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most dedicated civil servants have had their hands tied.) The Ministry of Finance is the IDLG’s 
most important partner on subnational reform, but evidence of its commitment to implementa-
tion has been extremely mixed. The director of the IDLG resigned in early December 2010, and 
his deputy resigned soon thereafter, so it is not clear how far even the limited reforms the SNGP 
has achieved to date will be able to go.

While it is difficult to systematically and comprehensively measure the quality and impact 
of service delivery in Afghanistan (because of security and transparency problems), there is little 
evidence that the new processes instituted through the SNGP have made more than marginal im-
provements in most places. It is possible that, with time, real improvements in service delivery will 
materialize, but it almost certainly will take far longer than current implementation plans suggest.

During the development and early implementation of the SNGP, national officials and their 
subnational appointees strongly resisted any robust decentralization, out of concern for national 
stability or for their own authority and privileges. This suggests that no decentralization proposal 
is likely to be accepted by the country’s leaders if it is presented to them as a devolution of authori-
ty, which implies they would lose benefits; rather, it would need to be presented in terms of burden 
sharing (i.e., with subnational and nonstate institutions). That way, the cost-benefit calculation 
would be more likely to favor the burden sharing.68

Governance and Counterinsurgency
Despite complaints that the Obama administration does not have an explicit governance strategy 
for Afghanistan, governance does play a substantial role in the overall strategy. In his December 
2009 speech at the U.S. Military Academy in West Point, New York, President Obama said that 
the strategic objectives are “to disrupt, dismantle, and defeat al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Paki-
stan, and to prevent its capacity to threaten America and our allies in the future.” He specified 
three intermediate goals as being necessary to achieve these objectives in Afghanistan: (1) “deny al 
Qaeda a safe haven”; (2) “reverse the Taliban’s momentum and deny it the ability to overthrow the 
government”; and (3) “strengthen the capacity of Afghanistan’s security forces and government 
so that they can take lead responsibility for Afghanistan’s future.”69 This strategy—which is to say, 
the administration’s theory about what actions will help achieve these goals—has three major 
components:

 ■ a military strategy “to create the conditions for a transition,” to be achieved by fighting insur-
gents, protecting the population, training security forces, and strengthening the government;

 ■ a civilian strategy “to isolate those who destroy, to strengthen those who build, to hasten the 
day when our troops will leave, and to forge a lasting friendship” with Afghans, to be achieved 
by providing foreign assistance and holding government recipients accountable for results and 

68.  An example of a burden-sharing approach would be a revenue policy whereby the center increases 
revenue it receives from provincial and district governments by providing direct incentives to increase rev-
enue collection, for example by immediately refunding to the subnational unit some portion of any revenues 
submitted to the center; that would give subnational units more fiscal independence while preserving the 
centralized system and improving the center’s tax receipts.

69.  President Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President in Address to the Nation on the Way For-
ward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” West Point, New York, December 1, 2009, http://www.whitehouse.gov/
the-press-office/remarks-president-address-nation-way-forward-afghanistan-and-pakistan.
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abuses, prioritizing “immediate impact” development aid, and supporting efforts to reintegrate 
repentant insurgents; and

 ■ a regional strategy to establish an “effective partnership” with Pakistan in support of the overall 
effort, but especially to address the insurgent safe havens in Pakistani territory.

The military strategy was elaborated in various forms and iterations by the staffs of General 
Stanley McChrystal, then commander of U.S. forces and the International Security Assistance 
Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, and General David Petraeus, the commander of U.S. Central Com-
mand who took over as ISAF commander in mid-2010 (but retired from the U.S. Army in August 
2011), among others.70 The combined civilian and regional strategies were likewise elaborated by 
the staffs of Ambassador Karl Eikenberry, U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan, and the late Ambas-
sador Richard Holbrooke, U.S. special representative to Afghanistan and Pakistan (SRAP), among 
others.71

In both the military and the civilian strategies, governance features prominently,72 and it plays 
more or less the same role it plays in U.S. military doctrine for counterinsurgency (COIN), a doc-
trine that had been updated and greatly expanded a few years earlier under the close guidance of 
General Petraeus.73 COIN theory—to dramatically simplify a nuanced doctrine—assumes insur-
gents build support among a population by exploiting or fomenting popular grievances against a 
government that abuses them or a system of governance that disadvantages them. An insurgency, 
in other words, is a contest between two groups over which side, or which side’s vision of gover-
nance, is more worthy of some population’s support—that is, which side is more legitimate. The 
winner of this contest is said to be the side that earns legitimacy according to that population, and 
so a COIN campaign seeks to build legitimate governance. The U.S. strategy interpreted COIN 
doctrine as a campaign to win support for the Afghan government among the Afghan people, in 
an effort to separate the population from Taliban-affiliated insurgents sympathetic to al Qaeda. 
This objective is fairly well aligned with other Afghan and international documents that seek to 
improve the capabilities, capacities, and democratic legitimacy of the Afghan state.74 (Obviously, a 
separate set of objectives, focused on defeating insurgents, is far more lethal; the discussion here, 
however, is intended as an analysis of the role of governance in the broader strategy.)

This approach to counterinsurgency makes three assumptions about governance and legiti-
macy that might usefully be questioned:

70.  See Generals Anders Fogh Rasmussen and David Petraeus, Press Conference, NATO Headquar-
ters, Brussels, July 1, 2010, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/opinions_64783.htm; Fred W. Baker III, 
“McChrystal Reports Progress in Afghanistan,” American Forces Press Service, U.S. Department of Defense, 
February 4, 2010, http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=57869; and U.S. Department of De-
fense, “Report on Progress toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan.”

71.  See Embassy of the United States of America–Kabul and U.S. Forces–Afghanistan, “United States 
Government Integrated Civilian-Military Campaign Plan for Support to Afghanistan,” Revision 1, February 
2011; and Office of the Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan (SRAP), “Afghanistan and Paki-
stan Regional Stabilization Strategy,” U.S. Department of State, January 2010, p. 7.

72.  The regional strategy has a governance component as well. See SRAP, 2010, pp. 7–11.
73.  U.S. Department of the Army, Counterinsurgency, Field Manual No. 3-24, Marine Corps Warfight-

ing Publication No. 3-33.5 (Washington, D.C.: Department of the Army and Marine Corps Combat Devel-
opment Command, 2006).

74.  See London Conference on Afghanistan, “The Afghanistan Compact”; Islamic Republic of Afghani-
stan, Afghanistan National Development Strategy 2008–2013; and “Communiqué of the Kabul International 
Conference on Afghanistan.”
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 ■ first, that counterinsurgency requires legitimizing the government to the people;

 ■ second, that the government actually wants to be legitimized to the people; and

 ■ third, that development assistance is an effective means of legitimation.

Regarding the assumption that legitimacy is the path to stability, a number of relevant criti-
cisms of current COIN doctrine have been published in recent years. Some authors have suggested 
that the strain of literature or the sample of insurgencies on which COIN principles are based were 
limited or biased in a way that minimized either the significance of counterinsurgencies that suc-
ceeded without legitimacy or the contributions of the more lethal aspects of the successful coun-
terinsurgencies. Others have suggested that today’s complex conflicts are too different from past 
conflicts for a doctrine based on historical examples to be applicable in places such as Afghanistan 
without significant modification (if at all). These criticisms have led a number of authors to argue 
against using COIN as the overarching strategic framework in Afghanistan, in favor of a more lim-
ited “counterterrorism” or “foreign internal defense” approach, or some important modifications 
to classic counterinsurgency.75 (In fact, by the end of 2011, the Obama administration seemed to 
be signaling an intention to shift in this direction.)

Even if one takes a more sympathetic view of COIN doctrine, one still might find reason 
to question whether legitimizing a government is really necessary to help it consolidate territo-
rial control. Recent research on gang governance, for example, has found that some groups can 
maintain control over their communities for long periods without ever building strong relation-
ships with the people who live there, as long as they keep order and are not overly abusive; those 
who become intolerably abusive or fail to maintain a predictable living environment eventually 
lose control as residents turn on them or begin supporting their rivals. In other words, legitimacy 
might be helpful but it is not necessary to maintaining or consolidating control. Avoiding illegiti-
macy, however, is necessary, and illegitimacy is avoided mainly by providing a predictable living 
environment.76

These criticisms do not automatically rule out trying to legitimize the Afghan government as 
a component of a strategy to stabilize the country. But they do suggest that legitimacy might be a 
more ambitious objective than is necessary or achievable in the short term: perhaps the Afghan 
government can keep the country together instead by avoiding illegitimacy while working to de-
feat, coopt, or negotiate with its rivals.

The second doctrinal assumption, that the partner government wants to be legitimate, un-
derpins several important strategic assumptions: that U.S. military and civilian personnel are in 
theater to support a host nation that is fighting a counterinsurgency; that fighting that counterin-

75.  See Robert D. Blackwill, “Plan B in Afghanistan: Why a De Facto Partition Is the Least Bad Option,” 
Foreign Affairs, January/February 2011; Stephen Walt, “A Plan B for Afghanistan,” Foreign Policy blog, Sep-
tember 8, 2010, walt.foreignpolicy.com; Michael O’Hanlon and Bruce Reidel, “Plan A-Minus for Afghani-
stan,” Washington Quarterly 34, no. 1 (Winter 2011): 123; Joseph Biden, unpublished paper on a “counter-
terrorism-plus” option for Afghanistan, 2009; Daniel Dombey, “Gates holds key in Afghan debate,” Financial 
Times, October 5, 2009, http://ft.com; Michael Fitzsimmons, “Hard Hearts and Open Minds? Governance, 
Identity, and the Intellectual Foundations of Counterinsurgency Strategy,” Journal of Strategic Studies 31, no. 
3 (June 2008): 337–365; Max Boot, “There’s No Substitute for Troops on the Ground,” editorial, New York 
Times, October 21, 2009; and David Kilcullen, “Counter-Insurgency Redux,” Survival 48, no. 4 (2006): 111. 

76.  For details on this research, and the overall conceptualization of legitimacy used for the analysis in 
this section, see Lamb, Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Complex Urban Violence in Medellín.
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surgency is in U.S. strategic interests; and that the host nation’s government is in agreement with 
U.S. strategic objectives and U.S. counterinsurgency doctrine—including the belief that legitimiz-
ing itself to an aggrieved population is a desirable objective. Can that doctrine still satisfy U.S. 
strategic interests if important host-nation officials are much more interested in fighting armed 
political opponents (whether insurgents or noninsurgent rivals) than in legitimizing themselves to 
their citizens? What if those officials give lip service to legitimacy, participation, democracy, and 
inclusion in order to win development money, budget support, weapons, or training, but then turn 
around and use those things in ways that enrich themselves, abuse their citizens, or otherwise go 
against the spirit of the U.S.-led strategy?

It is difficult to find a serious observer of Afghanistan who does not believe that this is al-
ready happening to some degree, that the international community is being played by at least 
some (though certainly not all) Afghan officials who have learned how to speak the international 
language of liberal democracy without having to walk the walk.77 Some ministers want to lead 
multi-million dollar development projects not because they benefit government legitimacy but 
because they benefit a cousin’s construction firm. Any Afghan commander would be hesitant to 
turn down weapons, training, and salary support for his troops. Many government officials are 
happy to spend foreign money to barter for influence, but have no intention of doing the more 
difficult work of building relationships beyond their patronage networks. This is an important gap 
in counterinsurgency doctrine: how can counterinsurgency work when the host government does 
not share some of its most basic objectives?

Treating counterinsurgency as an effort to legitimize the host-nation government is an exer-
cise in defining a single point of failure: if the government cannot be legitimized to the people, 
then the effort will not succeed. Treating counterinsurgency as an effort to legitimize something 
broader—or, as suggested above, to help something broader avoid illegitimacy—might there-
fore be an alternative worth considering. The earlier discussion of governance hinted at one 
such alternative when it observed that there is an important difference between government and 
governance, and that, because no governance actor (formal, informal, or illicit) has the capacity 
to govern on its own, the burden of governance will need to be shared. The “something broader” 
that Afghans will need to consider legitimate—or, at least, not illegitimate—is the arrangement 
through which that burden is to be shared among formal, informal, and, perhaps, certain illicit 
actors. Given the divided nature of Afghan society, and historical experience worldwide, forging a 
political settlement that is considered truly legitimate is probably far too much to ask at this stage. 
So the objective probably will have to be more modest: an arrangement or series of arrangements 
through which political elites share power in a way that is predictable enough to avoid broad op-
position even if it is not democratic enough to attract broad support.

The third assumption of the counterinsurgency strategy in Afghanistan (and of COIN doc-
trine in general) is that development assistance and capacity building are effective means of 
legitimation. It is easy to see how this assumption might have come into being. COIN is unusual 
as a military doctrine in that the objective is not “enemy-centric” (the control of territory or the 
destruction of enemy troops or assets) but “population-centric”: the objective is legitimacy. Since 
legitimacy is not the military’s strong suit, but has more to do with politics, grievances, econom-

77.  See, for example, Thomas E. Ricks, “19 True Things Generals Can’t Say in Public about the Afghan 
War: A Helpful Primer,” editorial, ForeignPolicy.com, November 9, 2011; Rod Norland, “General Fired over 
Karzai Remarks,” New York Times, November 5, 2011; Jon Boone, “WikiLeaks cables portray Hamid Karzai 
as corrupt and erratic,” Guardian, December 2, 2010.
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ics, culture, governance, and other “soft” issues, it makes sense for doctrine writers and military 
planners to seek solutions to legitimacy deficits in the nonmilitary assets the U.S. government 
already has at its disposal. Politics and diplomacy are intangible and hard to write doctrine for; 
development projects, institutional design, training, and capacity building in general are concrete 
and much easier to include in campaign plans. As a consequence, when “legitimacy” is needed as 
an outcome, it makes sense to use material aid rather than politics and diplomacy. In theory, if that 
aid is funneled through the Afghan government to build its capacity to deliver services, and if it 
thereby demonstrates its capacity and willingness to provide the kinds of services governments are 
supposed to provide, the government will prove itself worthy of Afghans’ support.

Direct aid as a strategy of legitimacy also fits nicely into military strategists’ intellectual frame-
work. The field of strategy studies has for decades been dominated by rational-choice assumptions: 
people respond to incentives and influence is a matter of manipulating incentives. The “carrots and 
sticks” method of influence, therefore, is common in strategy: If you give me what I want, I will 
give you what you want (the carrot), but if you do not give me what I want, I will destroy what you 
value (the stick). The military has the sticks; development agencies and trainers have the carrots. 
Given the operational requirements, it makes sense to put the two together.

As mechanisms of influence, however, carrots and sticks—that is, barter and coercion—are 
not paths to legitimacy: they are alternatives to legitimacy. Legitimacy derives from a judgment 
that something is worthy of support; support, therefore, comes voluntarily. As a result, legitimacy, 
once earned, lowers or removes the transaction costs of getting support. Barter and coercion can 
win support as well, but by definition they are not costless: one depends on access to material 
resources, the other on access to power.

Even if the Afghan government does get credit from Afghans for delivering services, there 
is no reason to believe that legitimacy (and the voluntary support and loyalty that comes with 
it) would necessarily follow from that transaction: Afghans need services and would generally 
accept them from whomever is offering them. Some military commanders have (with doctrinal 
encouragement)78 demonstrated the transactional nature of aid in the field: if they need some 
tribe’s support on something, they might use what funding they have to pay for a road or a well. 
But did that aid really win that tribe’s loyalty, or did they just buy some support for a short while?

None of this is to argue that short-term support is unnecessary; to the contrary, if the overall 
effort collapses in the short term, nothing planned for the long term will materialize, so short-term 
fixes are essential. Nor is the point here to argue that material aid is unnecessary: Afghan institu-
tions, if they are to contribute to stability even in the short term, need all the help they can get. 
And this is not intended as an argument that counterinsurgency is unnecessary: there is, in fact, 
an insurgency, and it needs to be countered somehow.

Rather, the point of this section has been to argue that legitimacy and governance—at least 
the way we think about them in the West—probably do not play the role in Afghanistan that many 
strategists, planners, and practitioners think, and this fact has implications for how the insurgency 
can be countered. COIN doctrine has serious flaws in this regard. It is not clear that enough of the 
aid that has gone into Afghanistan has been channeled through the government to be able to say 
that this theory of counterinsurgency has even really been tried; but even if it had, it is also not 
clear how much capacity and legitimacy it would have built. Unfortunately, we will never know.

78.  See Center for Army Lessons Learned, “Commanders’ Guide to Money as a Weapons System: Tac-
tics, Techniques, and Procedures,” U.S. Army Combined Arms Center, Handbook No. 09-27, April 2009.
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The Obama administration seemed by the end by 2011 to be abandoning COIN doctrine in 
favor of some new approach still to be worked out. That new approach will have to recognize the 
centrality of politics and diplomacy within Afghanistan, the limitations on what aid can accom-
plish and on the capacities of all governance actors, and the real risk that failing to come to some 
minimally acceptable political accommodation with power brokers could lead to a civil war far 
more difficult to end than the current insurgency. 
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Two implicit theories of success might seem at odds in Afghanistan. One, the “governance” or 
“rule of law” track introduced in chapter 1, suggests that insurgents can be marginalized if de-
velopment and governance programs can help build capable state institutions and a constructive 
relationship between the Afghan government and the Afghan people. Among other efforts, this 
entails countering corrupt officials, warlords, organized criminals, and other power brokers so that 
Afghans have a reason to put their lot in with the government. 

The other implicit theory, the “politics” or “rule of man” track, suggests that certain power 
brokers, however corrupt, are indispensable for stabilization because they control much of what 
happens in their areas of influence. Things need to get done—projects need to be implemented, 
laws need to be made, terrorists need to be found—and the government is not yet capable of doing 
them or protecting those who are capable of doing them. As a consequence, international donors 
and military commanders have needed to work with some illicit power brokers, instead of work-
ing against them, even if doing so sometimes undermined legitimate governance. This theory is 
widely believed to be operational at the covert level.79

In truth, both of these tracks have their merits—but they have tended to work at cross-pur-
poses. Those working to improve governance are explicitly trying to build government capacity at 
the expense of nongovernment power brokers and patronage systems. Those working with power 
brokers out of necessity are implicitly undermining the effectiveness of the government and some 
informal systems.

In addition, proponents of both tracks have at times miscalculated. In the governance track, 
plans for institutional development have been overambitious compared to the resources available, 
while the resources available have been excessive compared to what the country can absorb. The 
excess and mismanagement have limited the effectiveness of aid and distorted the country’s poli-
tics and economy in counterproductive ways. In the politics track, contracts, payoffs, and military 
or intelligence partnerships with power brokers have not been coordinated effectively (if at all), 
and have too often empowered malign actors more than has been needed to get things accom-
plished on the ground. These two tracks need not be in opposition, and both have excesses that 
should be curbed.

This report has demonstrated that Afghanistan’s de facto system of governance is a hybrid 
system made up of shifting links among many different formal, informal, and illicit actors, net-
works, and institutions. No governance actor and no political actor alone have the capacity to keep 
Afghanistan together, and therefore the burden of governing will need to be shared. Afghanistan’s 
central government does not have the capacity to govern through its extremely centralized system, 

79.  This observation is based on conversations with experts and officials, and on media reports; neither 
the author nor the contributing author had access to classified information while researching this project.
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and will not have that capacity for at least a generation, if it lasts that long. Subnational gover-
nance—which includes both state and nonstate institutions—is characterized not only by lack of 
capacity but by ambiguity over just who has authority to make decisions, resolve disputes, and 
provide services. Plenty of government officials and power brokers (in and out of government) 
have no interest in honest governance reforms, preferring instead to use their positions of influ-
ence to extract resources by illicit means or through foreign contracts—taking advantage of the 
state’s weakness or of foreign donor’s dependence on them to get things done.

Neither the traditional systems, nor the formal system, nor the power brokers and patronage 
networks as they stand today are adequate raw material from which to craft a strategy to stabilize 
Afghanistan—but no strategy could succeed in the short term unless it somehow built upon all of 
them. Governance and politics need to be moving in the same direction for there to be any hope 
at all that the country will not descend into civil war as international attention and resources fade. 
The first chapter suggested that a political governance strategy should be built upon two funda-
mental requirements:

 ■ Formal, informal, hybrid, and even some illicit institutions will need to share the burden of 
governing for the foreseeable future. These institutions will need assistance, but that assistance 
should not take place on a scale or at a rate that exceeds what the institutions and society can 
bear.

 ■ Potential combatants in a future civil war will need to be coopted (or stay coopted) into this 
hybrid system of governance. These power elites will need enticements, but they should not be 
offered more than is needed to keep them coopted.

This final chapter offers recommendations to elaborate these requirements, emphasizing some 
of the main efforts that can be most strongly influenced by international actors, especially the 
United States.

Be Predictable
Uncertainty is the theme that emerged more than any other in the dozens of interviews with 
Afghans conducted for this research. While some Afghans cannot imagine that the United States 
would abandon Afghanistan after so many Americans have died and so much money has been 
spent, many others have difficulty believing the United States will not abandon the country. They 
hear promises of a large Afghan army and police force, but they might not see evidence that the 
international community has the capacity or funding to actually train 350,000 Afghans to keep or-
der in the next two years. Afghans hear promises of a continued foreign military presence, but not 
how large it will be, or what they will do. They hear that diplomatic and development personnel 
will remain after the military drawdown is complete, but not how many. They hear that develop-
ment aid will continue to flow, but not how much or which projects and initiatives will continue. 
Many Afghans also hear that their wealthier fellow citizens are sending money out of the country 
for safekeeping and that some former commanders might be rearming in case they need to defend 
themselves as international forces draw down. Afghans might be forgiven for wondering if the rich 
and the powerful know something they do not.

This kind of uncertainty leads to hedging. If Afghans cannot be reasonably certain their coun-
try will not collapse into depression or violence, they will hoard cash or send it abroad, and not 
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enough money will circulate to keep the economy afloat. If some groups believe that other groups 
are arming themselves in a way that seems dangerous, they might arm themselves in anticipated 
self-defense—a self-fulfilling prophecy that sets a security dilemma in motion. People who believe 
they are about to be attacked often feel justified in attacking first. Uncertainty deepens the sense 
of vulnerability that many Afghans—the powerless and the powerful alike—already feel, which 
is likely to increase the risks in a place where light arms are widely available and the potential for 
increased conflict is already high.

Of course, uncertainty is an inevitable aspect of any society in conflict. But the United States, 
NATO, and others in the international community can mitigate at least some of it in Afghanistan 
by providing a more explicit roadmap of the transition: how many foreign advisers, how many 
NATO troops, how much international aid, and how many trained Afghan troops will there be 
after 2014?

Some analysts might warn that, by announcing the intention to withdraw most troops by 
2014, NATO has already given the Taliban too much information about its war plans, and that re-
vealing more details about the transition plan will only help the Taliban further. But the insurgents 
already know the international community is about to decrease its presence fairly significantly. 
Further details might inform their strategic calculus somewhat, but those details would help 
non-Taliban Afghans even more—and non-Taliban Afghans are the ones who will be responsible 
for holding off the Taliban, holding down violence, and holding together their economy as inter-
national resources decline. Giving them a more predictable sense for what resources will actually 
be at their disposal will better prepare them to do so. And it will remove at least one of the more 
significant sources of the overall uncertainty that leads to feelings of vulnerability and instances of 
hedging.

The announcement of what resources will be available should be low-end estimates—not 
promises that large numbers of troops and large amounts of money will continue beyond 2014. 
The communiqués of international donor conferences should stop making promises that donors 
and the Afghan government have no real capacity—or intention—to keep. In a period of extreme 
budget pressures and exhausted patience in Western capitals, security, development, and gover-
nance aspirations should not substitute for security, development, and governance plans. High am-
bitions are no longer credible. The Obama administration, therefore, should work with its partners 
in NATO and Kabul to determine a realistic, low-end estimate of what resources the United States 
and its partners are likely to produce in 2014 and 2015, and make an announcement of those 
estimates. That would remove at least one bit of uncertainty and one source of risk from an already 
complex and risky situation.

Let Afghans Actually Lead
Far too often, the people who have conceived of, paid for, implemented, and assessed Afghan 
policies and projects have not been the people who will be responsible for doing these things once 
international personnel depart. Foreign military commanders have been judged by whether cer-
tain projects were carried out, not by whether the right people carried them out and learned from 
the experience. Roads, buildings, and other infrastructure have been built by foreigners, often to 
international, not Afghan, standards. But Afghans have been building and repairing stone roads 
and mud houses for centuries. If international standards were important, more Afghan workers 
could have been trained to those standards, more Afghan companies could have been invested in 
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to do the work, and a revenue system could have been developed so that Afghans could pay for 
maintenance. Policies, including the Subnational Governance Policy, and international frame-
works for development, such as the Afghanistan Compact, have been developed based on themes 
that resonate with Western advisers, but they have proved unworkable in the Afghan context.

One of the famed “paradoxes” of counterinsurgency that appears in the U.S. military’s field 
manual is: “The host nation doing something tolerably is normally better than us doing it well.”80 
Too many provincial reconstruction teams, mid-level military commanders with CERP funds to 
spend, development professionals with projects to implement, and civilian advisers with ministries 
to build have not heeded that advice. It was noted in chapter 2 that development “best practices” 
suggest that the beneficiaries of aid should take the lead, make mistakes, learn from them, and 
thereby build their own capacity to manage their development—but that such practices have been 
in such short supply over the past ten years that Afghanistan should probably count as the most 
significant opportunity lost in the history of foreign aid.

The sooner most foreigners (civilian and military) shift into an advisory role from an imple-
menting role, the better. There is still time for Afghans who take the lead now to adapt to the with-
drawal of foreign advisers and foreign troops while the latter are still there to offer support and 
further training. There is still time for Afghans to determine what their own institutions are and 
are not capable of; they are the ones who will have to run those institutions once the drawdown is 
complete.

Decentralize Burdens, Not Benefits
One of the central dilemmas of formal governance in Afghanistan is that, by constitutional design, 
subnational units depend on the center for nearly every aspect of governance, but in actual fact the 
center is incapable of carrying the full burden the constitution places on it for subnational gover-
nance. Many central government officials (and the subnational appointees beholden to them) are 
unwilling to relinquish their right to carry that burden, lest they also lose the privileges that go 
with it: prestige, influence, the right to dole out patronage, and, for some, opportunities for graft. 
As a consequence, formal decentralization schemes have been slow to be implemented. For any 
future decentralization scheme to work, it should be designed and presented as a way of helping 
central government officials share the burden of governing, not sacrifice the benefits of governing. 
Creative burden-sharing policies would seek to give subnational units more independence from 
the center without threatening the centralized system.

Fiscal decentralization, for example, has been a challenge. Subnational entities do not have 
the authority to keep any revenue they collect; they have to deposit all revenues into a central state 
account, but then have to go through a long and difficult process to get it back to fund its plans. 
In addition to disabling them from governing in any serious way without direct support from 
foreign donors bypassing the central system, this system also offers them little incentive to collect 
revenues in the first place—and as a consequence it likely limits the amount of revenue the center 
receives. It might be possible to increase the center’s revenues, improve subnational revenue-
collection systems and incentives, and give subnational entities greater control over planning if a 
presidential decree were to require the following revisions:

80.  U.S. Department of the Army, Counterinsurgency, p. 1-27.
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 ■ subnational units would continue to deposit all revenues into the central account;

 ■ they would be required to submit a plan and a budget for how they themselves would use some 
agreed-to percentage of their remittances; and

 ■ the central government would immediately refund that percentage of those revenues to the 
subnational units to carry out those plans.

This reform could give subnational entities part of what they need to govern effectively: their 
own source of revenue, raised from their own populations. That could have the additional virtue 
of improving in-and-down accountability (see chapter 2), as the subnational officials would now 
be accountable to their own populations, not only the central government or international do-
nors. This would also give the center something it wants: continued authority over revenue, plus 
potentially increased overall revenue, since the subnational units would have greater incentive to 
collect revenue. Finally, internationals could give further incentives to subnational entities to raise 
their own revenue (and thereby get more money for the center), by shifting at least some of their 
subnational support to a matching-funds system, whereby internationals agree to fund projects at 
some multiple of the amount of revenue raised locally, legally, and transparently, using a variable 
multiplier to reward verified good behavior year-to-year or project-to-project.

Embrace Hybridity, Encourage Inclusion
Burden sharing must extend beyond the central and subnational governments. Even if interna-
tional best practices were followed and the governments actually took the lead, it would still take 
generations to build their capacity to fully govern the country. Efforts to strengthen the hybrid 
system need not come at the expense of the formal system. Helping nonstate and hybrid entities 
deliver services and make decisions in a way that contributes to stability can give the government 
the political space it needs to develop effective institutions and establish the rule of law over time. 
In fact, the formal system is what structures the hybrid system—the skeleton on which everything 
else is organs, flesh, or tumors. Despite its litany of problems, government institutions still hold 
some degree of prestige in Afghan society, and Afghans certainly want their government to func-
tion well. Therefore, any incremental progress that can be made to improve the formal system—
service provision, rule of law, fair elections, reform, etc.—can contribute to stability and should be 
encouraged, especially in the major cities where progress has been fastest.

Still, there is very little scholarly or historical evidence, from Afghanistan or other contexts, 
to justify a belief that the formal system of governance will improve enough by 2014 to be able to 
hold the country together. Constructive divisions of labor between and among state and nonstate 
entities already exist throughout Afghanistan. Different communities, subtribes, ethnic groups, 
and patronage systems that operate outside of major cities should generally be left alone to deter-
mine how to run their own affairs. Interventions intended to change some local informal gover-
nance process should be attempted only where that process is contributing to terrible abuses or 
regional instability, and only in cases where success is likely (and the burden of proof should lie on 
those planning to intervene). Otherwise, development efforts and decision-making processes in 
peaceful rural communities should continue wherever they are welcome—but the efforts should 
be small and led by Afghans.

To really support a hybrid system capable of maintaining stability in the short term, however, 
will require more than simply aiding some communities and informal governance actors while 
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leaving others alone. Rather, some form of broader political settlement among Afghan elites will 
be necessary. With formal political authority so concentrated in the hands of the country’s presi-
dent, demands for a more open and inclusive political system have been on the rise the past couple 
of years, with new political parties forming and other civil society groups demanding more of a 
say in how the country is run.

Ideally, a political settlement would involve an inclusive set of negotiations, with all ethnic and 
tribal subgroups and other sectors of civil society, about the future of Afghanistan. While peace 
talks with the various Taliban factions are an important step on the road to stability, it is unlikely 
that any power-sharing arrangement between the government and the Taliban would be broadly 
accepted in Afghanistan unless power was also shared with other significant ethnic, tribal, and 
political groups. Offering a means of inclusion to as many Afghans as is politically feasible would 
reduce the widespread sense of vulnerability, decrease the probability of escalating violence, and 
thereby make Afghanistan’s longer-term political, economic, and human development possible.81

If Afghan leaders do not initiate an inclusive process such as this, however, the United States 
and its allies could still support a stable hybrid system in a way that would be less than ideal but 
might still work: acknowledge that any Afghan who controls territory or has the capacity to influ-
ence some significant subpopulation has de facto political authority; to the degree their behavior 
warrants, include them in the division of labor on governance; and hold them responsible for re-
sults. The following recommendation addresses the need to coopt these actors and the importance 
of rewarding good behavior and punishing bad.

Coopt Power Brokers, Establish Behavioral 
“Red Lines”
Power brokers—people who have enough money, weapons, or supporters to influence what gover-
nance and stability look like in their areas of control—cannot be avoided. They are already domi-
nant figures in Afghanistan’s hybrid system, and many of them will remain so until they leave the 
country or are killed by a rival. Some of them already have begun seeking access to independent 
funding, stockpiles of weapons, and potential recruits as a hedge against the possibility that they 
might need to fight the government or each other one day soon. Most would probably prefer a role 
in a stable system over another civil war.82 It must be a high priority for the international commu-
nity to prevent them from becoming spoilers to stability or peace.

If malign power brokers cannot be marginalized or arrested, they will need enticements not 
to rebel against the system, given just enough of what they want so they will stay coopted, but not 
enough to make any subset of them a threat to the rest. In the past, international military, civil-
ian, and nongovernmental officials have either made too little effort to coopt potential spoilers or 
targeted them in counterproductive ways. In some cases, they have provided more aid, contracts, 
or payoffs to power brokers than has been needed to get things done on the ground, needlessly 
strengthening some malign actors that otherwise did not have significant influence. In the future, 

81.  See Robert D. Lamb, “Afghan Peace Talks as an Opportunity for Governance Reform,” CSIS com-
mentary, January 25, 2011, http://csis.org/publication/afghan-peace-talks-opportunity-governance-reform.

82.  In fact, in Afghanistan it has been common for warlords and other nonstate actors to actively seek 
cooptation into state institutions: “It is testament to the attraction of cooptation into state institutions that 
most military leaders, big and small, wanted to be a piece of the action.” Giustozzi, Empires of Mud, p. 176.
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enticements should be offered: government jobs, prestigious titles, business opportunities, per-
sonal security, technology, limited opportunities for graft, implicit promises to be left alone, or 
whatever else gives them a stake in the political or economic system. These enticements should be 
minimal—no more than is needed to keep them coopted—and they should be adjusted from time 
to time as their behavior warrants (see below). This should be the focus of diplomatic efforts inside 
Afghanistan.

Under this scenario, governance and development processes and outcomes will be far less than 
ideal. Patronage and corruption, for example, would likely continue. But the international commu-
nity’s capacity to speed reform and counter corruption is limited in any event. For corruption, the 
best that can be done is to focus on the most abusive, predatory, and unpredictable forms, such as 
extortion and anything else involving violence. Charging private fees for public services, skimming 
a percentage off of payments, and nepotism probably do not rise to the level of intolerable and 
should be much lower priorities.

Just because power brokers, patronage, and corruption will remain an unavoidable part of the 
Afghan governance landscape does not mean that all of those actors’ behaviors must be tolerated. 
Coopted power brokers should know that certain behaviors are not acceptable:

 ■ no use of or support to terrorism, especially al Qaeda and its affiliates;

 ■ minimal antagonism toward other power brokers or the state; and

 ■ no gross human rights violations against the population in their area of influence, and no intol-
erable backsliding on the civil rights that have been established in cities.

The first—no terrorism—contributes directly to U.S. interests. The other two contribute di-
rectly to the requirements for stability as U.S. forces draw down: antagonism, abuses, and backslid-
ing will all create incentives for Afghans to rebel against authority.

Power brokers who stay within these behavioral “red lines” can be left alone or offered ad-
ditional support, as needed. Those who engage in destabilizing behaviors should see such support 
withdrawn or be subjected to unwanted legal scrutiny or other forms of harassment designed to 
change their calculations. Some of this happens now, but it is not done in a way that is consistent 
with a broader vision for governance.

Even as the United States withdraws the majority of its troops and much of its aid, some lever-
age will remain to influence behavior. Unless Afghanistan asks for a complete withdrawal the way 
Iraq did, it is widely expected that at least 10,000 U.S. troops will remain beyond 2014, and those 
troops are likely to be special operations forces capable of arresting or killing individuals who 
are considered dangerous; drones will be available for similar purposes. American policymakers 
will still have some say in which communities and their leaders will get support for Afghan Local 
Police and other forms of security cooperation, and which businesses will get contracts for devel-
opment and other projects. How to engage with these individuals in response to their behavior 
should be the subject of explicit guidance to U.S. and allied personnel (civilian, military, and intel-
ligence). Covert and overt operations should not be working at cross purposes. These relationships 
should be managed in a controlled and strategic, rather than today’s ad hoc, manner.
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Emphasize Incremental Progress
Governance in Afghanistan does not need to become “good” in American terms, just “good 
enough” in Afghan terms—and incrementally better over time. A political governance strategy 
would emphasize stabilizing the existing hybrid system to make room for a better system to 
emerge over the long term. Spreading the responsibility for governing to more Afghans could 
be effective and stabilizing even if some of those Afghans are corrupt. Accepting and supporting 
formal and informal systems already in place is an approach consistent with the coming decline in 
international resources.

Incremental progress can be made in both the governance and the politics tracks. Afghani-
stan’s institutions of governance will continue to need support, especially the key service provi-
sion and security ministries and line departments, those functioning nonstate institutions that 
do constructive work, and hybrid programs such as the National Solidarity Program. Support 
for all projects and institutions, however, should be scaled to how much advice and assistance 
Afghanistan can actually absorb, not how much it “needs.” Those Afghans who are doing high-
quality work, especially in the ministries and line departments, should be identified and their jobs 
protected, and electoral systems should be supported so that each election is, at minimum, no less 
free or fair than the previous. Projects and programs that have provided demonstrable benefits to 
the Afghan people or essential institutions, or that have demonstrated an ability to link people to 
institutions, should continue to be supported. Projects offering weak evidence of benefit, many 
projects intended to displace customary and other informal institutions that actually function, and 
billets and offices in ministries and line departments that do not have the capacity to sustain them 
all could be cut without much effect on stability—Afghans will figure out how to fill in the gaps, as 
they always have.

Meanwhile, in the politics track, those Afghans who hold de facto power should be encour-
aged to behave in ways that are predictable, minimally acceptable to most Afghans in their sphere 
of influence, and friendly to U.S. security. The very worst abusers should be removed from power, 
whether through the formal justice systems, informal balances of power, or internationally sanc-
tioned incentives. The rest should be informed of the behavioral red lines listed in the previous 
section, and strongly encouraged (with incentives) to allow at least a few key service-delivery proj-
ects to continue unimpeded in their areas of influence. It is important that the quality of life for as 
many Afghans as possible improve year to year—or at least that there be minimal backsliding on 
the progress that has been made on civil rights and economic activity, especially in the cities.

This approach is not, in principle, incompatible with Afghanistan’s longer-term political 
development, and could provide a stronger foundation for it than current efforts. The unavoidable 
challenges that Afghan officials face are governance without the capacity to govern and a politics 
of barter and violence. Given entrenched institutional and political constraints, even a far more 
capable and fair-minded leader than President Hamid Karzai would be only marginally better at 
governing and would face the same incentives toward corruption—Afghan politics is a matter of 
staying alive, staying alive requires power, and power requires resources. Any strategy for counter-
ing the insurgency or stabilizing the country that depends on creating an effective and noncorrupt 
government is not likely to succeed. A strategy that uses and strengthens an existing hybrid gover-
nance system as a way to manage or influence political behavior in the short term might not work 
either—but it might at least clear a path forward.
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