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1. INTRODUCTION

State-building is defined as a process of establishing legal central authority with the monopoly of violence in a
territorially delineated area. Apart from building institutions of governance, infrastructure and physical logistics, it also
involves building of an identity, shared and honoured by all sections of people. In other words, expansion of security and
bureaucratic apparatus does not create a stable state unless the central authority secures popular legitimacy in terms of
compliance of the ruled with the minimum use of force. A stable state formation depends on a variety of ways in which
the “pre-existing organic social formations” such as sectarian, ethnic and tribal groups are incorporated into the new
political system.!

State-building is a historically-rooted endogenous process of transforming state-society relations,ii whereas
international state-building is an exogenous project of the leading powers and international institutions, central
objective of which is to address the transnational threats, notably terrorism, posed by the fragile or collapsed states.
Fragile states refer to the “inadequately consolidated states”ii characterized by the lack of functional capacity and
inability to exercise authority over territory.v While the fragile states run the risk of being succumbed to state failure,
political collapse in the case of states emerging from fratricidal war conduces to the rise and growth of the violent non-
state actors in the ungoverned spaces. In the wake of the unusual spurt in intra-state conflicts during the post-Cold War
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decades, both the categories of states became an enduring source of concerns for the western powers and international
agencies.

International state-building thus evolved as a concept in the 1990s in the backdrop of the international engagement in
resolving violent conflicts in the falling or failed states as part of the UN-initiated peace-building efforts. For the first
time, UN Secretary-general Boutros Boutros Ghali's in his 1992 Report titled An Agenda for Peace highlighted the need
for post-conflict peace-building in the countries emerging from civil war and strife by identifying and supporting
“structures which will tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a relapse into conflict”.v Accordingly,
international peace-building missions were focused on implementing the peace agreement provisions, holding post-
conflict elections and introducing market-oriented liberal economy so as to prevent conflict re-entry.viln the latter half
of the 1990s, however, these post-conflict measures within a short-term timeframe proved to be inadequate in terms of
establishing long-term peace, which led to a growing recognition of the importance of building state institutions before
liberalization.vii

At a time when the international state-building was evolving as a “strategic approach to sustainable peace in post-war
countries”vii supplemented by the increasing focus of the global aid and development agencies on standards of
governance and protection of human rights, international engagement in fragile states came into prominence in the
aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks on the US. The declaration of War on Terror (WoT) in 2001 followed by the US-led
wars of ‘regime change’ in Afghanistan and Iraq served to legitimize international intervention “as both an act of altruism
(on behalf of the citizens of the state) and as an act of self-interest (in order to promote the security of intervening
governments and international society more broadly).”* The underlying logic that prompted involvement of external
actors in the state-building project was the linkage between the state dysfunctionality /fragility and global insecurity. In
explaining the linkages, an analyst argues:

The "failed” or "fragile" state shifted security thinking from focusing on concentrations of state power to worrying about
zones of state powerlessness, where transnational threats can incubate and transit while exploiting the interdependence
of a globalized world to attack developed societies. It simply reinforced thinking that fragile states could no longer be
dealt with at arm's length with aid and advice: there was a new imperative for developed states to address the most
dangerous sites of state weakness.x

Thus, the externally-led attempts to reconstitute the failed or fragile state take place through direct intervention of the
dominant powers and intergovernmental organizations either against the will of the target state or on the invitation of
the primary parties to the conflict in the case of a failed state. The policies and practices of international state-building
are guided by the twin objectives of reconstructing the state where it has collapsed, and prevent the fragile ones from
sliding into political collapse by strengthening formal institutions and state capacity.

Given the historical context in which international state-building emerged as a practice, project, or paradigm, it need not
be confused with the conventional understanding of state-building as an endogenous process. The latter may construct
any type of state (theocratic, illiberal or authoritarian), whereas the international statebuilding aims to build specifically
a stable, effective, liberal-democratic state.xi Drawn on the liberal peace theory, the externally-driven state-building
practices encompass diverse activities and priorities, ranging from institution-building, governance, popular
participation, accountability and local ownership to macro-economic reforms and private sector involvement,
disarmament and de-militarization. The process of re-building the capacity of a failed or failing/fragile state in the deeply
divided societies is therefore too complex and challenging. Its success or failure depends as much on the structural and
agential (leadership) factors as the ability and willingness of the international actors to “serve as an enforcer by
committing adequate resources and following through on its threats.”xi

The case of Afghanistan, where the international state-building undertaking launched in the wake of the overthrow of
the Taliban regime in 2001 prematurely collapsed twenty years later, reveals the limitations of external efforts to build
states internally. Apart from identifying specific sets of factors accounting for the failed project in Afghanistan, this article
also attempts to explain how the international state-building as a concept is theoretically flawed owing to its “problem
solving-approach”xii and empirically unsustainable in a deeply fractured society and more so, in a chaotic regional inter-
state system.

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 1172


https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh

Dr. Aliva Mishra

2. POST-TALIBAN AFGHANISTAN

Weeks after the deadly September 11, 2001 (9/11) terrorist attack, the US launched military operation against
Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban regime in pursuit of its declared policy of War on Terror (WoT). With the signing
of the UN-brokered Bonn Agreement on December 5, 2001 by the anti-Taliban forces comprising the Northern Alliance,xv
the Peshawar-based groups and monarchists loyal to the former king Zahir Shah, US policy in Afghanistan shifted from
the WoT to state-building project.x Apart from establishing a NATO-led International Stabilization Assistance Force
(ISAF) under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter, it provided for a six-month interim government headed by Hamid Karzai, head
of the Popalzai Pashtun tribe, and assisted by the Tajik ministers. The Bonn process laid out a “roadmap of steps over a
five-year period leading through the writing of a constitution, referendum to accept it, and sequential elections for a
president and parliament.”xvi

Accordingly, a loya jirga or Grand Council was convened in June 2002, which was attended by over thousand delegates
chosen from all the administrative districts attended. The Council voted Hamid Karzai as the interim president for a two-
year term.xvii In another loya jirga, the new draft constitution was approved by more than 500 delegates in January 4,
2004, which, among others, proclaimed Afghanistan an Islamic Republic and provided for a strong elected president and
bi-cameral National Assembly. While the lower house, known as Wolesi Jirga was elected by popular vote, one-third
members of the upper house, the Meshrano Jirga was to be appointed by the President and the remaining two-third by
the province and district councils. In the first-ever election of the Afghan head of state in September 2004, the interim
President Hamid Karzai was elected to a full five-year term. Parliamentary and the Provincial Council elections were held
one year later following which a ceremonial opening session of the National Assembly took place in December 2005.xviii
Ravaged by the destructive processes of war for nearly thirty years, Afghanistan finally experienced a semblance of peace
and stability. While the ISAF “played a key role in extending Kabul’s control over the country, especially in the context of
Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs)",xixseveral UN agencies and donor countries were engaged in carrying out the
repatriation and rehabilitation of Afghan refugees, reorganizing the key security institutions, implementing the
programme of Demobilization, Disarmament, and Reintegration (DDR), facilitating civil society activism and
independent media, undertaking major infrastructural projects and economic reforms and above all, rebuilding state
institutions, notably bureaucracy, Afghan National Army and Afghan National Police. “Considering the plethora of large
and localized armed groups present after the downfall of the Taliban”, the DDR processes started through the Afghan
New Beginnings Programme (ANBP) in 2003 “achieved positive results” in terms of disbanding the forces of Northern
Alliance, collecting significant quantities of arms and integrating over sixty thousand former combatants.xx

On the whole, the country was relatively peaceful in the years following the overthrow of Taliban and more important,
the state-building enterprise “was not doomed from the outset; rather, it was undermined by a series of strategic
misjudgments and miscalculations that combined to produce a dispiriting, rather than inspiring, outcome.”*xi Discussion
in the following section, however, goes beyond the design flaws or miscalculations of external agents; it explains how
interplay of four sets of factors - structural limitations, operational dilemma, cultural context and regional complexity -
turned the international state-building project in Afghanistan into a failed experiment.

3. STRUCTURAL LIMITATIONS: CENTRALIZED STATE AND WARLORDS

Success or failure of the post-conflict state-building efforts is contingent on the overarching security, which in the case
of Afghanistan remained an enduring source of concerns for the international state-builders. The US-led NATO forces
overthrew the Taliban regime but the Islamist movement was not wiped out. Nor did the Taliban leaders become part of
the conflict settlement or reconciliation process. Even though national reconciliation was mentioned in the Bonn
Accords, its focus was on “issues of transitional justice, impunity and ethnic alienation, rather than any serious
consideration of political engagement with the Taliban.”*iiExcluded from the UN-sponsored Bonn reconciliation process,
Taliban fighters continued with their resistance from thesafe havens in Pakistan’s Pashtun tribal areas, formerly known
as the Federally Administered Tribal Area (FATA).

Given their “light footprint approach”=diiiand lack of adequate knowledge about the country, the international actors
relied largely on the local allies and proxies to cope with the Taliban threat by co-opting them in the “overly centralized
state.”xvThe component forces of Northern Alliance were, for example, formed into Afghan Militia Force (AMF), which
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was formally under the Ministry of Defence though controlled by the respective warlords. The AMF militiamen were
later incorporated under the DDR prgoamme in 2003into the Afghan National Army (ANA) and the Afghan National
Police (ANP). Their senior commanders were accommodated in the defence and interior ministries, whereas the
prominent leaders were awarded governorship and ministerial positions. The cooption of the Northern Alliance
commanders based on their battlefield strength, however, created a “catch-22 situation” where the post-2001 Afghan
State in order to survive “required the support of a small number of powerful warlords. Yet, in order to make a transition
to a meritocratic ‘modern’ state, it needed to decommission those same warlords.”xxv

The entrenchment of warlords and militia leaders in the central institutions of state not only secured them varying
degrees of access to its resources, contributing to corruption and abuse of power but also undermined the
demilitarization efforts and long-term security goals in Afghanistan. As pointed out by analysts, “the same warlords who
were central to the extreme misery of the civil war in the 1990s have been able to manipulate demilitarization processes
to benefit their own power consolidation through the formal offices of governance has been a crippling challenge to state-
building efforts in Afghanistan.”=vi Similar to national level, the DDR process initiated at the local level prior to the 2005
Parliamentary elections under the rubric of Disbandment of Illegal Armed Groups (DIAG) too failed to dismantle the
“unofficial” (not affiliated to the Northern Alliance) militias controlling much of rural Afghanistan. These smaller militias
were involved in using “the money and arms they received to invest in drug production and engage in land grabs,
predation, political intimidation, and ethnic cleansing - a major source of insecurity for Afghans.”<vii Even though the
spread of insecurity in the periphery led to a feeling of alienation among many Afghans from the state, the US persisted
with its policy of using the local militias as proxies in its counterterrorism campaign against the Taliban, which gave rise
to “a new generation of US-baked warlords’ in addition to the traditional ones.xxviii

The Afghan National Army (ANA)was not only dominated by the Northern Alliance generals but also possessed neither
ability nor the number to confront the Taliban resistance forces in rural Afghanistan. For the ANA was built up gradually
as its rapid expansion was considered costly and financially unviable given the country’s limited internal revenue sources
and the US reluctance to pay for security forces. It was after the Taliban rebounded that the US was actively involved in
funding, training and equipping the Afghan army, which grew in size in the subsequent years, from only 22,000 men in
2005 to over 1, 78,000 in 2020 including 7,300 in the air force.xix Despite billions of dollars spent in building a cohesive
and robust army,*x the ANA proved itself to be ineffective to fend off the resurgent Taliban due to a host of problems it
was beset with, from inter-ethnic rivalry, widespread illiteracy, drug use and poor combat readiness to desertions and
systemic corruption in its leadership ranks. “While the national character of the army was in doubt”, according to an
analyst, “its mercenary character has been strengthening due to the poor vetting of the recruits and weak discipline-”xxxi
The Afghan National Police (ANP) was, likewise, widely criticized as “corrupt and predatory.”*xi Organised as a national
force under the Interior Ministry of the centralized state, it though made up nearly 40 percent of the country’s security
forces “could not play an effective paramilitary role or properly hold even supposed secure areas.”xiii Underequipped
and barely trained, the national police, instead, became the “most hated institution” in Afghanistan for engaging in
torture, extortion and abuses.xxiv With the law enforcement agencies emerging as major source of public insecurity, local
Afghanslost confidence on the state, and their alienation enabled the Talban to increase its presence beyond the Pashtun-
dominated areas in the south. Apart from the worsening security situation, the reconstruction process was also inhibited
by a strong Presidential form of government adopted by the 2004 Constitution, which, in the words of a leading expert
on Afghanistan, “resulted in manipulative neo-patrimonialism and burgeoning corruption.”xxv

As the chief executive of the state without being dependent on the continuing confidence of the Parliament, President
Hamid Karzai dominated the ruling coalition comprising the warlords, regional strongmen, technocrats and
businessmen. At the same time he expanded his control over the government through personal patronage, selective
cooptation and exclusion of political allies and above all, manipulation of presidential election in 2009. The Afghan state
under President Karzai “remains on the whole an empty shell occupied by forces which claim to be acting in the name of
the state but are in fact pursuing their own ends, whether individual, familial, tribal or ethnic.”*xvi So did Karzai’s
successor, President Ashraf Ghani, “who kept a tight, close circle and had only a narrow base of support, micromanaged
both the economy and the state and he discriminated against ethnic minorities.”*vii A strong presidential system of
government thus gave rise to a polity characterized by fragmentation of ruling elite, weak rule of law and misuse of
elections to formalize authority, which, together with the absence of party-system and provincial autonomy,xxxviii
jeopardised the prospects of liberal state-building.
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4. OPERATIONAL DILEMMA

Operational dilemma broadly refers to the divergence between the policy-preferences of the state-builders and the
complex ground realities in the target state. In the case of Afghanistan, the dilemma arose from the contradictions
between the interveners’ vision of a liberal democratic state and their policy initiatives prioritising security and military
strategy over institutional changes and rules of the political game. While, for instance, the underlying rationale of
reconstructing the Afghan state was to bolster its capacity to help facilitate its non-coercive penetration of the society,
the policy priority of the interveners was to achieve the overarching security goal of neutralising the Taliban threat by
co-opting the country’s “politico-economic overloards”*xix and supporting local militias. As a critic has aptly put it,
“Under the influence of persistent local realities - including the dependence of the military on local strongmen - - - the
quest for ‘good governance’ was gradually replaced with a focus on ‘Afghan good enough’.”*

As noted, the policy of accommodating former militia leaders and encouraging the formation of new militias as local
police combined with the failure of DIAG programme to disband the pre-existing illegal armed groups in rural
Afghanistan undermined the state monopoly of legitimate use of violence, a characteristic feature of the stable state.
Likewise, a centralized presidency, adoption of which the international state-builders justified by asserting that “the
country would break apart without firm control at the top”*li ended up in perpetuating inter-ethnic rivalry and personal
patronage, an unprecedented scale of corruption and above all, loss of popular legitimacy.¥it Nowhere was the crisis of
legitimacy more evident than in “the way elections were manipulated by the Afghan political elite with the support of
international actors who viewed elections as technical procedures”, which led to the “widening of the gap between the
government and the Afghan people.”xliii

In any case, the issue of legitimacy had its roots in Afghanistan’s economic and military dependence on the external
sources. Foreign aid in the first decade, for instance, made up nearly 70 per cent of Afghanistan’s yearly budget and
slightly declined between 2011 and 2018. According to some estimates, the US alone spent over $2 trillion since its
invasion in October 2001 and other NATO members, notably the UK and Germany together provided over $50 billion
during the period between 2001 and 2020. As argued by David Lake in his study pertaining to the state-builders’
dilemma, “States willing to bear the high costs of major statebuilding efforts always attempt to install leaders who share
their interests rather than those of the citizens of the target states.”xliv Reflective of this, the donor countries installed
loyal leader as the chief executive - Hamid Karzai in 2004 and Ashraf Ghani in 2014 - and set up a “virtual parallel
administration”®v to oversee the reconstruction efforts through international aid organizations and technical
consultants.

An extreme form of “internationalization of the process”*Vi led to an increasing level of tension between the governing
elite and the narrow clique of technocrats aligned with the western donors, which revealed the operational dilemma
arising from the trade-off between the demand for local ownership and external control.xviit Worse still, the liberal flow
of foreign aid to “win hearts and minds” turned Afghanistan into a “rentier state”. “With foreign aid flows accounting for
some 80 to 90 per cent of official expenditure”, an analyst has pointed out, “the donors had a much more important voice
than the elected parliamentarians, both in the formulation of policy priorities and holding the government accountable
for its spending.”xvii While the lack of accountability sapped the national government’s legitimacy, the reckless
competition among the Afghan ruling elite for political rents in the form of contracts and government licence made

corruption “a central feature of governance.”xlix

In all, the operational dilemma discussed above is not the cause but the consequence of the top-down approach adopted
by the international actors. Drawn on the Weberian perspective, it was focused on the institutionalisation and
stabilisation rather than social cohesion. Related to the latter were the challenges in reconciling liberal state-building
with Afghan culture, traditions, institutions and values. In Afghanistan as in Iraq, Olivier Roy observed, “the issue is the
rooting of a Western model in societies that did not choose this model for themselves - - - and associate it with
encroachment, sanctions and even imperialism.”! Given the externally-driven nature of the state-building project, the
cultural context assumes significance in terms of determining its effectiveness.
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5. CULTURAL CONTEXT

A heterogeneous society divided along the sectarian, ethnic and tribal lines, Afghanistan has gone through a protracted
bloody conflict for many decades. The violent conflict formation involving different factions owes as much to the
country’s segmentary social system and “honour and revenge-based culture”!i as the absence of a strong centralized
state. Historically, state-building efforts by Amir Abdur Rahman of Kabul towards the end of the 19t century and King
Amanullah in the first quarter of the previous century failed to bring about an enduring, stable state form. Besides,
Afghanistan also had no colonial experience of a centralized state unlike several other Global South countries. The
absence of similar experience apart, what made the liberal state-building in Afghanistan all the more challenging was its
resilient political culture, much of which was incompatible with the western concepts of liberty and social justice, secular
democracy and popular empowerment.

In a country where “tribal identity and Islamic identity are fused”,'i regional, religious and tribal coalitions make up the
“collectivities of people who act together for social or political purposes”!ii and authority and legitimacy are vested with
the tribal and religious leaders, replicating western model of liberal state would be, doubtless, a humongous task.
Indicative of this, an overwhelming 85 per cent of respondents in a study conducted in the country’s leading universities
in 2018 believed that “Islamic teachings must be implemented in all areas of life.”liv In a similar study in 2015 among
members of the Afghan National Police across the country, 83 percent justified “armed resistance against those who
criticized Islam, and nearly half believed that international conventions on women and human rights contradicted
Islamic values.”” The basic mismatch of worldview, arguably, explains why the “rational-legal type of a political order”vi
introduced by the international actors suffered legitimacy deficit in the periphery, where“the bulk of the population is
located and key political contests are played out.”!vii

Some scholars, however, maintain that the state-building experiment in Afghanistan failed not because of its resistant
political culture but the lack of appreciating the significance of what Kevin Clements calls, “the customary sources of
legitimacy” “located within the social and community realms.”Viilt is further argued that the international actors
concentrated their efforts on the “institutional sources of “rational-legal types of legitimacy (e.g. security of the state,
rule of law, provision of public goods etc.)” rather than focusing on “the customary forms of governancesuch as collective
decision-making bodies (shuras or jirgas) and community and religious leaders (maliks and mullahs, respectively). They
enhance perceptions of the state, improve support for democratic values, and even serve as a defense against regime
abuses.”lix Given the complexity of the country’s ethnic and tribal make-up and the over-powering influence of tribal-
Islam, whether and to what extent the customary governance and traditional legitimacy would have contributed to the
durability of the post-2001 Afghan state remains in the realm of speculation.

At any rate, state-builders in their attempts to facilitate the community involvement and participation in the
reconstruction project launched the National Solidarity Programme (NSP) in 2003, “the most ambitious participatory
initiative in Afghanistan.”ix Recognising the importance and competence of Afghanistan’s traditional institutions, notably
the jirgas/shuras in the community-based conflict-resolution, they opted for a hybrid model involving the informal
justice system alongside the formal state courtsto settle local-level disputes. Ironically, however, the experiment in
“hybridized governance”! i failed to yield the desired results,xii partly because of rampant corruption in the judiciary and
partly, the greater appeal of Taliban’s shari’a courts among the local Afghans. The fact that a growing number of Afghans
“felt more secure and optimistic about justice prevailing in areas controlled by the Taliban”ii pointed to the
government’s loss of performance-related legitimacy due to its inability to provide security and deliver essential services
in the periphery.

It is thus safe to conclude that the Taliban’s steady growth since 2005 with its parallel administrative system was
inversely related to the receding legitimacy of the internationally-backed Afghan state. As the popular discontentment
grew with the state-building venture amid the worsening security situation and rising civilian casualties, the Taliban
leadership unleashed vicious propaganda campaign and conspiracy theories to whip up xenophobia defined in Islamic
terms against the menacing presence of the infidel outsiders, and justify its armed resistance including the acts of
terrorism. Despite the Obama administration’s decision to double down military retaliation through deployment of over
130, 000 troops in Afghanistan, the Taliban emerged as a formidable force, re-gaining control over 20 percent of the
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territory including the south-eastern Pashtun -dominated region by 2014. While structural, operational and cultural
factors contributed in varied ways to the resurgence of Taliban, the complex regional system with Pakistan playing the
role of a ‘spoiler’ helped facilitate the Taliban’s rise as a resilient fighting force between 2006 and 2014.

6. REGIONAL COMPLEXITY

Contrary to the mainstream understanding of state-building as “an internal exercise”, recent theoretical studies have
underlined the need for taking into account the “external preconditions of state-building”,*vespecially the regional state-
system. Afghanistan, however, cannot be fairly identified with any specific geo-politically defined region given its
peculiar location. It shares the longest, over 2,640 kilometers borders with Pakistan, a South Asian nation, while it is
bounded to the west by a leading West Asian country, Iran, which shares 900 kilometers fragile borders and hosts over
3 million Afghan refugees, and to its north by the Central Asian Republics of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan.
Although Central Asia remained chaotic as the “roots of instability in the region are largely systemic,”xv it had limited
impact on the international state-building efforts in Afghanistan.

Of all its neighbours, Pakistan was the only country that had a sustained involvement in the internal affairs of Afghanistan
ever since it emerged as “frontline state” in the US-backed Afghan resistance movement against the Soviet occupation in
1979. “Without Pakistan”, an analyst noted, there was “little prospect for its success against the Soviets. The sanctuary
of Pakistan allowed the mujahidin (holy warriors) to organize military operations, and the Islamabad government
became a conduit for multinational arms deliveries to those fighting in Afghanistan.”*iAs the US lost interest in
Afghanistan after the Soviet withdrawal in 1989, Pakistan emerged as the key external actor. Initially it preferred a
compliant government in Kabul led by a Pashtun mujahedeen leader but later switched support to the Taliban, a
predominantly Pashtun group comprising the Kandahar-based Afghan talibs (students).

The emergence of Taliban in 1994 under Pakistani patronage significantly changed the political landscape of Afghanistan,
dragging other regional actors, namely Russia, Iran, India, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan into the local conflict in support of
their respective clients.*ii Following the Taliban take-over of Kabul in September 1996 and control over 90 percent of
the country’s territory, Pakistan established its virtual tutelage over Afghanistan, which lasted until the overthrow of the
Taliban rule in October 2001. Among a variety of factors accounting for Pakistan’s Afghanistan obsession, mostimportant
was its strategic rivalry with India, which the country’s security establishment viewed as an existential threat. Pakistan’s
strive to control Afghanistan was thus guided by the belief that the latter would provide “the strategic depth that it
required to buttress its defence against India”and facilitate its influence in the post-Soviet Central Asia.xvii Equally
important was the contentious Mortimer Durand line, which territorially splits Afghanistan’s largest ethnic group,
Pashtuns.xix Wary about its destabilising consequences, Pakistan preferred a compliant regime in Kabul so that the
border feud would be better handled in the case of flare-up.

With the ouster of the Taliban rule and the rise of an internationally-backed liberal Afghan state, Pakistan suffered a
crushing blow to its regional hegemonic ambitions. What was particularly worrisome to Islamabad was a stable
Afghanistan turning into a potential ally of its arch-rival given the disproportionate influence of the New Delhi-backed
former Northern Alliance commanders and leaders in the nascent Afghan state. Pakistan thus chose to preserve the
option of resurrecting the Taliban despite its counterterrorism partnership with the US. Not only did it provide
sanctuaries to the Afghan Taliban and other Islamist groups across borders but also allowed them to re-group and turn
the Afpak (Pakistan-Afghanistan border) region into a base for operations inside Afghanistan.

Besides, Pakistan also helped establish the Quetta Shura, the highest decision-making body of the Taliban and the
Peshawar Shura run by the Haganni network. A “veritable arm of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Agency”,* the
Haqganni nexus represented a significant part of the Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan since 2008. It was responsible for
a series of high-profile attacks in Kabul including the suicide bombing of the Indian Embassy, assassination attempt on
President Hamid Karzai and the seizure of the US Embassy in 2011. Unable to neutralize the Taliban threat despite a
surge in troop levels in 2009 and the periodic drone bombing campaign in Pakistan’s “lawless frontier”, the US began to
explore the exit strategy, especially after its forces located and killed Osama bin Laden in May 2011. As aptly put by
William Maley, “the US moved to extract itself from Afghanistan leaving the problem of Pakistan’s meddling unresolved,
and Afghans gazing into an abyss not of their making.”!xi
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As the drawdown of US troops began in December 2014, signaling its willingness to negotiate a peace deal with Taliban,
Pakistan through its proxy forces projected itself as the lone broker in the negotiations between the Taliban, the US and
Kabul. The process formally took off in December 2018 at Abu Dhabi and culminated in the signing of a peace agreement
between the US and the Taliban representatives at Doha on February 29, 2020. Interestingly, the Doha Agreement
provided for the full US withdrawal over 14 months without making it conditional on a parallel peace agreement between
the Afghan government and the insurgents including the Taliban. The withdrawal timeline was only in exchange for
Taliban commitment to prevent the affiliates of al-Qaeda and ISIL from operating within Afghanistan to threaten the
security of the US and its allies.

In any case, the end of confrontation with the US and progressive reduction of its forces in Afghanistan emboldened the
Taliban fighters to make quick advances, wresting control over dozens of districts and finally, overrunning the country
within weeks after the US troops withdrawal began in May 2021. The capture of Kabul on August 15 by the triumphant
Taliban forces without any resistance from Afghan army laid bare the facade of a state in Afghanistan that the
international actors claimed to have built in the past twenty years at the cost of more than 2 trillion US dollars and loss
of over one hundred thousand Afghan lives.

7. CONCLUSION

The premature collapse of the internationally-backed Islamic Republic of Afghanistan in August 2021 has, once again,
confirmed that the policy practice of international state-building is theoretically flawed and empirically unsustainable.
It was at best a ruse to justify the great powers’ intervention in the target state to serve their geo-strategic interests
rather than transforming state-society relations. The onus of bringing about such transformative change after all lies
with internal actors, particularly those at the helm of affairs or those leading civic movement from the front. In other
words, the agential factor or the quality of leadership assumes more significance than the engagement of international
actors in capacity-building or institution-building. In the case of Afghanistan, the absence of dynamic and inspirational
leadership during the historical juncture turned out to be a crucial factor accounting for the failure of liberal state-
building experiment. Reflective of this, the local leaders and strongmen with privileged position and access to state
resources were interested in preserving the status quo during the post-Taliban decade rather than supporting
progressive change and popular empowerment.

In analyzing four distinct sets of factors - structural, operational, contextual and regional -, this essay has argued that the
failed project of international state-building in Afghanistan has more to do with the interplay of these factors rather each
one of them per se. At the core of the complex interaction of these factors, however, lay the weak, factious and ineffective
local Afghan leadership, which though its external dependence created a ‘phantom state’ “whose governing institutions
may have extenisve external resourcing but lack social or political legitimacy.” Ixxii
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