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In 2011, Afghan government and International Security Assistance Force officials take part in a shura with elders in Zabul 
province, Afghanistan. The Zabul Provincial Reconstruction Team visited the village to talk with elders and help Afghan 
National Security Forces distribute winter supplies. (U.S. Air Force/Brian Ferguson)
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Pathologies of  
Centralized State-Building 
By Jennifer Murtazashvili

The international community, led by the United States, has invested trillions of dollars in state-build-
ing efforts during the past two decades. Yet despite this commitment of substantial resources, 
conflict and violence remain a challenge in fragile states. It therefore seems especially important to 

consider the reasons why state-building has not lived up to its expectations.
Past state-building efforts were predicated on the belief that a centralized government would improve 

prospects for political order and economic development. These efforts therefore have typically empha-
sized powerful national governments and centralized bureaucratic administration as the keys to generating 
improvements in the state’s provision of public goods, including rule of law and collective security.

This article challenges the underlying assumptions to that approach, arguing that centralization actu-
ally undermines efforts to stabilize and rebuild fragile states. It describes several risks centralization poses for 
effective state-building. For example, many highly centralized governments prey on their own citizens and 
are therefore prone to civil unrest, conflict, and collapse.1 Most of the countries that have experienced pro-
longed civil conflict over the past several decades—including Afghanistan, Libya, Myanmar, Somalia, Syria, 
and Yemen—had extremely centralized governments prior to the outbreak of conflict. As Roger Myerson 
points out, centralization may also alienate local elites, resulting in a return to conflict and violence in states 
subjected to foreign state-building.2 Another risk is that centralization undermines the quality of public 
administration by making it largely unresponsive to local demands.

The obvious alternative to trying to build powerful central governments is to encourage polycentrism. 
Polycentrism allows multiple, coexisting centers of power, which provides for local autonomy in collective 
decisionmaking.3 Political decentralization promises several benefits. A more robust system of local gov-
ernance can reduce the incentives to rebel against the central government and provides resources for those 
regions to defend themselves from outsiders.4 Polycentrism can also provide a foundation for local self-gover-
nance and reduce the state’s administrative burden by allowing communities to govern their own affairs. By 
decentralizing political decisionmaking, the state can also improve the responsiveness of the government to 
local demands, and in the process improve the efficiency of public goods provision.

Dr. Jennifer Murtazashvili is a professor and director of the International Development Program for the Graduate School 
of Public and International Affairs at the University of Pittsburgh.
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I use evidence from Afghanistan to illustrate 
my theory of the pathologies of current models of 
centralized state-building. Despite vast investments, 
the government in Kabul has limited legitimacy 
and struggles to provide public goods. One plau-
sible explanation for the failure of state-building 
in Afghanistan is that the government remains 
extremely centralized in all critical dimensions, 
including the power of the executive, subnational 
governance, judicial institutions, public budgeting 
and finance, and the national security forces. Of 
these, only the Afghan National Army has imple-
mented meaningful reforms. In the other areas, 
almost no reform has occurred compared to the 
institutional status quo before 2001. A consequence 
is that most Afghans continue to experience the 
same type of centralized, predatory state that they 
endured prior to 2001. Paradoxically, by resurrect-
ing the centralized, predatory state, the stabilization 
effort continues to give rise to an antigovernment 
insurgency across the country. 

The Case for Decentralization 
It is not a mystery that policymakers, both local 
and international, would seek to build strong 
central governments in states riven by conflict. 
Historically, states emerged to facilitate com-
merce and provide collective defense at scale, as 
societies grew and became increasingly complex 
and older, more traditional political forms, such 
as tribes, clans, or fiefdoms, were insufficient for 
the evolving political challenges. Political leaders 
seeking monopolistic power over their territory 
are incentivized to provide public goods and 
encourage production to generate more revenue 
via taxation.5 As institutions of wealth creation 
are established, the government must invest in 
collective defense to defend commercial interests 
from external predators.6 Centralized state capac-
ity thus contributes to economic development and 
political order.

A government powerful enough to provide 
these public goods, however, can also use its power 
for destructive purposes or to misappropriate public 
goods.7 To prevent that unwelcome outcome, state 
authorities must be constrained by counterbal-
ancing political institutions that empower citizens 
to participate in collective decisionmaking.8 This 
is especially important in conflict-affected states 
where insurgencies began as revolts against preda-
tory, unconstrained central authorities.

Decentralization is a form of polycentrism and 
can be found in both de jure and de facto mani-
festations. De jure decentralization provides for 
constitutional rights of local units in a political 
system to determine their collective futures. Such 
decentralization is the basis for formal, law-based 
self-governance. De facto decentralization occurs 
when the central government institutions are unable 
to impose their will on local jurisdictions, thus 
yielding authority by default.

One justification for decentralization is that 
it provides a political architecture for checks and 
balances in government. Local authorities can con-
strain central governments in ways that prevent a 
drift toward predatory practices. Decentralization 
also provides institutional mechanisms for the gov-
ernment to acquire knowledge of local conditions, 
needs, and demands. The government requires this 
information to provide public goods efficiently. The 
grant of local autonomy may even in itself provide 
legitimacy to the central government.

Local autonomy and the experience of 
self-governance are valuable in conflict-affected 
states where communities must often rely on local 
problem-solving skills when the central govern-
ment is unable or unwilling to address local needs. 
Most places plagued by long-term conflict are 
home to a plethora of powerful “warlords” or local 
commanders. Stabilization efforts typically seek 
to bring these individuals under the umbrella of 
a centralized state, often neglecting the role such 
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individuals and groups play in crafting order based 
on local preferences. 

Decentralized governance is not a panacea. 
Politicians and leaders do not become angels simply 
because their power extends to the local context. 
There are indeed risks associated with decentraliza-
tion, such as local corruption. Nonetheless, the risk 
from local rulers behaving badly pales in compari-
son to grand corruption at the national level, where 
leaders often have few ties to local communities. In 
stabilization contexts, this situation is exacerbated 
as many view those appointed by the international 
community as puppets rather than legitimate lead-
ers. Another fear is that decentralized systems may 
fail to maintain cohesion. Such systems may be more 
prone to separatist movements. 

The Political Problem of State-Building 
Despite the benefits of political decentralization in 
state-building, international and domestic actors 
typically prefer the centralization model. Consider 
the international actors who play an important role in 
state-building efforts. First, in unstable environments, 
outside actors—both military and civilian—prefer 
to interact with entities that exercise unity of com-
mand. They seek one interlocutor upon whom they 
can count to implement policies. The more actors 
involved, the more diffuse the decisionmaking, 
which tends to slow down the policymaking process.9 
Second, it is easier for external actors to exert influ-
ence over a unified single entity rather than a group 
of individuals; external actors prefer to have control 
centralized in the capital in order to exercise oversight 
and have a single accessible partner to hold account-
able. Centralized government reflects the desires of 
the international community in postconflict situa-
tions because they have a primary relationship with 
the national figures they believe they can control. 

Newly elected domestic leaders also prefer highly 
centralized power, especially when this authority 
comes with international support. In most conflict 

environments, power tends to diffuse across a range 
of actors at subnational levels who may have recently 
challenged a newly installed leader. During the 
immediate postconflict period, new leaders desire 
centralized authority, enabling them to exert greater 
control over regions and increasing their national 
authority. Unlike states not affected by conflict, the 
decentralization issue presents very real threats to the 
endurance of a polity, as subnational regions may be 
controlled by or under the heavy influence of armed 
groups that may pose or have recently posed a serious 
challenge to the central government. 

These demands for political and administra-
tive centralization often conflict with the reality of 
political power in such contexts. During conflict, 
power necessarily diffuses as central governments 
lose their monopoly of violence. It is the primary 
goal of stabilization and state-building efforts to 
help nascent states assemble or reassemble dispa-
rate pieces of power into a cohesive unit. But during 
this process, policymakers often eschew informal 
rules, norms, and other practices that emerge locally 
during periods of conflict. 

New governments seeking to assert authority 
typically view informal practices as impediments 
to the uniformity of authority they seek to estab-
lish. These rules may be the result of longstanding 
custom or newly developed practices that emerged 
as coping mechanisms during conflict. They may 
be rules imposed by warlords or local commanders 
who were parties to the conflict. Regardless of their 
origin, those international and domestic forces seek-
ing to build and stabilize states see them as a source 
of fragmentation rather than contributing to the 
coherence and legitimacy of a new government. 

The desire to centralize authority and impose 
uniform rule over fragmented and weakly institu-
tionalized environments widens the gap between 
de facto practices and de jure laws and regulations. 
This growing gap challenges both development and 
stability. Typically, stabilization processes do not 
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seek to modify their rules and procedures to account 
for local practices but instead attempt to encour-
age citizens to turn to the state. By imposing highly 
centralized forms of governance in fragmented 
environments, stabilization efforts inadvertently 
undermine their own mission by exacerbating 
development challenges in such contexts. 

In addition to centralization, the international 
community frequently prioritizes national elec-
tions, rather than the quality of governance, as the 
measure of success. In the “golden hour” after the 
cloud of war clears, state-builders rush to congrat-
ulate themselves for organizing successful elections 
that they believe consolidate political transfor-
mation. The distribution of power—especially 
to subnational units—and the way that power is 
executed through the bureaucracy receive compar-
atively little attention. However, national elections 
are often a poor measure of the quality of govern-
ment. They have in many instances little bearing 
on the provision of public goods or implementation 
of beneficial policies. Indeed, in some instances, 
non-democracies may be better at governance, in 
terms of delivery of services, predictability, and 
order, than democracies.10 

The Afghan Context 
The desire for greater political centralization is 
perhaps the fundamental political theme in Afghan 
history. From its inception with the Durrani empire 
in 1747, the Afghan state was more like a loose con-
federation of tribes than a centralized state, with 
tribal and local leaders as well as blood relatives of 
the monarch exerting substantial autonomy. Political 
power was exercised through indirect rule, in which 
monarchs and other political leaders exerted author-
ity through a network of autonomous princes while 
maintaining a role for tribal and customary authority.

Abdur Rahman sought to centralize gov-
ernment during his brutal reign from 1880 to 
1901. He took it upon himself to stamp out the 

“middlemen”—tribal and customary leaders, as 
well as religious authorities—whom he viewed as 
a source of political disorder. Subsequent regimes 
continued these efforts at centralization, although 
the tactics were less brutal. Amanullah (1919–29) 
attempted to increase the role of the state in Afghan 
society and economy through a series of central-
ized directives. He admired the strong leadership of 
Ataturk in Turkey, who used executive authority to 
promote an expansive agenda of social transforma-
tion. However, most of Amanullah’s reforms were 
met with opposition, and he was ultimately ousted 
in a peasant-led rebellion that briefly unseated the 
Afghan monarchy. 

After several years of instability, Afghanistan 
experienced a long peace under the rule of the 
Musahiban, a Durrani Pashtun sub-tribe from 
which its leaders descended. These leaders included 
Zahir Shah, who ruled from 1933 until his over-
throw in a bloodless palace coup by his cousin, 
Daud, in 1973. Daud ruled from 1973 until 1978, 
when he was ousted by a Soviet-supported faction of 
the Afghan communist party.

In general, the Musahiban pursued an eco-
nomic development strategy that relied heavily on 
foreign subsidies from both the United States and 
the Soviet Union, leading to continuation of the 
rentier state dynamics begun in the 19th century 
when monarchs began accepting British aid in turn 
for quiescence. They also relied on centralized eco-
nomic planning. Despite a constitutional reform in 
1964 that created a brief flirtation with democracy 
under a constitutional monarchy, the monarchy 
remained committed to principles of centralism, 
with most important governance decisions emanat-
ing from Kabul. 

The growing influence of the Soviet Union 
in Afghanistan after World War II reinforced the 
historical struggle toward increasing centralization. 
Beginning with Daud’s reign as Prime Minister 
in the 1950s (he would later become president in 
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1973), the Afghan government adopted many Soviet 
features. Daud famously fell out with the Americans 
and grew to mistrust them after his uncondi-
tional requests for weapons systems to facilitate 
the creation of a modern army were rejected by 
Washington, which he perceived to support newly 
independent Pakistan. Labelled the “Red Prince,” 
Daud also imported bureaucratic centralization and 

five-year plans along with Soviet loans. The orga-
nization of the central government, the system of 
public financial management, and the bureaucracy 
were very similar in design to their Soviet counter-
parts. Such influence continued to grow over time 
and escalated in 1978 with the Saur revolution that 
brought Afghan communists to power for the first 
time and marked the end of the Afghan monarchy. 

In August 2009, Afghan locals review ballots before voting in the heavily anticipated Afghanistan elections in Barge Matal. 
Elections are frequently a priority of the international community in post-conflict and even in conflict-afflicted states. (U.S. 
Army/ Christopher W. Allison)
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The Saur revolution of April 1978 brought a 
divisive period in which the Khalq and Parcham 
factions of the People’s Democratic Party of 
Afghanistan (PDPA) vied for control. In late 1979, 
the Soviets invaded partly in response to instability 
brought about by local opposition to Khalq policies. 
Soviet leaders were wary that the Afghan govern-
ment had moved too quickly in its efforts to achieve 
“communism” and that its actions would continue 
to provoke unrest in the countryside (which they 
did, as the mujahideen emerged in direct response 
to communist policies). They were also increasingly 
wary of the infighting among the PDPA factions 
that fueled instability. Once the Soviets invaded, the 
centralized Soviet imprint on Afghan bureaucracy 
and government became heavier. Although the 
Soviets did move to reverse some of the more drastic 
reforms initially imposed by the Khalqis, they con-
tinued to support centralized state control. 

The PDPA government fell in 1992. Although 
there have been few studies of governance during 
the civil war period (1992–96), formal institutions 
had very little influence. Once the Taliban govern-
ment (1996–2001) came to power, it began to reform; 
however, the logic of Taliban governance was also one 
of centralization. Instead of relying on old networks 
of bureaucrats, the Taliban relied on a network of its 
own local mullahs to administer authority. But the 
character of public administration was characterized 
by centralized governance. While the Taliban were 
never fully able to provide effective central adminis-
tration, they did little to encourage local autonomy. 

Post–Taliban State-Building 
After the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001, U.S. and 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization partners, along 
with several factions of the Afghan resistance and 
the former monarchy, gathered to sign the Bonn 
Accords, which established the 1964 constitution as 
the interim source of law for the country. The agree-
ment appointed an interim president, Hamid Karzai, 

and planned for elections. Thus, the first move of 
the “new” Afghan state was to adopt a decades-old 
constitution. Yet over the course of a decade, the 1964 
constitution had failed to establish a stable govern-
ment, let alone a government that could implement 
reforms. In fact, many Afghans met the overthrow of 
the 1964 constitution by Daud with relief, believing 
it to be inherently unstable and preferring authori-
tarian rule.11 Nonetheless, the constitution of 2004 
would copy many elements directly from the 1964 
constitution. Indeed, in most major areas of Afghan 
public administration—the national government, the 
degree of centralization of the government, judicial 
institutions, public finance, the security forces, and 
administration of land—state-building efforts have 
reinforced old, inefficient institutions. Interestingly, 
one exception is the Afghan National Army. 

The Executive 
The 2004 Afghan constitution established a presiden-
tial system with a bicameral parliament. Although 
it provides for a separation of powers between the 
president, the legislative branch, and the judiciary, 
the executive branch has remained by far the stron-
gest. Not only does it have the authority to appoint 
members of the judiciary, it is also responsible for 
appointing one-third of the upper house of the 
National Assembly. The strength of the executive 
mimics the overwhelming authority of the 1964 con-
stitution. Elections notwithstanding, the executive has 
nearly the same powers that Afghan kings exercised.

During the hotly contested 2014 presiden-
tial election between Abdullah and Ashraf Ghani, 
tainted by allegations of corruption and fraud, a 
growing number of doubters began to criticize the 
strong presidential system. To resolve the disputed 
electoral result, the United States brokered a deal 
between the two candidates that created a new chief 
executive officer (CEO) who would sit alongside 
the president. Cabinet positions would be jointly 
appointed by the two leaders. While the creation of 
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the new CEO position facilitated a power-sharing 
agreement, it is unclear the degree to which such an 
extraconstitutional system will endure. The creation 
of a new powerful position atop a strongly central-
ized presidential system is inherently unstable. 

Ironically, those involved in drafting the 2004 
constitution considered a parliamentary system fea-
turing both a president and a prime minister, but the 
drafting commission ultimately shifted to a strong 
presidential system, creating a powerful executive 
with complete authority to appoint the cabinet, sub-
ject to the approval of the National Assembly. The 
rationale for this shift was that under conditions of 
state weakness, creating a parliamentary system char-
acterized by factions would yield a “fragmented body 
dominated by warlords, local factions, and even drug 
traffickers.”12 Both Afghan and foreign policymakers 
involved in the state-building process feared that a 
weak executive would be incapable of generating state 
capacity, as infighting would dominate politics. A 
strong executive, however, could help rapidly steward 
preferred policies so a presidential system without 
substantial checks and balances was ratified. 

The executive authority of the president was 
not based on a model of separated powers. Rather, 
its origins lie in a pre-democratic constitution with 
powers that were designed to be wielded by a mon-
arch. It should therefore come as no surprise that 
since 2001, the National Assembly has not played a 
sustained role challenging executive authority on 
public policy issues. 

Subnational Governance 
The 2004 constitution created a centralized political 
system and public administration that were identical 
in form and function to the monarchy and com-
munist governments. All subnational government 
officials—including provincial and district gover-
nors—are to be appointed by the central government 
in Kabul without constituent input. The design of 
subnational government bears a very heavy Soviet 

imprint. The appointment system and organiza-
tion of the bureaucracy at the subnational level in 
Afghanistan are virtually identical to the Soviet 
model upon which it was based. 

The notion that there is even formal local gov-
ernment in Afghanistan is deceptive, as subnational 
officials, including both provincial and district 
governors, are appointed by and beholden to Kabul. 
Although the appointment process is technically 
controlled by the Independent Directorate for Local 
Government in Kabul (an executive agency under 
the president), the appointment process is highly 
political and has emerged as a system of patronage 
for the central government. Individuals have no say 
in who runs their local government. There is no 
representation at the local level. In a 2016 survey, just 
43 percent of Afghans said that they have influ-
ence over local government officials.13 This heavily 
centralized de jure system of government stands 
in stark contrast to—and disregards—the robust 
system of de facto informal governance that exists in 
communities around the country. 

Not only are provincial and district governors 
appointed from Kabul, the authority to assign local 
government bureaucrats—representatives of the 
various national ministries—is also reserved for the 
line ministries in Kabul. This does not mean, how-
ever, that powerful local figures cannot emerge as 
both provincial and district governors. Some effec-
tive provincial governors have emerged, many of 
whom are or were powerful warlords affiliated with 
mujahedin parties. Their effectiveness is due to their 
independence from Kabul with respect to resources 
or legitimacy. Instead, they govern by almost com-
pletely disregarding the formal laws and rules meant 
to constrain their local authority. 

The 2004 constitution called for the creation of 
elected provincial, district, and village councils. By 
early 2019, there had been three rounds of provin-
cial council elections (2005, 2009, 2014), but these 
elections have not yielded local councils that play an 
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important role in checking the authority of provin-
cial governors. Provincial councils remain extremely 
weak as governing and oversight bodies and have 
no formal authority to draft local legislation. They 
are supposed to oversee the work of provincial 
governors, but their oversight responsibilities are 
not clearly defined. As governors are appointed 
by Kabul, they have no incentive to respond to the 
wishes of provincial councils. Elections for district 
and village councils have not yet been held.

The centralized system of local governance 
has resulted in a subnational administration that is 
incapable of reflecting constituent needs because it 
cannot aggregate the preferences of citizens. Most 
provincial and district governors are not from the 
areas they serve. Instead, they are rotated from one 
district or province to another. As a result, custom-
ary systems of governance that resolve disputes 
and provide small-scale public goods remain quite 
important in rural areas, and effective district 
officials employ customary rule rather than state 
law.14 As local government officials are not formally 
accountable to citizens at the local level, this system 
has bred vast corruption, causing further disillu-
sionment of citizens with their government. 

Judicial Institutions 
Delivering the rule of law is one of the most basic 
functions of a state yet is one of the most difficult to 
achieve. In Afghanistan, establishment of a coherent 
justice system in many ways remains as remote as it 
was in 2001, largely the result of the perceived ille-
gitimacy of the formal, state-backed justice system. 
The judicial system remains highly centralized, with 
authority to select and oversee judges and the court 
system firmly entrenched in Kabul. According to a 
nationally representative survey, Afghans reported 
paying more bribes to the judiciary than to any 
other public institution, and informal dispute reso-
lution mechanisms are far more popular and trusted 
than government courts.15 

During the second half of the 19th century, 
Afghan monarchs relied upon the court system 
to extend the reach of the state into communities 
throughout the country.16 Thus, the courts played 
an important role in extending the writ of the state, 
under highly centralized control. Consistent with 
this historical legacy, the Afghan judiciary remains 
under the control of the executive branch. This was 
true throughout most of the 20th century, including 
the PDPA government that sought to use courts as a 
means to impose social and political agendas.17 

The current court system in Afghanistan is 
almost identical to the legacy system. The supreme 
court oversees most local courts. Judges in provin-
cial and district courts are appointed by the supreme 
court in Kabul. Although the National Assembly 
does play a role in affirming appointments to the 
supreme court, justices have enormous control 
not just in terms of interpreting the law but also 
over administration of the entire justice system, 
which—given the supreme court’s subordination to 
the executive—becomes an extension of executive 
political control.

Beginning in the 1950s and accelerating during 
PDPA rule, government institutions, particularly the 
judiciary, reflected Soviet models. The PDPA abol-
ished the supreme court and replaced it with a special 
revolutionary court. Soviet advisors helped set up a 
new internal security agency modeled on the KGB, 
known as the KhAD.18 In practice, the KhAD “exer-
cised full judicial power through summary arrests, 
detentions, and executions.”19 The supreme court was 
eventually reinstated toward the end of PDPA rule, 
but the legacy of the courts as tools of politics is one 
that has not been quickly forgotten by most Afghans, 
who continue to shun the formal courts. 

Not only is the court system highly central-
ized in Kabul, but so too is the public prosecutor’s 
system and the bodies responsible for drafting laws. 
In 1981, the PDPA created an attorney general (Loya 
Saranwal) office that serves as a general public 
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prosecutorial body, with prosecutors appointed by 
authorities in Kabul.20 The attorney general’s office 
operates under a similar logic today as it did under 
the PDPA period. Similarly, the ministry of justice, 
rather than legislators, drafts most laws that go 
before the National Assembly. 

Some heralded the 2004 constitution as a break 
with the past because judicial bodies were to have 
some degree of oversight of constitutional and legal 
interpretation, but this authority has been hotly 
contested. The National Assembly has turned to the 
Independent Commission on the Supervision of 
Implementation of the Constitution, while President 
Karzai maintained that the supreme court should 
fulfill this role (the 2004 constitution established 
both bodies but did not clearly specify their duties).21 
Although observers have lamented the absence 
of judicial review, the assertion of the National 
Assembly vis-à-vis the executive-controlled supreme 
court represents a step by the legislative branch to 
assert some authority. 

Public Budgeting and Finance 
There is perhaps no area where Soviet influence has 
been more felt in Afghanistan than in the system of 
public finance—in raising revenue, budgeting, and 
budget execution.22 Although donors have tried to 
affect some reform of the system to increase effi-
ciency, it is unlikely that any amount of reform or 
capacity-building within the current system could 
yield policies that reflect citizen interests. 

The system of public finance remains one of 
the most centralized in the world. Local govern-
ments do not have the right to tax and spend funds 
that they raise. Most local revenue must be sent 
back to the central government in Kabul, where it 
is then redistributed to local subunits based on the 
national budget plan. Although state-builders tried 
to make some changes to the budgeting system 
and incorporate some local input into the process, 
these reforms have been little more than window 

dressing as more than 50 line ministries and exec-
utive agencies make their budgets in Kabul for all 
provinces and districts of the country. In 2016, just 
34 percent of citizens reported having confidence 
that government ministries are meant to deliver 
services to communities.23 

The public finance system together with lack of 
local self-governance means there are few opportu-
nities for citizen preferences to be translated into the 
budget. Budgets reflect the priorities of the central 
government in Kabul. Because local officials are not 
involved in the budget plans, they rarely have the 
staff or personnel required to execute the budget 
once it has been drafted. Execution of the develop-
ment budget (which does not include salaries) has 
hovered around 40 percent during the past decade, 
a signal that the government cannot spend the 
meager funds it collects. Although some small mod-
ifications have been made to the system of public 
financial management (such as the introduction of 
program budgeting and some moves toward more 
localized decisionmaking over implementation), 
such changes have been cosmetic. 

In several areas, such as education, rural develop-
ment, and public health, the government has made 
some claims to success in service delivery. This 
is because these programs have been funded and 
managed by donor partners who then contract out 
implementation to international and domestic non-
governmental organizations and contractors. In this 
parallel system, donor funds go to a specific minis-
try (such as health or rural development) to fund a 
“national priority program.” Donor funds are trans-
ferred to the specific ministry but then are quickly 
contracted out to third parties with donor oversight. 
While this system may have been more effective than 
relying upon the government of Afghanistan, it has 
further undermined the state. As donor assistance 
decreased, the increases in “capacity” generated by 
such a parallel system quickly evaporated. In this 
aspect, rentier parallel structures emerge because the 
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formal system of public financial management and 
policy execution is so weak that donors cannot rely on 
it to deliver the results citizens expect. 

Donor resources have encouraged central-
ization rather than reform.24 As a result, the 
government remains unable to deliver many basic 
public goods and services to its citizens. While 
some donors have encouraged the use of contrac-
tors and other third parties to deliver services on 
behalf of the government, citizens rarely recognize 
these as government programs because they are 
delivered by foreign organizations. The inability of 
the state to generate and execute a budget has cost 
the government its legitimacy. 

National Security Forces 
The Afghan National Army (ANA) and the Afghan 
National Police (ANP) embarked on two very differ-
ent paths of institutional reform after the fall of the 
Taliban regime. Previously, both the ANA and the 
ANP evolved as highly centralized security forces 
that by the beginning of the civil war reflected heavy 
Soviet influence. Daud began centralizing the army 
during his first reign as prime minister in the 1950s. 
He asserted stronger centralized control over its orga-
nization after he reclaimed power in 1973. At first, he 
partnered with factions of the Afghan Communist 
Party. For instance, Hafizullah Amin, who became 
leader of Afghanistan under communist rule, began 

In March 2013, members of the Afghan National Army Air Force (ANAAF) and International Security Assistance Force 
listen during an International Women's Day celebration at the Kabul International Airport. The celebration highlighted the 
contributions Afghan women made to the ANAAF. (U.S. Air Force/Dustine Payne)
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recruiting Khalq members into the army beginning 
in the 1970s. During the 1980s, the Soviets brought 
in advisors and imposed the Soviet political-bu-
reaucratic model of management to strengthen the 
army, which even began employing Soviet agitprop 
models to win the hearts and minds of local popula-
tions. By 1990, 70 to 80 percent of army officers were 
PDPA members.25 Although many officers relied on 
patrimonialism, the army was designed to maximize 
political control by the PDPA. It remained so until the 
outbreak of the civil war in 1992. 

The police had always been a much weaker 
organization than the army as its development had 
received far less attention from Kabul during the 
monarchy. This changed after the 1978 coup, when 
the PDPA began to impose Soviet organizational 
models on the ministry of interior (MoI), which 
was responsible for managing the police. Although 
Germany had played a role training the police prior 
to the Saur revolution, the police grew as an organi-
zation under Soviet tutelage.

In the first few years after 2001, donors were 
committed to a “light footprint” approach in 
Afghanistan and did not develop long-term strat-
egies to develop the security forces. As the Taliban 
insurgency grew, the United States took increased 
responsibility for reforming what became the 
Afghan National Defense and Security Forces 
(ANDSF). Efforts to rebuild the army and the police 
focused on strategies to integrate and disarm mili-
tias, as initially the United States had no plans for 
security force development. It was not until 2005 
that the United States assumed the lead role to 
develop the ANDSF. 

Strategies to develop the ANA and ANP 
diverged. After developing a set of interim solu-
tions, in 2002 the international community decided 
to rebuild the organizational structure and the 
recruitment of the ANA from scratch. This decision 
was based on several factors, including concern that 
the nascent army had come under the control of 

mujahideen factions, but also an acknowledgment 
that the Soviet model that was designed for polit-
ical control and that featured forced conscription 
remained as a sticky institutional structure. The 
decision to rebuild the ANA from the ground up 
meant that it would have an entirely new structure 
and political management and the Soviet political 
model would be dismantled. 

In contrast, initially little attention was paid to 
the structure of the police. Police forces remained 
in the MoI, which, like other ministries, relied on 
central planning. By 2009, it was clear that the MoI 
lacked the “ability to perform basic management 
functions, particularly in personnel, procurement, 
and logistics; and an overall strategy for police oper-
ations and development. . . . Institutional reforms, 
which began in earnest in 2005, were routinely 
resisted or thwarted by political interference, often 
from the highest levels of government.”26 Unlike 
the ANA, the ANP sought to reintegrate demobi-
lized combatants into the forces, which undermined 
development by allowing militia commanders to fill 
police ranks with patrons. By 2010, the ANP was so 
untenable that the United States encouraged the cre-
ation of village-based protection forces, such as the 
Afghan Local Police, which were based on custom-
ary models of self-defense as an alternative.

The most serious obstacle facing the creation 
of both the army and the police related to force 
size planning. When the ANA was initially estab-
lished, planners imagined a force of 70,000 and 
a police force of 60,000. These relatively modest 
numbers ballooned during the period of the mil-
itary surge when the projected size of the ANDSF 
skyrocketed to 196,000 ANA and 162,000 ANP.27 
Analysts argued that it would be impossible to sus-
tain such a large fighting force in a population that 
had such low levels of literacy without returning to 
a conscription-based model.

The outcomes in the ANP and the ANA could 
not be more striking. Although there are reports of 
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corruption and ghost soldiers, the ANA has become 
“a symbol of nationhood and factional nonalign-
ment.”28 A 2017 report on corruption in the security 
forces said that the decision to build the ANA from 
scratch as a national-multiethnic body protected 
it from capture by factional and criminal elements 
as had been the case with the ANP. A senior U.S. 
official was quoted in the report saying, “In the 
Ministry of Defense, the problem is contracts. . . . In 
the MoI it is everything.” In 2017, 44 percent of the 
population said the ANP was honest and fair. In 
contrast, 60 percent said the same of the ANA.29 A 
former interior minister stated that organizational 
reforms led to a professionalization of the army that 
reduced its casualty rates and the perception of its 
corruption compared to the police, which remained 
largely unreformed.30 

Improving Prospects for Successful 
Stabilization Efforts 
One way to improve prospects for successful sta-
bilization and state-building is to recognize that 
democracy is not an end in itself. Rather, state-build-
ing looks to improve the ability of a government 
to provide public goods and services. Elections at 
the national level are not an indicator of successful 
state-building unless the state is also able to provide 
such goods and services.

Second, political decentralization ought to 
be considered carefully as a strategic approach 
for reorganizing failed or failing governments. 
Centralization may be associated with public 
goods provision in some now-wealthy democra-
cies. However, conflict and violence have typically 
resulted in diffused power in fragile states, including 
power asserted by customary, tribal, and insurgent 
organizations that dominate politics outside capital 
cities. It is necessary to consider establishing polit-
ical institutions that fit the local context, including 
the existing power structures rather than creating 
rules that conflict with existing realities.

Third, reform of the bureaucracy is often more 
directly responsible for improvements in public goods 
provision than national elections. It is also import-
ant to consider the prospects for self-governance as a 
solution to administrative challenges. Self-governing 
communities reduce the need for state intervention 
to provide public goods and can provide a framework 
for collaborative or shared governance.

What remains is the political problem intro-
duced earlier. Politicians may not want to give up 
power; nor do bureaucrats who enjoy authority in the 
centralized status quo. The international commu-
nity may not want to move away from relying on the 
old administrative structures. Nor might it want to 
invest resources in mundane public administration 
reforms when the world seems to care more about 
elections. Regardless, we need to more carefully 
explore the links between centralization of power 
and the failures of state-building efforts. PRISM
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