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Introduction 

The post-Cold War international environment has become conspicuous 
for a changed appreciation of the concept of state sovereignty. Under the new 
concept of ‘sovereignty as responsibility’, the failure of a state to enforce its 
coercive authority over its territory, and inability, either to deliver services or 
protect the population from violence, was justified as a reason strong enough for 
international community to intervene for rebuilding the so-called failed states.(1) 
Somalia, Sudan, Haiti, Liberia, Sierra Leone, the Balkans, East Timor, 
Afghanistan and more than forty other states have experienced international 
intervention in the post-Cold War era; the rationale is state failure and the 
remedy is international intervention for state building. Such international 
interventions are followed by attempts at building and rebuilding of institutions 
of the fractured state. This interventionist state-building practice is guided by the 
Western notion of a centralized, bureaucratized Weberian state that exercises a 
monopoly of power over violence within its territory. Such conventional top 
down understanding of state building is, in turn, manifested in attempts at 
constructing security sector apparatuses, a centralized bureaucracy for tax 
collection, service provision, and political institutions based on liberal 
democratic lines, such as, a constitution, elections, a civil society and a liberal 
market economy. 

The liberal re-construction of post-conflict states stem from 
conventional state-failure discourses, which identify state weakness and failure 
with lack of legitimacy of domestic political systems.(2) Such an understanding 
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of state failure is carried into the state-building models. State building is hence 
theorized as strengthening of democratic forms of political participation and 
carried out in practice through bringing in Western democratic forms of 
governance practices, including constitutional guarantees of individual rights, 
elections, political parties, civil society and the like. Liberal political order is 
accompanied by reforms in the economic field. Since economic under-
development is cited as another area of deficiency in failed states,(3) theoretically 
this limitation is argued to be a function of lack of liberal economic institutions. 
It is supposedly tackled through an orientation towards liberal market 
institutions, including free trade, macro-economic management, property rights, 
greater private sector role and a free market. 

In the building of liberal political and economic order, paradoxes 
emerge because despite aiming for stability, Western democratic and market 
reforms may not blend well with the local cultural, traditional and economic 
norms and practices in intervened failed states. Especially problematic have 
been democratic legitimacy experiments in elections and participatory politics in 
post-intervened states. International state builders have found it hard to handle 
the paradoxes generated from rapid political and economic liberalization 
experiments in post-conflict settings. This paper attempts to bring out the 
various paradoxical practices in the liberal order and their resultant destabilizing 
and slowing impact on the state building efforts. The framework of this paper is 
designed around five sections. After introduction, Section two divulges into the 
paradoxes resulting from liberal state-building models in post conflict and 
intervened states. Section three focuses on liberalization paradoxes in post-2001 
state building exercise in Afghanistan. Section four briefly attempts to address 
the issue of how to address the liberalization paradoxes in intervened conflict 
states. And the last section provides the conclusions. 

State building as building of a liberal 

order: The liberalization paradoxes 

State building is theoretically understood as the building of a liberal 
political and economic order, exemplified by the following explanations: 

 

 

State Building as Liberal Political and Economic Order 

 

Dobbins Nation building(4) (state building) is the use of armed 
forces in the aftermath of a conflict to underpin a 
transition to democracy.(5) 

Paris and Sisk State building is the construction of legitimate, effective 
governmental institutions.(6) 

Brinkerhoff Stabilization and Reconstruction (state building) S&R 
missions in post-intervened settings prioritize governance 
by focusing on ‘democratization and elections, legislative 
development, formal government structures, civil society 
participation, combating corruption and reforming central 
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institutional architecture of the state’.(7) 

OECD State building is an ‘endogenous process to enhance the 
capacity, institutions and legitimacy of the state, driven by 
state society relations’.(8) 

Fritz and Menocal State building priorities include constitution making, 
elections, centre-periphery relations, security, legal 
framework and administrative governance including the 
creation of civil service and public financial 
management.(9) 

 
Liberalism in post-conflict societies is profoundly pronounced in the 

construction of a democratic and legitimate political order. The ideals of 
democratic legitimacy owe their renewed resurgence to the fall of socialism. In 
the period immediately following the end of Cold War, democracy was 
emphasized as the new panacea for Third World political deficiencies. Literature 
produced by the donor agencies (engaged in post-conflict reconstruction) in 
particular, are mindful of the significance of building legitimate state 
institutions. This literature underscores the importance of effective engagement 
in post-conflict settings, through aiding legitimate and democratic state-building 
process.(10) The state’s ability to manage state-society expectations and state-
building process, it is argued, is influenced by the degree of legitimacy it has in 
the eyes of its population. State building is, therefore, declared as the virtuous 
circle of legitimacy, projected as both the means as well as an end for successful 
state building.(11) Constitution making, elections, democratic participation of 
individuals and groups in political settlement and promotion of civil society, 
independent media and free market are some of the tools for experimenting with 
liberal governance in post-conflict societies. The discussion below argues that 
the pursuit of rapid political and economic liberalization strategies in 
conventional state-building model has proved to be paradoxical, and has 
generated many dilemmas, thereby impeding the attainment of state building 
goals. 

Post-conflict societies are usually characterized by a lack of agreement 
on basic rules of political engagement and competition and strengthening of 
institutional capacity for service provision. Introduction of liberal democracy in 
such post-conflict settings may not complement the process of state building. 
Donor’s brand of democratization, which encompasses active role for civil 
society and local media, promotion of women representation and guarantees of 
minority rights, may not blend in because of incompatibility with the shared 
local norms of conflict and post-conflict societies. Western donor’s emphasis on 
the growth of civil society organizations, without corresponding development of 
essential qualities of moderation and accommodation, may act as a recipe for 
political instability in nascent democracies.(12) Introduction of factional 
democracy in a weak and divided country can spell disaster. Examples of 
Somalia (mid 1980s), Ethiopia (early 1990s), Sudan and Mozambique (1980s) 
show that a lack of agreement on basic rules to manage conflicts and weak 
economic safeguards to the elites, encouraged conflicts to manifest freely in the 
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wake of democratic reforms; political parties deliberately promoted ethnic and 
religious identities whereas the elites established monopolistic positions.(13) 

Recent literature highlights the disruptive impact of transition to 
democratic legitimacy.(14) Nascent democracies may prove more indulgent in 
neo-patrimonial and clientelist practices, nullifying the arguments of democratic 
regimes being more accountable and responsible in running state affairs.(15) 
Cambodia’s example serves to illustrate that democratization reforms and 
electoral competition in societies dominated by factional politics, there is likely 
to develop distrust between coalition partners, which may exacerbate violence, 
produce intimidation and suppression of political opponents.(16) And Angola’s 
case suggests that holding elections before consolidating parties and disarming 
groups may give a setback to the democratization process, and a push the society 
into war and violence.(17) Reservation is also expressed on promoting democracy 
in poor, ethnically divided and religious societies, which are characterized by 
lack of effective state structures and absence of a tradition of political 
accountability or local self rule.(18) Similar findings are also suggested by 
Enterline and Grieg’s study on ‘imposed democracies’ in intervened states. 
Their study suggests imposed democracies to have a high co-relation to failure, 
especially in the first ten years of democracy’s inception. This was most likely 
in those post-conflict states that were ethnically heterogeneous and had very low 
GDP levels (domestic environment). Both positively co-related with the failure 
of weak democracies in intervened states.(19) 

Democratic legitimacy’s main thrust in post-conflict situations is 
holding of free, fair and transparent elections for the purpose of installing a 
government that is representative of wider sections of population. Elections in 
post-conflict settings have generated their own set of controversies; especially 
contentious has been the issue of timing of elections. External state builders 
have found it problematic to balance the decision between holding elections at 
the earliest after restoration of minimal order, or afterwards, when objectives of 
stability and disarmament are achieved. There have been attempts by external 
state builders to devise electoral rules in conflict settings to achieve desirable 
results through a process of ‘electoral engineering.’(20) It has included measures, 
such as, increased financial assistance to moderates for increasing their chance 
of winning elections (1998 Bosnian elections), devising rules that bar warlords 
from running for elections (parliamentary elections in Afghanistan) and 
requiring candidates to seek multi-ethnic votes for success. These engineering 
attempts by external actors have raised doubts over the legitimacy of elected 
candidates as genuine representatives of the locals. Engineering of votes has also 
failed to check the issue of ethnic votes going to ethnic leaders, who at times (as 
Bosnian case suggests) may be involved in war crimes. In such cases, given the 
history of repression and conflict among ethnicities, as in the Balkans, 
candidates may feel difficulty in appealing to multi-ethnic votes. And moderate 
candidates adopting multi-ethnic vote appeal may be dubbed anti-nationalists by 
their respective groups. In the 2010 presidential elections in Bosnia, the Serb 
presidential candidate was largely seen as anti-Serb by his fellow Serbian 
population for the concessions he promised to secure Muslim votes.(21) 
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Liberalization for the sake of promoting peace building and an all-
inclusive political process may carry strains in conflict states. Efforts for peace 
making may collide with those necessary for creating effective statehoods. For 
example, political deals for ending conflicts may undermine requirements of 
justice and peace by giving concessions to leaders responsible for civil war and 
human sufferings. Brokered deals with elites through allocation of economic 
rents may stabilize the political system briefly, but undermine economic 
viability of the state in the longer term. Peace deals may grant special 
concession to particular powerful groups, in terms of the exclusion of more 
marginalized groups. And conversely, the threat of prosecution, for example, by 
the International Criminal Court (ICC), may discourage the militant leadership 
from negotiating peace.(22) Furthermore, as Afghanistan’s case suggests, local 
warlords may be deliberately strengthened by external actors for the sake of 
cooperation in counter-terrorism objectives, leaving the central government with 
little choice but to co-opt them in important positions in the government.(23) The 
state builder’s reliance on warlords for counter-insurgency is highly criticized by 
scholars, who express reservations regarding their submission to centralized 
state authority.(24) 

The pursuit of liberal economic order in intervened states also produces 
paradoxes and limitations. The neo-liberal economic theory argues in favour of 
curtailing state’s intrusive role in the economy. It is argued by the neo-liberals 
that markets are more efficient in resource allocation, therefore, intervention by 
the state in the natural working of markets generated negative effects on growth 
rates.(25) Intrusive management of economy by the state provided opportunities 
for officials and entrepreneurs to engage in corruption and rent seeking.(26) The 
neoliberal market consensus,(27) in short, argued that the state was supposed to 
act as a manager of a market economy, having responsibility for legal order, 
stable property rights, infrastructure and social services, provision and 
promotion of democratic accountability, and civil society participation. 
Therefore, polities needed to be based on market economy, democracy and 
institutional reforms of rightsizing bureaucracy in order to reduce incentives for 
corruption and rent seeking. Neo-liberal theory influenced an ideological re-
orientation in the UN and donor agencies, which stressed strategies for 
promoting liberal market and democratic practices as a remedy to conflicts in 
the developing countries. 

These principles of liberal governance were exported to developing 
countries, while International Financial Institutions (International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank) promoted the ideology under its loan conditionality 
in relation to its Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs). Based on the above 
assumptions, free market economy demands the restructuring of an economy by 
removing state subsidies and curtailing extra governmental expenditures, usually 
through cuts in public welfare systems. The liberalization experiment, by 
limiting state functions in the absence of strong regulatory institutions for 
overseeing the working of financial bodies and by demoting state’s institutional 
capacity through its free markets system, increased poverty and led to a decline 
in living standards for many African and Asian countries. It also failed to carry 
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any impact on the conflict states intervened by the UN under the Liberal Peace 
Thesis.(28) In post-conflict states, such reforms hit low-income groups badly and 
created a legitimacy deficit for the state-building process. Reduction in tariffs or 
export duties as an instrument of enhancing free trade, (another structural reform 
of the IMF), narrows the revenue base of the government. Privatization of public 
enterprises, without defining property rights enforcement and regulatory 
frameworks such as monopoly laws, creates further problems.(29) A recent 
research suggests a rise in income inequalities in free market transitions.(30) Such 
economic transitions may end up benefiting some groups at the expense of 
others. Scholars, therefore, argue that such economic growth will seldom help 
stabilize a political system, unless the benefits of economic revival are shared 
across all social constituencies.(31) 

To sum up, this section argued that the emphasis on liberal political and 
economic reforms in post-intervention state-building model generates several 
paradoxes and inhibits the achievement of state-building goals. The liberal 
variant of state building is Weberian and western-inspired, and its imposition in 
failed and conflict settings generates a set of paradoxes and dilemmas. The 
findings of the paper suggests that such paradoxes inhibit the performance of 
state building interventions and complicates the attainment of state-building 
goals. State-building practice, as the building of a liberal political and economic 
order creates its own set of paradoxes. These paradoxes are generated as 
electoral experiments are conducted. Issues in relation to the timing, sequencing 
and conduct of elections have complicated the state-building exercises. 
Dilemmas are also generated as a result of the introduction of political and civil 
liberties in a divided society, where democratic culture is factional and, where 
viable state structures are hardly functioning. Civil society growth in the absence 
of moderation and accommodating political culture results in instability. And 
democratic political settlement involving the inclusive participation of conflict 
parties creates tensions between peace-building and state-building requirements. 
Economic liberalization experiment affects state’s effectiveness by reducing its 
income generation under the free trade policy. Reduction of state subsidies 
under IMF’s restructuring programmes hurts the economic position of low-
income groups and reduces the legitimacy of state-building processes. In short, 
the liberal variant of state building as the construction of a liberal political and 
economic order generates paradoxes that negatively affect the attainment of 
state-building goals. The following section attempts to investigate liberal 
paradoxes in the democratic practice of elections in post-2001 Afghan state 
building process.(32) 

Liberalization paradoxes in post-2001 Afghan state 

building: The experiment with democratic elections 

The post-2001 state building process in Afghanistan began with a 
promise of introducing a democratic representative system in the country. In 
order to lay the foundations for a liberal democratic system, the Bonn 
Agreement provided timelines for a new constitution as well as elections to 
legitimize a new post-intervention political setup.(33) Since then, democratic 
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experiment has been conducted multiple times for electing the president as well 
as members of national and provincial assemblies.(34) These experiments in 
democratic transition have highlighted the tensions associated with the 
liberalization of a political system in post-conflict settings. Rapid liberal 
exercises have created a set of dilemmas that have been particularly difficult for 
international state builders to handle. The following paragraphs discuss the 
dilemmas that have complicated the democratic legitimacy experiment in 
Afghanistan. 

The fundamental issue in Afghan experience with democratic elections 
has been a shortage of population data as well as clear demarcation of electoral 
boundaries. For a successful electoral assessment of population, it is important 
to have a population census first and electoral demarcation of boundaries to 
create clear constituencies. The last known population census in Afghanistan 
had taken place in 1979; since then, no national based census of population has 
taken place. Lack of population census is complimented by still vaguely defined 
electoral boundaries especially at the district level.(35) These issues have made 
constituency determination problematic. 

The lack of census and demarcation issues notwithstanding, a very 
complex system of Single Non-Transferable Vote (SNTV) was adopted for 
election of Wolesi Jirga (lower house of Afghan Parliament). Scholars termed 
this system too complicated to fill the 249-member Wolesi Jirga (181 seats for 
open contestation by men and women and 68 reserved for women). It was 
because voters were perplexed about choosing thousands of candidates vying for 
multiple seats in five separate balloting.(36) SNTV is also discouraging the 
growth of a healthy political party culture. In SNTV, majority seats do not go to 
a party winning the largest number of votes, but the number of seats depends on 
individual candidate’s performance within his party. Therefore, individuals win 
votes for parties, not the other way around.(37) As a result, although more than 50 
political parties registered for the first parliamentary elections,(38) the adoption of 
SNTV meant political parties were banned from contesting elections and 
individual candidates were discouraged from running on party tickets. 

At the provincial level too, the use of SNTV was criticized for 
favouring candidates who secure solid voter bloc in a single area, rather than 
getting votes in multiple areas, which resulted in assemblies that represented 
only a few communities to the detriment of others.(39) This system, it is argued, 
promotes a culture of corruption and vote buying by encouraging candidates 
who win on the basis of fewer votes.(40) Rubin criticized SNTV for creating an 
unrepresentative parliament of local leaders, with no incentive to cooperate with 
one another or the government, and for discouraging the growth of a genuine 
political culture.(41) It is rightly emphasized that political parties flourish and 
strengthen their organizational coherence only when candidates are allowed to 
contest on party tickets and campaign as well as when they share public 
information from their respective party’s platform.(42) 

An electoral trend that the different presidential and parliamentary 
elections has demonstrated is the corresponding receding number of voter turn-
out for each of the subsequent elections in post-2004 period. In 2004, when the 
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first elections for the President’s office were held, there was a relatively higher 
voter turn-out of 70%.(43) In the second presidential elections (2009), the voter 
turn-out was 49.8%, which was much lower than the 2004 Presidential elections. 
Regional variations in voter turn-out were also witnessed. For example, the turn-
out in the North was higher (60%) than the South (30%).(44) Voter turn-out in the 
April 2014 Presidential elections has been modest; around 6.3 million voters out 
of a total of 12 million turned out to vote.(45) This is higher than the 2009 
elections, but much lower than the 2004 one. In legislative elections of 
September 2005, a modest 6.4 million voters turned out to vote for 
approximately 6,000 candidates fighting over 249 parliamentary (Wolesi Jirga) 
and 217 provincial council (Da Vilayat Shura) positions.(46) The voter turn-out 
for the 2010 parliamentary elections was also lesser and amounted to just 3-4 
million.(47) Other accounts cite only 33% of the registered voters elected 249 
members from a list of 2,577 candidates in the 2010 elections.(48) 

It is pertinent to discuss the issue of receding voter turn-out in each of 
the subsequent elections in post-2001 Afghanistan. An analysis of the electoral 
literature reveals several issues. First, the process of voter registration for 
presidential and parliamentary elections suffered from allegations of 
irregularities. In the presidential elections, both at the national and sub-national 
levels, there were reports of either under-registration or over-registration of 
voters. For example, out of the 9.8 million eligible national voters in the 2009 
Presidential elections, only 9 million were registered nationally. In the same 
elections, some provinces reported around 140% over-registration of voters.(49) 
Irregularities in voter registration procedures delegitimized the process of 
elections at its very root. Such irregularities were not only witnessed in pre-
election registration process, but also in the post-election period. The 
Presidential elections of 2009 especially carried allegations of widespread frauds 
in votes. One account (EU Election monitors) cited that one-third of the votes 
casted in favour of Hamid Karzai were suspected of being fraudulent in 
nature.(50) Second, in the case of parliamentary elections, the Electoral Law of 
2010, which devised rules for the new parliamentary elections, was passed quite 
late by the President’s office. This late passage of 2010 Electoral Law not only 
raised questions on the President’s non-consultation with the parliament, but 
also that of giving limited time for implementation of new procedures and 
regulations. Therefore, less than 3,000 candidates competed for 249 Wolesi 
Jirga seats, which are divided proportionally among the 34 provinces.(51) 

Third, security issues have marred each of the Afghan presidential as 
well as parliamentary elections and hampered electoral preparation by the 
Election Commission of Afghanistan (ECA). One of the manifestations of lack 
of security and violence was reflected in fewer numbers of polling stations 
available in the 2010 parliamentary elections as compared to the 2005 one. The 
figure was 6,300 for the 2005 elections, which came down to 5,900 in the 2010 
elections.(52) Fourth, the election campaign for parliamentary elections (2010) 
was riddled with violence and intimidation of voters and candidates. Three 
candidates, thirteen workers and two election officials were reportedly killed in 
these campaigns.(53) And lastly, there is not only a corresponding decline in the 
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total number of votes cast in each elections, but also a decline in the total 
number of female votes cast and female candidates that ran for parliamentary 
elections. In the 2010 parliamentary elections, for example, only 16% of the 
candidates were female.(54) This figure reflects gender bias in these elections, not 
only in relation to female candidates running for elections, but also in relation to 
their low turn-out on the actual day of the election. 

The post-election scenario is also discouraging in that a large number 
of votes have been cancelled as a result of voting irregularities. It happened in 
the case of 2010 parliamentary election results, which were scandalized due to 
voting irregularities. The Election Complaint Commission ECC (a temporary 
administrative adjudicatory body dealing with electoral complaints and formed 
120 days before an election) received 5,856 complaints relating to polling and 
counting in the wake of the 2010 parliamentary elections. Resultantly, 1.3 
million ballots were cancelled by the ECC. But the process of scrutiny of ballots 
was mostly adjudicated at provincial level with little oversight from ECC 
headquarters, raising questions over the legitimacy of such annulments.(55) The 
ECC also disqualified one in ten of the winning candidates.(56)  

Another factor, which has served to delegitimize the process of 
elections in Afghanistan, is the issue of warlords getting elected into the 
Parliament in large numbers. Interestingly, among the candidates winning seats 
in the 2005 parliamentary elections, 90 were militia commanders and their close 
associates. This suggests, in turn, that these leaders were able to get their 
positions legitimized for influencing the state-building priorities in Afghanistan 
through elections.(57) Many among these found their way to the Parliament in the 
2010 elections too. Another retrogressive impact of election related dilemmas is 
that elections have also, in the more recent examples in Afghanistan, produced 
divided votes. This happened in the very current Presidential elections of April 
2014, where none of the eight candidates running for President’s office could 
secure a majority vote. Resultantly, the Independent Election Commission of 
Afghanistan (IEC) announced a new run-off for June 2014 between the two top 
candidates,(58) Abdullah Abdullah and Ashraf Ghani. Such delays and 
uncertainties create doubts in the minds of ordinary Afghan citizens about the 
utility and legitimacy of the entire democratic election process. 

Why do these dilemmas arise in the conduct of democratic exercise of 
elections in post-conflict societies, such as Afghanistan? One shade of opinion 
finds the absence of political culture in Afghanistan responsible for electoral 
problems, such as fraud and irregularities. Such deficiencies, it is emphasized, 
are hard to remove through technical reforms. It is also argued that deficiencies 
in legal framework, weak electoral management bodies, ineffective checks and 
balances system and undeveloped political parties affected the credibility of 
elections in Afghanistan.(59) Such an argument about technical reforms not 
working in the absence of a political culture is negated by the emphasis on legal 
and administrative reforms that the viewpoint recommends. This conundrum 
stands as an example of a complex liberalization dilemma. Historically, there 
may be a lack of democratic traditions in Afghanistan, but on a technical front 
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too, there are several problems that can be addressed through appropriate 
institutional and legal mechanisms. 

Coburn and Larson, on the other hand, expound upon another aspect. 
They stress that the rulers deliberately keep the electoral process ambiguous for 
manipulating it in their favour. Such ambiguity is manifested in several forms, 
including: lack of clarity over electoral procedure and timing; poor adherence to 
electoral rules in counting procedures; delays in final results; the Electoral 
Complaints Commission’s inconsistent method of dealing with electoral 
complaints; MPs’ disguise of political allegiance so that they have bargaining 
space with the presidency; local leader’s involvement in arranging for votes; and 
provincial governors latent support to insurgents in some constituencies to 
prevent opponents from being elected.(60) The result is that instead of clear 
winners and losers, elections produce violent and secret political negotiation and 
bargaining process, which creates a legitimacy crisis for the state and its 
political institutions.(61) This is the paradoxical aspect of liberalization in 
Afghanistan. Elections are held to secure greater legitimacy for the incumbent 
regime and political system. But the manner in which elections are held, with 
their concurrent dilemmas, end up delegitimizing the entire state-building 
process. Enterline and Greig, therefore, paint a bleak democratic future for 
Afghanistan on account of not only the structural weaknesses in its economy, 
such as low per capita GDP of just $800, but also its unfavourable political and 
social milieu, including a high level of ethnic heterogeneity.(62) The issues of 
poverty and underdevelopment may positively co-relate with the choices voters 
make in the elections, in terms of voting for money or for obliging their patrons 
as clients. However, the issue of ethnic heterogeneity may have a poor co-
relation with election dilemmas. This is because almost all the new states, which 
attained independence in the wake of end of Second World War, are beset with 
the problem of multiple ethnicities residing within single boundaries. However, 
ethnic heterogeneity has seldom served the cause of conflict and disputed votes 
in few of these states. In the case of Afghanistan, ethnic differences alone have 
never been the precursors to war,(63) although these identities did get politicized 
in the wake of the civil war of 1990s primarily because of a regional actor’s 
support to varied factions.(64) 

Schetter, explores another argument in the debate on liberalization 
dilemmas. He blames democracy as a system to be responsible for politicizing 
ethnic identities by making boundaries and character of the people significant. 
Since the struggle for power is perceived, he argues, as a conflict between ethnic 
and religious groups, leaders portray themselves as representative of their people 
to get maximum share of power in the central government.(65) These assertions 
explaining the reasons for the failures of liberalization experiment in 
Afghanistan are relevant if seen in the light of such experiments in other post-
conflict societies. In the various examples of post-conflict state building, 
elections could not produce stable governments. However, despite such 
problems, the electoral experiment is repeated every few years to meet an 
important conditionality in aid provision, i.e. the restoration of a legitimately 
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elected government. Electoral process becomes more of a procedure rather than 
the spirit of a true democratic system. 

The history of state formation in Europe shows that stability is prior to 
democracy. It is highly undesirable to expect the Third World, especially post-
conflict societies to achieve the opposite, i.e. democracy before stability. 
Afghanistan too is treated as one of the many state failure cases, where the 
prescribed formula for success is building state institutions in tandem with 
addressing its legitimacy deficit through democratization reforms. What is 
conveniently forgotten is that with a low literacy ratio and political 
consciousness, a barely functional economy and a history of monarchical 
government setups, the socio-economic, political and historical conditions in 
Afghanistan are hardly suitable for liberal orientation’s success. It is for this 
reason that the initial euphoria in Afghanistan for democratic participation and 
elections is on demise; and after more than a decade in democratic 
experimentation, each new elections (presidential and parliamentary) witness a 
decline in people’s participation and a corresponding rise in electoral violence, 
intimidation and contested results. 

How to manage liberalization strains? 

Notwithstanding the difficulties of ensuring reasonable cooperation 
among groups with a history of ethnic animosity and war, Call argues for 
ensuring local ownership and participation of the main political parties and 
social groups before the process of deciding on the timing, sequence and 
conduct of elections.(66) Others prefer what Paris names, ‘institutionalization 
before liberalization model,’ to counter liberalization dilemmas. This model 
suggests measures including: delaying elections until moderate parties are 
formed; judicial mechanism to decide election disputes; electoral rules that 
reward moderation; responsible civil society associations; economic reforms and 
effective governmental structures.(67) Rotberg also emphasizes establishing 
security and legal structures, disbanding and disarming militias and rejuvenating 
the economy before considering democratic elections in post-conflict settings.(68) 
Dziedzic, in a similar vein, proposes moderating political conflict through a 
number of initial steps before undertaking the exercise of elections. These 
include, humanitarian relief, demobilization of former combatants, political 
settlement, rule of law by developing institutional capacity of security agencies, 
and establishing a fiscally sustainable state based on the promotion of free 
market enterprise.(69) 

Rondinelli and Montgomery also stress upon security and settlement of 
conflict, including efficient service provision, rule of law and national-based 
political parties to precede the introduction of democratic reforms. They also 
suggest regional consensus building, local ownership of the state-building 
process, control over grey, black economies, and investment in social sector, 
including poverty reduction.(70) The merits of such steps aside, it is essential to 
remember that state building does not proceed in a linear fashion and, therefore, 
no time limit may be sufficient for creating functioning institutions before 
liberalization is experimented. On a negative note, donor support may falter 



62 REGIONAL STUDIES 

(because of no time limits involved) before such stabilization is achieved. And 
when elections are unnecessarily delayed for achieving stability, the whole 
legitimacy of intervention may be called into question by the locals. The 
legitimacy of the premise of intervention is restoration of self-government to 
locals and, therefore, delayed elections work against securing local support to 
prolonged reforms. Elections need not be unnecessarily delayed, however, such 
decision should be context specific and undertaken with reasonable preparation 
for holding free and fair elections. In the light of these reservations, balancing 
different priorities and gradual implementation of political and economic 
reforms may be a better option. 

State and peace-building need domestic ownership and local support 
and this process should not be rushed, in terms of holding elections or drafting 
constitutions to suit donor agendas over and above the domestic needs. It is 
important to make the political process inclusive and participatory of major 
stakeholders. These stakeholders would participate, only when they genuinely 
believe that the process is legitimate and that they would be better off working 
and participating in the system rather than staying outside it. Renegade factions 
and their leaders may be involved in power-sharing arrangements through 
deliberations and consultations. On the part of interveners, such deliberation 
may require more time, patience and consistent monitoring of the state-building 
process and its subsequent growth. 

In order to manage the liberalization strains in economic reforms, 
capacity building in public finance management institutions should be attempted 
at the earliest. This will help stabilize the economy, besides gaining legitimacy 
for the entire state-building enterprise. Absence of centralized financial 
institutions and banks, presence of informal grey and black economy, and 
bypassing of government agencies for aid disbursement are some limitations of 
improving capacity of financial institutions in post-intervened states. It is 
important to understand that technical solutions may not be enough to help build 
the tax base of the state. For taxation reforms to succeed there is a need to build 
a tax morale among the elites of a society. Phillips calls this a fiscal social 
contract and argues that such a contract can be built through varied steps. These 
include, targeting political attitudes (of the elites) towards paying taxes, ensuring 
accountability and transparency in public revenue spending, creating perceptions 
of equitable treatment by the revenue authority, effective public spending of 
taxes, commitment of political leadership to shared prosperity, official 
recognition of social and economic institutions (property rights) and state 
builder’s understanding of the historical political context of taxation.(71) While 
these measures are highly desirable, it is also imperative to understand that 
economic growth is a highly desirable aspect of state building, yet post conflict 
governments, which are just emerging from war, may face extraordinary 
problems in developing their domestic revenue base. Again, the approach must 
be step-by-step stimulation of growth and infrastructure provision. 

To sum up, neo-liberal political and economic state-building models 
are inspired from contemporary discourses on failed states, wherein these are 
portrayed as deficient in liberal features of democratic governance and economic 
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system. Liberal models — when practiced in a contextual environment different 
from the western societies — lead to what some scholars term mixed or hybrid 
systems.(72) Such hybrid systems carry the leftover features from previous 
models, creating a dichotomy between the old system leftovers and the dictates 
of the new system, thereby affecting adversely the state building performance. 
There develops a non-alignment between liberal state-building strategies and the 
history as well as context and practice of state building in intervened states. The 
original character of state-building model undergoes change. Liberal becomes 
hybrid/mixed, democracy becomes procedural, and market economy functions 
on the foundations of black and grey economy, corruption, and market 
distortions. 

Conclusions 

Liberal paradoxes are generated from an international state-building 
understanding that considers liberal democratic practices and free market 
reforms as a panacea for failed state’s political and economic problems. Liberal 
political and economic strategies aim at stability and growth, but instead, 
exacerbate instability and produce economic upheavals. The most contentious 
issues have come out from the timing and sequencing of holding elections in 
post-conflict settings. In the absence of functioning service-providing 
institutions and of agreement on rules to manage conflict, elections in such 
settings become more of a procedural exercise, riddled with factional 
competition, fraud and irregularities. It is not uncommon for donor’s brand of 
liberalization to fail in blending with the traditional concepts of legitimacy and 
the shared social norms of a society. In particular, emphasis on civil society 
growth without a culture of moderation and accommodation highlights rather 
than suppresses political conflicts. Pursuit of free market economic measures, 
such as the restructuring of economy though subsidy cuts on welfare services 
hurts public interests and creates legitimacy deficit for the state. Free trade 
policies diminish state’s revenues from export duties, precisely around the time 
when finances are direly needed to initiate state building reforms. Free market 
economy transitions are said to worsen income inequalities among groups and 
classes in the society. These paradoxes associated with liberal model end up 
adversely impacting the state-building process in post-intervened states. 

The debate on the paradoxes of liberalization is explored by indulging 
in Afghan experience with elections in post-2001 period. Elections in 
Afghanistan began with much fanfare, but the varied issues in the holding of 
free and fair parliamentary and presidential elections marred the process, and in 
turn compounded the problematic experiment of elections in Afghanistan. 
Liberalization paradoxes are generated when the need for quick democratic 
transition goals obfuscates the necessary electoral preparation in post-conflict 
societies like Afghanistan. Electoral dilemmas in Afghanistan consist of vague 
demarcated boundaries, lack of population census, adoption of a complicated 
SNTV system, late passage of electoral law, inadequate security and denial of 
electoral participation to candidates to run on party tickets, all in tandem 
discourage the growth of party culture. These dilemmas are generating electoral 
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paradoxes, including, irregularities in voter registration, low voter turn-out, and 
voting processes riddled with violence and bloodshed. Resultantly, elections 
become a farce, and instead of legitimizing regimes, they serve to destabilize 
and delegitimize it. 
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