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A. Introduction  
1 Inaccessible peripheral location, rugged terrain, and relative lack of natural resources 

have considerably encumbered state-building in Afghanistan. For most of its modern 
history since 1747 it has thus be defined primarily as a ‘buffer state’ separating the 
Russian and British empires. In the 19th and 20th centuries the exceedingly weak central 
state repeatedly attempted ambitious modernisation efforts that faltered on its insufficient 
institutional strength and massive resistance of an extremely conservative rural 
population. Competing outside powers have supported opposite sides in this ongoing 
socio-economic struggle, with the British-Russian rivalry being replaced by the German-
British competition during the two World Wars, ultimately superseded during the Cold 
War by the competition between the United States of America and the Soviet Union. 
From the 1950s until 1978 this competition was played out by peaceful means through 
development assistance. Following the Socialist and later Communist takeover of power 
in 1978/1979, Afghanistan became a major front of the Cold War. After the negotiated 
withdrawal of foreign troops in 1989 the conflict continued as a civil war with 
considerable involvement of regional powers. Since 2001 the internal conflict has abated 
under considerable international military and aid presence but has not been resolved. 
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B. Genesis and Evolution of the Conflict 
2 Throughout the 20th century narrow urban elites periodically embarked upon ambitious 

social engineering schemes violently resisted by a conservative rural society seeking to 
defend traditional ways of life and local autonomies. The weakness of formal state 
structures has generally not been commensurate with the ambitious goals of the 
governing elite. As the Afghan state had historically depended on external aid rather than 
domestic revenue, this essentially domestic conflict became a battleground for → super 
power competition. For valid geo-strategic reasons, the West allied itself during this 
conflict with the anti-modern forces of extreme religious conservatism. In the strategic 
context of the → Cold War the immediate outcome of the first phase of the Afghanistan 
conflict constituted an unmitigated success for the West. 

3 The withdrawal of the Soviet Union was followed by a general civil war during which 
most formal and traditional institutions were severely damaged. Eventually, religious 
radicalism and lawlessness produced international → terrorism that necessitated a 
concerted military, political, and economic intervention in the wake of the 11 September 
2001 attacks on the United States. 

4 The resulting United Nations brokered settlement and the subsequent reconstruction 
process required a particularly careful, non-intrusive approach. This has been complicated 
by the peace process running in parallel —and often been subservient— to the ongoing 
American-led ‘war on terror.’ 

1. 1747-1978: Buffer-State and Contentious Modernisation   
5 Afghanistan belongs to the handful non-European states that have never been subject to 

→ colonialism. The precursor of the Afghan state was created in 1747, after an earlier 
attempt at secession from the Persian empire had failed in 1707. Restrictions on the 
conduct of its foreign policy imposed by Great Britain were ultimately lifted in 1919. The 
modern state remained institutionally weak and depended for most of its revenue on 
military and economic contributions by foreign powers.  

6 From 1953-1963 the country pursued an aggressive → irredentist foreign policy against 
Pakistan supported by the Soviet Union. Its heavy economic costs led from 1963-1973 to 
a period of political liberalisation, détente with Pakistan, and rapprochement with the 
United States. A Soviet-supported bloodless coup d’état deposed the monarchy in 1973. 
The ensuing modernist social engineering provoked an Islamist resistance sheltered by 
Pakistan and the United States. 

2. 1978-1992: Communist Period 
7 Following increasing domestic tensions and souring relations with the Soviet Union, the 

communist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan staged on 28 April 1978a bloody 
coup. The party had historically been sharply divided into two rival factions, the mostly 
Pashtun Khalq and the predominantly Tajik Parcham. Ideological intransigence and ill-
advised social engineering almost immediately provoked massive domestic resistance, 
while factional infighting drastically reduced the coherence of the government. The 
Islamist resistance was enjoying significant foreign backing, mostly from the US, 
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and China. The communist Afghan government proved unable to 
meet the challenge and repeatedly asked for Soviet military support, including the 
deployment of ground troops according to the terms of the 1978 Treaty of Friendship, 
Cooperation and Good Neighbourliness (→ Treaties of Friendship, Commerce and 
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Navigation) that permitted Soviet deployment in case of an Afghan request (→ 
Intervention on Invitation). 

8 Having repeatedly turned down such requests, the Soviet leadership worried by the 
increasing instability of the Afghan government and the impact of the unfolding Iranian 
revolution eventually overruled its earlier strategic assessments and massively increased 
military deployments. On 27 December 1979 the Soviet → armed forces intervened in 
the ongoing inner-party struggle, deposing the Kalq in favour of the Parcham faction. 

9 The Soviet Union portrayed the intervention as covered by the terms of the 1978 Treaty 
of Friendship, seeing it as an internal Afghan affair (→ Armed Conflict, Non-
International). With reference to the Breshnev doctrine that promised support to fellow 
socialist nations threatened by external subversion (→ Doctrines (Monroe, Hallstein, 
Breshnev, Stimson)) and the close geographical proximity it was also argued that 
Afghanistan constituted a Soviet → sphere of influence, thereby further justifying the 
military support given to its government.  

10 Internationally, the intervention was sharply denounced by the West as unlawful (→ 
Intervention, Prohibition of), ending the preceding period of super power → détente. The 
→ non-aligned movement remained sharply divided over the issue. The ensuing conflict 
became a major proxy battleground between the super powers in the course of which 
Soviet and Afghan government troops largely controlled the cities while the Islamist → 
insurgency dominated the countryside, inflicting crippling economic and military costs on 
the Soviet Union.  

11 After the political changes initiated by Michail Gorbachev made a resolution of the 
conflict possible, the → United Nations offered their good offices resulting in a series of 
agreements concluded between the Afghan government, Pakistan, the USSR and the 
United States in Geneva which provided the legal basis for the withdrawal of foreign 
troops (Agreements on the Settlement of the Situation Relating to Afghanistan, concluded 
at Geneva on 14 April 1988 under UN auspices, commonly referred to as the ‘Geneva 
Agreements’).  

12 Surprisingly, the military and administrative performance of the Afghan government 
actually improved after the final Soviet withdrawal on 15 February 1989. It collapsed 
only after the new government of → Russia refused to continue to support the erstwhile 
communist ally in 1992.  

3. 1992-1996: Mujahedin Period 
13 The collapse of the communist government also deprived the factitious mujahedin 

alliance of its unifying force. Unable to agree on a successor government, a general civil 
war (→ Armed Conflict, Internal) ensued in which regional powers were strongly 
implicated. In April 1992 an agreement was concluded in Peshawar between most of the 
factions to form a Transitional Council for two months, that would then be replaced by a 
Leadership Council under Burhannudin Rabbani for four months.  

14 In July 1992 the Islamic State of Afghanistan was proclaimed as the successor to the 
Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, with Rabbani as its president, a development 
welcomed by the international community (GA Resolution A/RES/47/119 of 18 
December 1992). The Peshawar Accord, however, quickly unravelled and the mujahedin 
factions turned against each other in a bewildering succession of alliances, counter-
alliances, betrayals, and severe atrocities committed by all against all. All mediation 
efforts and peace agreements proved ultimately futile.  
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4. 1996-2001: Taliban Period 
15 In response to the ongoing civil war, the newly constituted → Taliban quickly subdued 

the other factions. Once they captured Kabul on 27 September 1996, they became the → 
de facto regime in control of about 90% of the Afghan territory. Their Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan, however, failed to obtain international recognition (→ Non-Recognition), 
except from Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, while the 
international community continued to treat the Rabbani → government-in-exile as the 
legitimate repository of Afghan → sovereignty. The remaining mujahedin forces formed 
the United Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan (Northern Alliance) supported mainly 
by Iran and Russia. Decrying the rapidly deteriorating internal human rights situation, and 
identifying the external threat posed by terrorist groups operating from Taliban-controlled 
territory, the → United Nations, Security Council imposed a series of increasingly harsh 
→ sanctions, which failed, however, to have a noticeable impact. 

5. After 2001: International Intervention and Assistance 
16 The situation on the ground changed dramatically after the terrorist attacks of 11 

September 2001 in the US. Both the → United Nations, General Assembly (A/RES/56/1 
of 12 September 2001) and the Security Council condemned the attacks the very next day 
as representing a ‘threat to international peace and security’, and recognised the ‘inherent 
right of individual or collective → self-defence in accordance with the Charter’ 
(S/RES/1368 (2001) of 12 September 2001), reiterating the threat posed by the 
involvement of al-Qaeda in terrorist activities (S/RES/1333 (2000) of 19 December 
2000). Acting under Chapter VII, it now established a legal framework for states to 
combat terrorists and states aiding them (S/RES/1373 (2001) of 28 September 2001).  

17 Believing that al-Qaeda (→ Non-State Actors), supported by the Taliban regime, had 
played a critical role in the attacks of 11 September (→ Responsibility of States for 
Private Actors), US President Bush delivered on 20 September 2001 an ultimatum to the 
Taliban regime to hand over the al-Qaeda leaders and verifiably close down the alleged 
terrorist camps.  

18 On 6 October 2001 President Bush informed Congress that the demands had not been met 
and that military action would commence the next day, underlining the willingness of the 
US government to support an internationally brokered post-conflict settlement. The 
military campaign although not mandated by the UN Security Council was widely 
perceived to be a legitimate form of self-defence and enjoyed broad political support 
beyond the relatively small number of direct military allies involved. It essentially used 
the Northern Alliance as the ground forces of the Coalition. 

19 In anticipation of the outcome of the war, on 3 October 2001 the former Algerian minister 
of foreign affairs Lakhdar Brahimi was re-appointed as → Special Representative of the 
→ United Nations, Secretary-General. He presented the outline of a process for 
settlement to the Security Council on the same day the Northern Alliance retook Kabul. 
These suggestions were endorsed by the Council the following day (S/RES/1378 (2001) 
of 14 November 2001) calling upon member states to provide necessary emergency relief, 
long-term assistance for the reconstruction process, and military support to ensure 
security in areas no longer under Taliban control.  
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C. International Mediation Efforts prior to 2001 
1. Ineffectual United Nations Involvement 

20 Throughout most of the Cold War, superpower involvement rendered the conflict solution 
measures indicated in the → United Nations Charter largely ineffective, with particularly 
the Security Council being unable to act decisively due to superpower → veto. In 
Afghanistan the UN was consequently restricted to merely observe the situation and 
deliver humanitarian assistance. Once the Soviet Union indicated in 1988 its willingness 
to disengage, the UN assumed a more prominent monitoring and mediating role, reflected 
in a number of dedicated missions. The endeavours proved, however, unable to resolve 
the underlying differences of the local factions of the Afghan civil war.  

 (a) Monitoring by the Secretary-General and the General Assembly 
21 Following the intervention of 1979, the Security Council was blocked by the Soviet 

Union to censure the action and thus referred the issue to the General Assembly 
(S/RES/462 (1980) of 9 January 1980). The latter met in an emergency session and 
adopted what became the first (ES-6/2 of 14 January 1980) of an ongoing series of annual 
resolutions on ‘The situation in Afghanistan’ (A/RES/62/6 of 13 December 2007). In 
addition the General Assembly began from 1985 to monitor the human rights situation 
(→ International Monitoring and Surveillance) through its Special Rapporteur on Human 
Rights in Afghanistan. 

 22 Likewise, the Secretary-General has from 1980 delivered at least annually a report to the 
Security Council on ‘The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for international 
peace and security’ (A/62/722–S/2008/159 of 6 March 2008) (→ United Nations, 
Reports of the Secretary-General on Security Issues).  

(b) 1988-1989: UNGOMAP: Verification and Good Offices  
23 Following the conclusion of the 1988 Geneva Accords on mutual super power 

withdrawal, the Security Council (S/RES/622 (1988) of 31 October 1988) authorised the 
establishment of the United Nations Good Offices Mission in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
(UNGOMAP). The mission was mandated to oversee the withdrawal of foreign troops 
and authorised to receive complaints from both sides about alleged improper 
implementation of the Accords (→ Verification of Facts). As a small disengagement 
missions without a mandate to use force let alone enforce peace, it can be seen as the last 
‘traditional’ → peace keeping operation of the UN. 

(c) 1990-1993: OSGAP: Failed UN Transition Plan  
24 With the lapse of UNGOMAP’s mandate on 14 February 1990, one year after the Soviet 

withdrawal, the Office of the Secretary-General in Afghanistan and Pakistan (OSGAP) 
was established (S/RES/647 (1990) of 11 January 1990). OSGAP drafted a transition plan 
once the United States and the Soviet Union suspended military aid to their respective 
clients and declared their support for a UN-sponsored transfer of power to an interim 
government. As fighting intensified in 1992 the mujahedin closed in on Kabul and 
brought the communist government to fall, thereby pre-empting the transition plan. 



AFGHANISTAN CONFLICT 

 

(d) 1993-2001: UNSMA: Futile Mediation by Special Representative  
25 Under the influence of the continued heavy fighting the General Assembly requested the 

Secretary-General in December 1993 to establish the United Nations → Special Mission 
to Afghanistan (UNSMA) (A/RES/48/208 of 21 December 1993, para. 4) to meditate 
between the factions. In July 1998 Lakhdar Brahimi was appointed as Special 
Representative and formally recognised the conflict’s regional nature (S/RES/1193 
(1998) of 28 August 1998), leading to the creation of the Six-plus-Two Group (Pakistan, 
Iran, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and China plus Russia and the US). 

26 Between 1998-2001 the Taliban government was subjected to increasingly onerous 
sanctions (S/RES/1267 (1999) of 15 October 1999, S/RES/1333 (2000) of 19 December 
2000 and S/RES/1363 (2001) of 30 July 2001). Given Taliban intransigence and 
continued regional military interference especially by Pakistan, the mediation efforts by 
the Special Representative were ‘frozen’ by the Secretary-General in 1999. 

2. Brahimi Report on UN Peace Operations 
27 Following his demission, Special Representative Brahimi was recalled to New York to 

serve between 1999-2001 as Under-Secretary for Special Assignments, chairing the 
independent panel convened by Secretary-General Annan on 7 March 2000 to review 
overall UN preventive and peacemaking efforts (Report of the Panel on United Nations 
Peace Operations, A/55/305-S/2000/809, commonly referred to as the ‘Brahimi Report’). 
The report makes the conceptional distinction between neutral interpellation and 
observation by lightly armed → peace keeping forces, and the more muscular → peace 
building able to enforce political solutions. The report advocated the concept of 
‘subcontracting’ peace-enforcement to interested national or regional contingents which 
would remain under national command.  

28 Much of the approach taken subsequently by the UN in Afghanistan drew on the 
recommendations of this report, in particular the attempt to coordinate all UN efforts, i.e. 
both military peacekeeping, civilian police aspects, political affairs, humanitarian 
assistance, as well as physical and institutional reconstruction provided by many different 
UN agencies and organs into a coherent and integrated structure. These considerations 
guided the approach taken by the United Nations during the Bonn process, in particular 
the creation of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) 

D. Bonn Process 2001-2005: Political Stabilisation and Transition 
29 In anticipation of the American-led attack on the Taliban regime, Brahimi was re-

appointed as Special Representative on 3 October 2001 to prepare multilateral 
negotiations supported by the members of the Six-plus-Two Group, especially Iran and 
Pakistan. In his report to the Security Council on 13 November 2001, the day the Taliban 
withdrew from Kabul, Brahimi laid out his strategic vision for the UN’s role in 
Afghanistan. It emphasised the importance of regional support, acceptance by local power 
holders, a transparent road map towards the establishment of basic political institution, 
speed to keep up with the rapidly developing military situation on the ground, and 
sufficient levels of international financial support and muscular peace building 
(S/RES/1378 (2001) of 14 November 2001).  
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1. Bonn Agreement  

(a) Participants 
30 The United Nations thus convened in Bonn-Petersberg from 27 November until 5 

December 2001 negotiations between the major Afghan factions. The delegates 
represented four main groups: the Tajik-dominated Northern Alliance, whose troops had 
already occupied Kabul (and the major ministries) by the time the negotiations began in 
Bonn. Its delegation reported to exiled president Rabbani. 

31 The other factions were the so-called Cyprus Group representing the Iran-based Dari-
speaking diaspora and including representatives of the Shi’a Hazara minority; the 
Peshawar Group representing the Pakistan-based Pashto-speaking diaspora; and the 
Rome Group around the former king, representing the moderate Western diaspora. 

(b) Process not Settlement 
32 The negotiations in Bonn resulted in the signing on 5 December 2001 of the Agreement 

on Provisional Arrangements in Afghanistan Pending the Re-establishment of Permanent 
Government Institutions, (UN/SC 7234, 6 December 2001), commonly referred to as the 
‘Bonn Agreement’. This agreement set out a process towards rather than the actual 
settlement of political issues. Given the combined pressures of time and a rapidly 
changing military reality, the groups assembled in Bonn did not fully represent the 
political and ethnic diversity of Afghanistan. Due to this perceived lack of legitimacy, the 
Bonn process did not attempt to resolve substantial disputes but concentrated on laying 
down an ambitious timeframe for the reconstruction of the political instruments of 
government. It was, correctly, believed that the unrepresentative nature of the meeting 
would be quickly forgotten if it would eventually lead to a legitimate government.  

2. Substantial Outcome and Political Roadmap 
33 The Bonn Agreement envisaged the official transfer of power to an Interim Authority on 

22 December 2001, outlining the establishment of further state institutions. Given the 
implication of virtually all mujahedin forces in the commission of → war crimes, the 
Agreement contains no meaningful provisions for → transitional justice in post-conflict 
situations.  

34 The Agreement resolved the ambiguous legal situation left by successive previous 
regimes and their incompatible contentious legal systems by reinstating the least 
controversial 1964. All prior legislation was deemed to be prima facie valid unless it 
contravened the constitution or international legal commitments. Decrees were to 
substitute for legislation, subject to eventual parliamentary revision. 

(a) Interim Authority 
35 The UN did not assume any formal administrative responsibility but sovereignty was 

transferred to the Interim Authority whose mandate was limited to six months to convene 
an Emergency Loya Jirga whose broader representation would allow a more legitimate 
basis for the Transitional Government that it would name.  

36 The Emergency Loya Jirga convened in Kabul from 11-19 June 2002 and had three tasks: 
choose the head of state, decide the structure of the Transitional Authority and approve 
the key personnel that was to lead Afghanistan for a maximum of two years until 
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elections could be carried out. It was composed of 1,051 elected and 550 appointed 
delegates representing all sections of society, and enjoyed considerable legitimacy. 

 (b) Transitional Authority 
37 The Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan thus created was to expire within 18 

months during which basic state institutions were to be created, a new constitution 
approved and elections held. As before, new legislation could be introduced by decree 
subject to later parliamentary revision. Re-establishing state institutions depended on 
three special commissions dedicated to justice reform, civil service, and human rights. 

 (c) Constitutional Process and Elections 
38 A nine-member Constitutional Drafting Commission was appointed on 5 October 2002 

made up of technical drafters rather than political actors. Its draft was revised by the 35 
members of the Constitutional Review Commission. The elected Constitutional Loya 
Jirga convened on 14 December 2003 to review the final draft and adopted it with 
amendments on 4 January 2004. The new constitution was ratified by the President on 26 
January 2004. Foreign legal expertise was consulted only in an eclectic and unsystematic 
manner, but considerable logistical support was provided by the UNAMA and UNDP.  

39 The Bonn process previewed joint presidential and parliamentary elections by June 2004. 
Due to the relative complexity of parliamentary elections, it was decided to hold separate 
elections. Presidential elections took place on 9 October 2004 and confirmed Karzai in 
office. Parliamentary elections were twice postponed and finally took place on 18 
September 2005. Both elections were held with very considerable UN support. 

(d) Islamic Republic 
40 The inauguration of parliament formally ended the transition period previewed in the 

Bonn Agreement. The constitution establishes a presidential Islamic Republic with a 
bicameral parliament, a highly centralized administration, strong minority and linguistic 
rights, and a comprehensive catalogue of human rights. Islam occupies a strong 
integrative role and is given significant influence over the legal system. With the 
successful establishment of basic political institutions, the focus of reconstruction and 
international assistance thereafter shifted towards increasing the capacity of the 
administration and laying the foundations for → sustainable development.  

3. International Support during the Transition Period 
(a) UNAMA 

41 To deal with issues beyond security, the Security Council endorsed (S/RES/1401 (2002) 
of 28 March 2002) the report by the Secretary-General (S/2002/278 of 18 March 2002) 
that called for the establishment of a UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) 
with a yearly renewable mandate to help implement the Bonn Agreement and to assist in 
the relief, recovery and reconstruction of the country, stressing the intention of the UN to 
follow a non-intrusive approach. 

42 The mission possesses no operational responsibility for administering any part of 
Afghanistan and holds no reserved powers. Full sovereignty lies with the Afghan 
authorities who bear ultimate responsibility for the Agreement’s implementation. Given 
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the endemic weakness state institutions, however, UNAMA has de facto played a very 
active advisory role, leading at times criticised as constituting a ‘parallel administration.’ 

 (b) ISAF 
43 The international community and the United Nations were invited in the Bonn Agreement 

to dispatch a stabilisation force. In its endorsement of the Agreement, the Security 
Council created a six-month, renewable mandate under Chapter VII for this force and 
authorised member states to deploy troops under their own command (S/RES/1386 
(2001) of 20 December 2001). The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was 
led by the UK, Turkey, Germany and the Netherlands, before the → North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisation (NATO) assumed command. 

44 Initially, ISAF was limited to operations in Kabul but has since seen its mandate extended 
to selected provinces (S/RES/1520 (2003) of 13 October 2003) where it established so-
called Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRT) as a joint civilian-military mechanism to 
provide humanitarian and development assistance. ISAF coexists with the much larger, 
American-led coalition (‘Operation Enduring Freedom’) which is a combat force not 
mandated by the UN. The insufficient observation of the laws of war by the coalition has 
repeatedly been criticised (→ Humanitarian Law, International; → Human Rights and 
Humanitarian Law), in particular the insufficient protection of the → civilian population 
in armed conflict and the denial of → prisoner of war status and systematic detainee 
abuse (→ Guantanamo, Detainees; → Geneva Conventions I-IV (1949)). 

 (c) Donor Conferences of Berlin and Tokyo 
45 To meet urgent financial needs of the Interim Authority, UNDP established the 

Afghanistan Interim Authority Fund immediately after the conclusion of the Bonn 
Agreement. The first contributions of donor countries were to be used to establish work 
places for the Interim Authority and to pay the salaries of Afghan civil servants.  

46 Major donor conferences held in Tokyo in mid-January 2002 and in Berlin in April 2004 
have helped define the broad outlines for peace-making and reconstruction in 
Afghanistan. In Tokyo discussions and pledges were based on a Preliminary Needs 
Assessment for Recovery and Reconstruction for 2002-2006, which included estimates of 
the reconstruction costs and helped prioritise funding by donor countries (‘lead nations’). 
In Berlin, a major costing exercise, Securing Afghanistan’s Future, outlined the scope of 
outstanding donor funding. Most direct budgetary support to the government was 
channelled through three multilateral funds: Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund 
(ARTF), Law and Order Trust Fund (LOTFA), and Counter-Narcotics Trust Fund 
(CNTF). 

E. Kabul Process 2006-2010: Institution-Building and Recovery 
47 During the transition period the focus lay on humanitarian aid, infrastructure, and creating 

nominal political institutions. Inauguration of the new parliament successfully concluded 
the transition process agreed in Bonn. The donor community thus met with the Afghan 
government in early 2006 in London to agree on a common foundation for the next phase 
of international assistance, shifting from emergency aid to sustainable state building.  

48 The jointly agreed Afghanistan Compact identified three critical pillars of activity 
(security/governance, rule of law/human rights, and socio-economic development), 
supplemented by five cross-cutting issues (counter-narcotics, gender, regional 
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cooperation, corruption, and environment). The shift from emergency aid towards 
sustainable reconstruction is reflected in the tight integration of the Afghanistan Compact 
with the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS). The latter will eventually 
meet the World Bank requirements for a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, an eligibility 
requirement for ‘normal’ multilateral lending. 

F. Assessment 
 49 Given the intractable nature of the civil war and the futility of countless mediation efforts, 

the relative success of the Bonn Agreement is remarkable. This success was grounded in 
its strong emphasis on speed, fixed timelines and concentration on a limited number of 
political benchmarks. While necessary, this emphasis on nominal institutions has 
obscured the actual administrative capacity of the state which remains largely 
dysfunctional. Educational standards and organisational capabilities are among the worst 
in the world, thus rendering effective governance illusory. The state is heavily 
fractionised and unable to act in a concerted fashion. Furthermore, the normative outlook 
of society remains sharply contested. The constitution does not settle these issues, 
including the relative power of state organs and the role of religion. The assumption of a 
commonality of interests and normative vision between the international community and 
Afghan society is likewise problematic. International standards on human rights, 
administrative and economic efficiency, or aid effectiveness are widely rejected. Due to 
limited absorption capacities, increased funding alone is unlikely to alleviate these 
challenges.  

 50 Given the weakness of formal state institutions, the conservative outlook of society, the 
prevalence of very substantial narcotics production amounting to more than half of gross 
national product, the persistence of violence and a growing insurgency, and the continued 
competition between the interests of external powers, the sustainability of state-building 
in Afghanistan will remain tenuous for the foreseeable future. 
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