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Abstract  

Despite efforts to bolster failed states over the past two decades, many states in the international system still exhibit 
endemic weakness. External intervention often leads to political instability and in most cases fails to foster state 
consolidation, instead empowering and creating ties with the ones it aims to weaken. Using the case of 
Afghanistan, I develop a typology of political orders that explains variation in degrees of state consolidation and 
provides the basis for more systematic comparative analysis. I demonstrate the resilience of a political logic according 
to which non-state armed actors (warlords) ‘shape-shift’ and constantly reinvent themselves to adapt to changing 
political environments. This article, based on extensive field research in Afghanistan, shows why failed states are 
unlikely to consolidate and exhibit western-style state-building, as a result of intervention or otherwise. 
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Failed states became a major foreign policy concern at the end of the Cold War when the 

collapse of central institutions paved the way for the rule of brutal and greedy warlords in Liberia 

and Somalia.2 Since 9/11, state failure has increasingly been regarded as a direct threat to 

international security and American national interests,3 of which the rise of the Islamic State (IS) 

is only the latest manifestation. While policy makers have developed ambitious state-building 

agendas in places as varied as Nicaragua, Angola, and Timor Leste, with the hope that the 

reestablishment of functioning statehood would foster sustainable and durable peace,4 recent 

attempts to build strong, legitimate, and democratic states have proven illusory. International 

actors seem incapable of stabilizing failed states and establishing political order in places like Iraq, 

Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where alternative forms of governance 

persist.  

In Afghanistan, the events of February 2, 2008 perfectly demonstrated this exercise of 

authority in parallel to that of the state. That night, General Dostum, one of the country’s most 

powerful warlords, was reported drunk on the roof of his Kabul mansion, a weapon in one hand 

and a bottle in the other, as police besieged his palace on the account that his men had beaten 

and kidnapped one of his former allies. The next morning, the police withdrew after the Turkish 

Minister of Foreign Affairs allegedly threatened President Karzai with the removal of all Turkish 

forces from Afghanistan and an end to all aid projects in the event of Dostum’s arrest.5 The 

General was not brought to justice but was exiled to Ankara, after the Turkish government and 

Karzai struck a deal that many at the time believed was the death knell for Dostum’s political 

                                                
2 Jeffrey Herbst, “Responding to State Failure in Africa,” International Security 21, no. 3 (January 1997): 
120–44; Pierre Englebert and Denis M. Tull, “Postconflict Reconstruction in Africa: Flawed Ideas About 
Failed States,” International Security 32, no. 4 (Spring 2008): 106. 
3 Robert I. Rotberg, “Failed States in a World of Terror,” Foreign Affairs 81, no. 4 (July/August 2002): 127–
40. 
4 The results of these missions have been mitigated at best. See Christoph Zuercher, “Is More Better? 
Evaluating External-Led State Building After 1989” (CDDRL Working Paper 54, Center on Democracy, 
Development, and the Rule of Law, Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies, Stanford 
University, Stanford, CA, 2006).  
5 Western diplomat 1, interview by author, New York, February 29, 2012. 
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career. A few months later however, Karzai allowed the gruff and burly Uzbek leader to return to 

Afghanistan, in defiance of the international community, in exchange for his support in the 2009 

presidential election.6 

Scholars offer a variety of explanations to account for the failure of external intervention to 

consolidate weak, war-torn, or collapsed states, including commitment problems, moral hazards, 

security dilemmas, spoilers, inadequate values, and lack of resources.7 Yet, most conceive of state 

formation as a bargaining process between the center and competing power holders and fail to 

consider the role of international interactions in shaping patterns of political order.8 I argue that 

the fragmentation of authority cannot be reduced to domestic politics and that even external 

attempts to consolidate states often lead to unanticipated outcomes. Intrusive international 

intervention, coupled with the domestic logic of authority where public administration is weak, 

inadvertently provides warlords with opportunities that allow them to shift their sources of 

power and reinvent themselves at the expense of state centralization.9 The Dostum anecdote 

shows that state-building attempts to impose a bureaucratic political order have to engage in a 

hybrid process of state formation and incorporate those seeking to evade it, which in turn bolster 

their authority in ways that prevent the emergence of a centralized administration.10  

                                                
6 Abdul Qader Dostum, General Dostum’s brother, interview by author, Sheberghan, February 12, 2014.  
7 Alan J. Kuperman, “The Moral Hazard of Humanitarian Intervention: Lessons from the Balkans,” 
International Studies Quarterly 52, no. 1 (March 2008): 49–80; Robert W. Rauchhaus, “Principal-Agent 
Problems in Humanitarian Intervention: Moral Hazards, Adverse Selection, and the Commitment 
Dilemma,” International Studies Quarterly 53, no. 4 (December 2009): 871–84; Barry R. Posen, “The Security 
Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict,” Survival 35, no. 1 (March 1993): 27–47; Stephen J. Stedman, “Spoiler 
Problems in Peace Processes,” International Security 22, no. 2 (Fall 1997): 5–53; Roland Paris, At War’s End: 
Building Peace After Civil Conflict (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Séverine Autesserre, 
Peaceland: Conflict Resolution and the Everyday Politics of International Intervention (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014).  
8 A notable exception is Stathis N. Kalyvas and Laia Balcells, “International System and Technologies of 
Rebellion: How the End of the Cold War Shaped Internal Conflict,” American Political Science Review 104, 
no. 3 (August 2010): 415–29. 
9 For the purpose of this article, I adopt Zuercher’s approach to intrusiveness, that is, “based not on the 
mandate, but on the level of de-facto intrusiveness in the political process of the country” (Zuercher, “Is 
More Better?,” 8). 
10 For similar arguments, see Antonio Giustozzi, Empires of Mud: Wars and Warlords in Afghanistan (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2009); Michael Barnett and Christoph Zürcher, “The Peacebuilder’s 
Contract: How External Statebuilding Reinforces Weak Statehood,” in The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: 
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This has important implications, not only for research on state failure and emerging 

political orders, but also for policy makers trying to provide stability in failed and collapsed states. 

If the argument is correct, international efforts to consolidate states might in fact be futile, as 

political arrangements between state and non-state actors always remain in flux.11 Conventional 

notions of historical and contemporary state-building, which assume hierarchies of authority and 

clear delineations of tasks, actually miss important elements of the process. The persistence of 

alternative forms of governance points to the inconsistencies and limits of contemporary state-

building and counterinsurgency strategies conceived as zero-sum situations in which either the 

state or the rebels rule. It creates a dilemma that policy makers struggling with how to deal with 

IS and other militant groups seriously need to acknowledge.  

This work proceeds in four parts. The first section discusses the argument in light of the 

existing literature on state failure, intervention and state-building. The second section provides a 

typology of political orders in weak and failed states that explains variations in degrees of state 

consolidation and describes the nature of political authority in these states. This conceptual 

typology allows me to uncover the process of power conversion through which warlords ‘shape-

shift’ to adapt to structural changes and thus prevent the emergence of a strong centralized state. 

The third section considers the relevance of the theoretical framework in light of an in-depth 

case-study and analytic narrative of Afghanistan, the theory-generating case. The final section 

concludes with theoretical and policy implications in Afghanistan and beyond. 

 

STATE FAILURE, INTERVENTION, AND STATE-BUILDING 

                                                                                                                                                   
Confronting the Contradictions of Postwar Peace Operations, ed. Roland Paris and Timothy D. Sisk (Hoboken: 
Routledge, 2008), 23–52; Michael Barnett, Songying Fang, and Christoph Zürcher, “Compromised 
Peacebuilding,” International Studies Quarterly 58, no. 3 (September 2014): 608–20. 
11 For a similar argument, see Stephen D. Krasner and Thomas Risse, “External Actors, State-Building, 
and Service Provision in Areas of Limited Statehood: Introduction,” Governance 27, no. 4 (October 2014): 
545–67.  
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For the purpose of this article I conceive of failed and collapsed states as states that are 

“incapable of projecting power and asserting authority within their own borders, leaving their 

territories governmentally empty” and use both terms interchangeably.12 These are states in which 

multiple social organizations and armed groups violently compete for the control of the 

population and offer governance alternatives that individuals and communities might be able to 

choose from when developing their survival strategies and trying to maximize their interest.13 In 

this perspective, weak states can be considered as “the halfway house between strength and 

failure.”14 They have the ability to deliver some goods and services, but fail to meet the Weberian 

criteria of rational-legal statehood that external state-building aims to establish.  

Existing scholarship on state failure and warlordism investigates causal mechanisms that 

lead to the collapse of state institutions and thus provides valuable insights on the prospects for 

external state-building. Most of these studies look at warlords either as a cause or as a function of 

state failure. Some adopt a normative stance and equate state failure with a number of symptoms 

that need to be diagnosed and cured, a recipe for intervention.15 In this view warlords are defined 

as ‘spoilers’ and treated as foes of state power engaged in a zero-sum competition for the right to 

                                                
12 Collapsed states are usually considered “a rare and extreme version of a failed state.” See Rotberg, 
“Failed States in a World of Terror,” 133. Milliken and Krause however make a distinction between “the 
institutional dimension of state collapse” and “the functional dimension of state failure.” See Jennifer 
Milliken and Keith Krause, “State Failure, State Collapse, and State Reconstruction: Concepts, Lessons 
and Strategies,” Development and Change 33, no. 5 (November 2002): 753. For a critique of the concept of 
‘failed state,’ see Michael J. Mazarr, “The Rise and Fall of the Failed-State Paradigm: Requiem for a 
Decade of Distraction,” Foreign Affairs 93, no. 1 (January/February 2014): 113–21. 
13 Sasha Lehznev, Crafting Peace: Strategies to Deal with Warlords in Collapsing States (Lanham: Lexington 
Books, 2005), 11–12, and 29; Robert H. Bates, “State Failure,” Annual Review of Political Science 11 (June 
2008): 1–12.  
14 Rotberg, “Failed States in a World of Terror,” 131. 
15 Keith Stanski, “‘So These Folks Are Aggressive’: An Orientalist Reading of ‘Afghan Warlords,’” Security 
Dialogue 40, no. 1 (February 2009): 73–94. For examples of such approaches, see Robert I. Rotberg, 
“Failed States, Collapsed States, Weak States: Causes and Indicators,” in State Failure and State Weakness In 
a Time of Terror, ed. Robert I. Rotberg (Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2003), 1–26; Major 
T.P. Robinson, “Twenty-First Century Warlords: Diagnosis and Treatment?,” Defence Studies 1, no. 1 
(Spring 2001): 121–45; Alice Hills, “Warlords, Militia and Conflict in Contemporary Africa: A Re-
Examination of Terms,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 8, no. 1 (Spring 1997): 35–51. 
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control and influence people.16 Marten, for example, argues that “warlords maintain their 

authority by preventing the emergence of a functioning state.”17 Overall these studies lack the 

fine-grained analysis of warlords’ strategies and historical trajectories needed to understand how 

they transform their power bases and shape state-building processes to their advantage. Most 

tend to ignore the complexity of the relationships between warlords and states and the evolution 

of political authority over time (in particular once external state-building takes place)18 and regard 

state formation as a homogenizing process that asserts what is historically a very narrow 

conception of how dominant political authority should be organized.  

The growing literature on intervention and state-building provides a number of 

explanations as for why international intervention fails to foster state consolidation. For some, 

this is a mere collective action problem: recruitment, coordination, accountability, exit, and 

principal-agent problems impede international efforts to bring order to collapsed states.19 Along 

these debates on who is best positioned (and most legitimate) to conduct and finance peace 

operations and on how to coordinate the different actors involved (including domestic ones), 

critical scholarship on state-building identifies a variety of flaws in the practices of the 

international community.20 Among those, an emphasis has been put on organizational and policy 

failures to explain the contrasted record of peace missions, in particular as the conditions that 

                                                
16 Stedman, “Spoiler Problems”; David E. Cunningham, “Veto Players and Civil War Duration,” American 
Journal of Political Science 50, no. 4 (October 2006): 875–92; Jesse Driscoll, “Commitment Problems or 
Bidding Wars? Rebel Fragmentation as Peace Building,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 56, no. 1 (February 
2012): 118–49.  
17 Kimberly Marten, “Warlordism in Comparative Perspective,” International Security 31, no. 3 (Winter 
2007): 41. 
18 For the Afghanistan case notable exceptions are Giustozzi, Empires of Mud; Barnett R. Rubin, The 
Fragmentation of Afghanistan: State Formation and Collapse in the International System, 2nd ed. (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2002). Another exception is William Reno, Warlord Politics and African States 
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1998). 
19 James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Neotrusteeship and the Problem of Weak States,” International 
Security 28, no. 4 (Spring 2014): 5–43; Roland Paris, “Understanding the ‘Coordination Problem’ in 
Postwar Statebuilding,” in The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: Confronting the Contradictions of Postwar Peace 
Operations, ed. Roland Paris and Timothy D. Sisk (New York: Routledge, 2008), 53–78; Kuperman, “The 
Moral Hazard”; Rauchhaus, “Principal-Agent Problems.” 
20 Englebert and Tull, “Postconflict Reconstruction in Africa.” 
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interveners face in collapsed states make ‘mission creep’ toward state-building almost inevitable.21 

While some offer suggestions on how to overcome these issues (such as neo-trusteeship and 

shared sovereignty),22 the only consensus seems to be that “even intrusive missions seem poorly 

equipped to induce change” in state-building processes.23  

For critics of the liberal peace agenda, externally-led state-building is doomed to fail 

because it inevitably promotes Western values that cannot be exported and uncritically applied to 

other countries and cultures.24 Scholars who embrace this view believe that there is no ‘one size 

fits all’ state-building and that foreigners will always lack the legitimacy to promote ambitious and 

encompassing social engineering projects. Some assert that the values of the ‘liberal peace’ model 

(electoral democracy and economic liberalism) are not only foreign, but also disruptive for they 

unleash ruthless economic and political competition between opportunistic actors operating in 

particularly vulnerable environments. Paris argues against “rushed peacebuilding” and in favor of 

institutionalization before liberalization; Barnett develops an alternative concept of “republican 

                                                
21 Séverine Autesserre, “Hobbes and the Congo: Frames, Local Violence, and International Intervention,” 
International Organization 63, no. 2 (April 2009): 249–80; Autesserre, Peaceland; Mats Berdal, “Building Peace 
After War,” Adelphi Papers 49, no. 407 (July 2009): 11–28. 
22 Fearon and Laitin, “Neotrusteeship”; David A. Lake and Christopher J. Fariss, “Why International 
Trusteeship Fails: The Politics of External Authority in Areas of Limited Statehood,” Governance 27, no. 4 
(October 2014): 569–87; Stephen D. Krasner, “Sharing Sovereignty: New Institutions for Collapsed and 
Failing States,” International Security 29, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 85–120; Aila M. Matanock, “Governance 
Delegation Agreements: Shared Sovereignty as a Substitute for Limited Statehood,” Governance 27, no. 4 
(October 2014): 589–612. 
23 Zuercher, “Is More Better?,” 23. On the challenges and difficulties of external state-building, also see 
Simon Chesterman, Michael Ignatieff, and Ramesh Thakur, eds., Making States Work: From State Failure to 
Statebuilding (New York: United Nations University Press, 2005); Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart, Fixing 
Failed States: A Framework for Rebuilding a Fractured World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Charles 
T. Call and Vanessa Wyeth, eds., Building States to Build Peace (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2008). 
24 Roland Paris, “Peacebuilding and the Limits of Liberal Internationalism,” International Security 22, no. 2 
(Fall 1997): 54–89; Roland Paris, “International Peacebuilding and the ‘Mission Civilisatrice,’” Review of 
International Studies 28, no. 4 (October 2002): 637–56; Oliver P. Richmond, “The Problem of Peace: 
Understanding the ‘Liberal Peace,’” Conflict, Security & Development 6, no. 3 (October 2006): 291–314. On 
Afghanistan, see for example Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh, “Liberal Peace and the Dialogue of the Deaf in 
Afghanistan,” in Rethinking the Liberal Peace: External Models and Local Alternatives (New York: Routledge, 
2011), 206–20; Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh and Michael Schoiswohl, “Playing with Fire? The International 
Community’s Democratization Experiment in Afghanistan,” International Peacekeeping 15, no. 2 (April 
2008): 252–67.  
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peacebuilding” based on deliberation, constitutionalism, and representation.25 Overall, a 

consensus has emerged on the necessity not only to build institutions but institutions that are 

better adapted to non-Western societies.  

These different approaches are important in pointing out the limits and pitfalls of external 

state-building. The framework developed in this article does not aim to offer a single alternative 

to these explanations, but rather provides additional explanatory power as to why states like 

Afghanistan fail to consolidate in spite of extensive international efforts. My theory should be 

most useful in cases where reconstruction is a “highly intrusive attempt at social engineering.”26 It 

identifies the trajectories of state and non-state actors and explains how shifting resources result 

in different patterns of political order. As such, it should still offer valuable insights into cases of 

state failure in the absence of international intervention. It shows that warlords need not be 

corrosive challengers to the state and may exercise a type of authority that is more durable and 

flexible in the broader context of instability and violence like Afghanistan and Somalia.27  

 

POLITICAL ORDER IN WEAK AND FAILED STATES 

Staniland defines political order as “the structure and distribution of authority between armed 

organizations: who rules, where, and through what understandings” and develops a typology 

based on the distribution of territorial control and the level of cooperation between insurgents 

and states.28 In this section I build an alternative typology of political orders in weak and failed 

states, which allows me to trace the trajectories of a specific category of actors (warlords) whose 

                                                
25 Paris, At War’s End; Michael Barnett, “Building a Republican Peace: Stabilizing States after War,” 
International Security 30, no. 4 (Spring 2006): 87–112.  
26 Zuercher, “Is More Better?,” 8. 
27 See for example, Ken Menkhaus, “Governance without Government in Somalia: Spoilers, State 
Building, and the Politics of Coping,” International Security 31, no. 3 (Winter 2006/07): 74–106. 
28 Paul Staniland, “States, Insurgents, and Wartime Political Orders,” Perspectives on Politics 10, no. 2 (June 
2012): 243–64. For a typology of warfare based on technologies of rebellion, see Kalyvas and Balcells, 
“International System and Technologies of Rebellion.” 
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“goals of inclusion, patronage, and local autonomy (…) do not map onto conventional goals of 

insurgent groups”29 and whose relationships with the state remain largely under-researched. 

I argue that the nature of political authority can be mapped according to the relative 

internal and external political resources of the state and the non-state armed actors (warlords). 

These are placed on a continuum (from low to high) and broadly defined as any means at the 

disposal of a political actor, that, when activated, push back his constraints, open up his 

possibilities, increase his autonomy, and facilitate the development of his strategies.30 These 

internal and external resources are not always substitutable for each other but have different 

values in different contexts. They include but are not limited to: “money, information, food, the 

threat of force, jobs, friendship, social standing, the right to make laws, votes, and a great variety 

of other things,”31 in particular access to international patronage networks and protection from 

third parties.  

Although the state is represented as a single actor in the typology, it is not conceived of as 

a neutral and monolithic entity.32 State elites control their own resources and, as Karzai’s attitude 

towards Dostum shows, have the ability to exert agency in the system, in particular in their 

attempt to manage peripheral warlords. Weak states however lack the ability to extract sufficient 

resources through taxation. For the most part, their resources (in particular the financial and 

military ones) will therefore be a function of international support. A state that benefits from a 

massive influx of foreign aid can thus be understood as possessing ‘high resources,’ even though 

it lacks indigenous and sustainable forms of revenue generation. It should also be noted that the 

                                                
29 Paul Staniland, Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Insurgent Cohesion and Collapse (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2014), 139. 
30 Jean-François Médard, “Charles Njonjo: Portrait D’un ‘Big Man,’ Au Kenya,” in L’Etat Contemporain En 
Afrique, ed. Emmanuel Terray (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1987), 49–87. 
31 Robert A. Dahl, Modern Political Analysis (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1963), 35. 
32 Joel S. Migdal and Klaus Schlichte, “Rethinking the State,” in The Dynamics of States: The Formation and 
Crises of State Domination, ed. Klaus Schlichte (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2005), 1–40. 
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strength of states is not directly a function of their level of resources but reflects their ability to 

“control their territory and deliver a high order of political goods to their citizens.”33 

I follow an explanatory typology methodology, which I use as a complement to deductive 

approaches to uncover causal relationships.34 The different categories (outcomes) are derived 

inductively from observations from the theory-generating case, Afghanistan, which I analyze 

below. The multiple combinations of warlord and state resources are simplified in four such 

combinations that produce four ideal types: fragmented authority, regional authority, parallel 

authority, and consolidating authority, which can in some cases overlap or co-exist in different 

parts of a same state, thus turning the national territory into a “political patchwork.”35 These four 

outcomes are systematically defined and described below, together with the political logics at 

work.  

 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

 

Outcomes 

The fragmentation of political authority (bottom left cell) is the result of low warlord resources 

combined with low state resources, a situation of state failure that comes directly out of the 

competing failed political projects of states and warlords. In a situation in which political 

resources are relatively evenly distributed, that is, when no warlord is more powerful than the 

others in relative terms, no single actor manages to impose his own rule over large swaths of 

territory. In the absence of a state that has the necessary resources to expand its territorial control 

beyond the capital city, political authority tends to splinter into kaleidoscopic forms of local 

                                                
33 Rotberg, “Failed States in a World of Terror,” 132. 
34 Colin Elman, “Explanatory Typologies in Qualitative Studies of International Politics,” International 
Organization 59, no. 2 (April 2005): 293–326; Jason Lyall, “Process Tracing, Causal Inference, and Civil 
War,” in Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool, ed. Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey Checkel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 186–208. 
35 Peter Hart, The I.R.A. and Its Enemies: Violence and Community in Cork, 1916-1923 (New York: Clarendon 
Press, 1999), 220. 
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control. Warlords do not have the capacity to defeat the others and accumulate political 

resources. They co-exist, each of them only in control of a small area, and typically engage in 

“symmetric, non-conventional wars.”36 This is the situation most of Somalia has experienced in 

the past twenty years.37 Fragmented authority can result from a sharp and sudden crisis in 

resources in a consolidating and hence vulnerable state (from bottom right to bottom left cell). 

State elites who are suddenly deprived of important state resources can no longer “induce 

influential groups–military officers or regional elites, for example–to remain politically faithful”38 

and the state eventually collapses leading to the fragmentation of political authority. This 

outcome may also result from the fragmentation of regionalized warlord polities (from upper left 

to bottom left cell), for example through a seeding process in which the strongest warlord 

coalition splits.39 Generally speaking, a sharp decline in warlord resources evens the field for a 

multitude of contenders seeking new opportunities. This is typically the case when external 

powers attempt to weaken the most powerful warlords and in so doing upset the current political 

equilibrium, create a relative power vacuum, and thus facilitate the emergence of smaller 

warlords.  

 Regional warlord polities, in which political authority is concentrated in the hands of a 

few warlords, result from the combination of high warlord resources with low state resources 

(upper left cell). Warlords, in this configuration, are proto-state builders. They behave like states, 

act as the principal suppliers of governance, goods, and services to people in the areas they 

control, and eventually start building embryonic state infrastructures.40 Given the structure of the 

                                                
36 Stathis Kalyvas, “The Changing Character of Civil Wars, 1800-2009,” in The Changing Character of War, 
ed. Hew Strachan and Sibylle Scheipers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 202–19. 
37  For a recent analysis of Somalia’s past and present “hybrid governance arrangements,” see K. 
Menkhaus, “State Failure, State-Building, and Prospects for a ‘Functional Failed State’ in Somalia,” The 
ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 656, no. 1 (November 2014): 154–72. 
38 Bates, “State Failure.” Also see William Reno, Corruption and State Politics in Sierra Leone (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
39 Fotini Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil Wars (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
40 Mancur Olson, “Dictatorship, Democracy, and Development,” The American Political Science Review 87, 
no. 3 (September 1993): 567–76; Douglas C. North, John Joseph Wallis, and Barry R. Weingast, Violence 
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contemporary international system, norms of sovereignty generally prevent warlords from 

challenging existing borders and creating new states that would receive international recognition, 

a phenomenon perfectly illustrated by the cases of Puntland and Somaliland, where central state 

capacity fades to the point where empirical sovereignty becomes disconnected from international 

recognition.41 Regional authority can result from a sharp decrease in state capacity where existing 

warlords have managed to keep most of their resources by resisting the state’s effort to weaken 

their authority (from upper right to upper left cell). In this scenario the decrease in state resources 

(usually the result of an exogenous shock) re-empowers the warlords who then retake control of 

their former polities. This outcome may also emerge from the consolidation of fragmented 

authority through an influx of resources (from bottom left to upper left cell). Warlords who are 

powerful in relative terms use their resources (economic, military, symbolic, etc.) to progressively 

concentrate power in the territories under their control.42 They co-opt or defeat relatively weaker 

warlords, expand their control beyond their power bases and rule over entire swaths of territory. 

In some extreme cases they even eventually replace and become the state, either nominally (by 

                                                                                                                                                   
and Social Orders: A Conceptual Framework for Interpreting Recorded Human History (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009); Zachariah C. Mampilly, Rebel Rulers: Insurgent Governance and Civilian Life during War 
(Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 2011). 
41 Robert H. Jackson and Carl G. Rosberg, “Why Africa’s Weak States Persist: The Empirical and the 
Juridical in Statehood,” World Politics 35, no. 1 (October 1982): 1–24; Boaz Atzili, “When Good Fences 
Make Bad Neighbors: Fixed Borders, State Weakness, and International Conflict,” International Security 31, 
no. 3 (Winter 2006/07): 139–73; Daniel L. Byman, “Divided They Stand: Lessons about Partition from 
Iraq and Lebanon,” Security Studies 7, no. 1 (Autumn 1997): 1–29. 
42 It should be noted that there is no consensus in the literature regarding the mechanisms connecting 
resource flows and armed group organizations. My theory is in line with Staniland’s argument that armed 
groups need “strong preexisting ties [to] rapidly absorb and use large resource endowments without losing 
discipline.” I adopt a broad definition of resources and argue that warlords need not only external, 
commercial, and monetizable resources, but also social and symbolic ones to avoid “[falling] prey to 
military ineffectiveness and internal conflict” (Paul Staniland, “Organizing Insurgency: Networks, 
Resources, and Rebellion in South Asia,” International Security 37, no. 1 (July 2012): 174). 
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seizing the capital city)43 or empirically (by expanding their territorial control to the entire 

country)44 and hence benefit from significant additional resources.  

The combination of high warlord resources and high state resources results in parallel 

authority. The state tries to impose its rule on the whole territory, that is, to expand its empirical 

sovereignty, but its authority is constantly challenged and renegotiated by existing warlords who 

accumulate and convert resources to ensure their survival in a changing political environment. 

This outcome typically results from a sharp increase in the state’s resources, either due to a 

massive injection of foreign capital or to the extraction of newly-discovered natural resources 

(from upper left to upper right). The warlords who previously controlled large swaths of territory 

become dormant and find other ways of exerting their authority. They reinvent themselves 

through a process of power conversion that I describe below. Others can remain (or become) 

insurgents and exert parallel forms of authority, as in today’s Afghanistan, where the state co-

exists with both insurgents and dormant warlords. It is also theoretically possible to reach a 

situation of stalemated insurgency or open warfare between well-matched equals, such as a 

resource-rich warlord and a state that is strong enough to resist, but too weak to defeat the 

insurgency. It is however expected that these unstable equilibriums will only be temporary, given 

that conventional warfare (which we are most likely to see with equally powerful opponents) 

tends to result in shifts in the balance of power that push the situation back to parallel authority 

(through a relative increase in state resources) or regional authority (through a relative decrease in 

state resources).45 Parallel authority may also result from an influx of warlord resources in a 

consolidating state (from bottom right to upper right cell). This is typically the case in 

Afghanistan, as the rising insecurity creates a situation of uncertainty in which both external 

                                                
43 Christopher Clapham, Africa and the International System: The Politics of State Survival (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996); Robert H. Jackson, Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations and the 
Third World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). Recent efforts to sanction coups however 
show that this strategy has become more problematic. 
44 Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD. 990-1990 (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1990). 
45 Kalyvas, “The Changing Character of Civil Wars.” 
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forces and the population turn to the strongest power-holders (warlords) to provide stability, 

further strengthening their power in the process.  

State consolidation, the sort of order that international intervention seeks to build, is the 

result of the combination of low warlord resources and high state resources. When the state 

controls a plethora of resources and the warlords do not, there should be no impediments to the 

process of state consolidation. The state should have no difficulty in asserting territorial rule and 

extend its reach and domestic sovereignty, that is, engage in the process of state making and 

“make warlordism in the frontiers a thing of the past.”46 This outcome is in line with the 

dominant understanding of state formation as a bargaining process between the center and 

competing power holders that involves back-and-forth interactions between societal actors and 

the state along different modalities (patronage, co-optation, “brokered autonomy,” etc.).47 It 

should theoretically result from an increase in state resources providing the state with the 

capabilities to ultimately defeat or co-opt a myriad of weak warlords (from lower left to lower 

right cell). A decrease in warlord resources should lead to the same outcome (from upper right to 

lower right cell). Either scenario should theoretically foster state consolidation, yet, it is not 

empirically the case: the process described above does not take place in countries such as Iraq 

and Afghanistan where warlords show a surprisingly high degree of resilience and transform the 

state’s exercise of sovereignty to accommodate their interests.  

 

Power Conversion and ‘Shape-Shifting’ 

According to the above typology, warlords who lack resources should fade away when 

confronted to a relatively strong consolidating state. Yet, while warlords might in some cases be 

                                                
46 Dipali Mukhopadhyay, Warlords, Strongman Governors, and State Building in Afghanistan (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 1. 
47 Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States. For a good example of this kind of approach, see Karen 
Barkey, Bandits and Bureaucrats: The Ottoman Route to State Centralization (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1994). On the different modalities of state/society interactions, see in particular Charles Tilly, Trust and 
Rule (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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financially poor (relative to the state), they seem to always maintain enough social and symbolic 

resources to bolster their local legitimacy and control, and thus remain valuable to outsiders. 

International actors in turn have a plethora of reasons to engage with them and offer them all 

kinds of support. In weak state environments, international actors often operate through proxy 

warfare and distribute patronage to those who have the ability to control populations and provide 

information and stability at the sub-state level.48 In the context of external state-building 

missions, international efforts to impose a bureaucratic political order sometimes have to 

incorporate those seeking to evade it and foreign interveners have little motive or opportunity to 

isolate them.  

 Warlords in turn take advantage of their peculiar position in the local socio-political 

landscape to exert agency in the international system and maximize their interest. As providers of 

alternative systems of governance who challenge conventional notions of the state as the ultimate 

arbiter of a social contract that links them to the state (at least in its Weberian form), do not 

necessarily accept the state in its current borders, and yet participate in shaping the state 

formation process, warlords de facto enter the international arena. They conduct their own kind 

of diplomacy, not only through contracting business deals in Dubai and elsewhere or by being 

involved in cross-border trade activities (legal and illegal), but also in ways that are consequential 

to both foreign states and their own, for example appearing as the targets of United Nations 

Security Council resolutions and sanctions. They are able to play different international actors 

against one another, instrumentalize them to legitimize their rule, use foreign countries as safe 

havens and protection, and conduct their own personalized foreign relations to accumulate 

resources through international and transnational networks, diasporas, and Western NGOs. In 

weak state environments, they act like states and convince external actors to treat them as such: 

                                                
48 These practices are however not limited to international actors. On how access to domestic patronage 
networks affects patterns of side switching and alignment in civil wars, see Lee J.M. Seymour, “Why 
Factions Switch Sides in Civil Wars: Rivalry, Patronage, and Realignment in Sudan,” International Security 
39, no. 2 (Fall 2014): 92–131. 
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they have international offices and foreign relations representatives, which they use to develop 

classic patron/client relationships. In the context of external state-building, they take advantage 

of extraordinary influx of financial resources (development aid, reconstruction contracts, etc.). 

Warlords are indeed particularly good at adapting to serious exogenous shocks (external 

intervention, withdrawal of foreign forces, etc.) and at ‘shape-shifting’ under different structural 

arrangements. They show tremendous flexibility to adapt to new domestic and international 

environments and transform their power accordingly. For example, warlords will build up their 

military power in weak state environments, where armed forces are necessary to one’s survival, 

but will often have no choice but to rely increasingly on alternative sources of power when 

confronted with the presence of international peacekeeping forces and the implementation of 

disarmament programs. Warlords do not solely maintain their power but shift their power bases 

(economic, symbolic, military, etc.) through a variety of interrelated conversion mechanisms 

(state infiltration, land grabbing, private protection, extortion, etc.) that allow them to use one 

type of resources to accumulate another. For example, a warlord can use his militia (military 

power) to grab land, which he can then use to develop real estate projects (economic power), or 

to take control of state institutions (political power), which would then give him access to 

lucrative business contracts with the international community (economic power).  

While Mukhopadhyay convincingly demonstrates that “just strong enough” warlords 

have incentives to participate in the post-2001 state-building project, she also acknowledges that 

the resulting “strongman governance” constitutes a highly unstable equilibrium.49 I argue that the 

dormant warlords who willingly participate in state-building processes are likely to become active 

again should a sharp decrease in state resources occur. This phoenix-like tendency allows them to 

bide their time and undergo a transition when the international environment changes. This power 

conversion process highlights how parallel bases of authority continue to exist, and how 

                                                
49 Mukhopadhyay, Warlords, Strongman Governors, and State Building. 
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supposedly more marginal actors continue to assert considerable agency to shape the efforts of 

seemingly more powerful actors. As Marten perceptively notes: “The story of warlordism is (…) 

one that combines structure and agency: certain individuals at any time in human history may be 

psychologically disposed to become self-interested specialists in violence; weak states provide 

these individuals with the opportunity to become warlords.”50 I demonstrate that externally-

induced structural changes are unlikely to lead to state consolidation. Rather, international 

intervention provides warlords with new opportunities to deploy the same strategies and can at 

times intensify the process of state level fragmentation while preventing the consolidation of a 

Weberian bureaucracy.51 

 

THE AFGHAN CASE 

In this section, I consider the fit between the conceptual typology developed above and 

Afghanistan, the theory-generating case. Given the country’s geostrategic location (magnified by 

the ‘Global War on Terror’) and the unprecedented state-building effort of the past decade,52 

Afghanistan is a paradigmatic case. The analysis is based on over 200 semi-structured interviews 

with high profile political actors conducted between September 2007 and February 2014.53 These 

actors include ministers, governors, a vice-president, the current chief executive officer of 

Afghanistan, warlords and their entourages, opposition leaders, foreign diplomats, NGO 

workers, and local researchers. The same individuals were interviewed multiple times and their 

testimonies triangulated with contemporaneous journalistic accounts and interviews with political 

                                                
50 Marten, Warlords, 7.  
51 This is consistent with Barnett, Fang, and Zürcher’s finding that “increasing resources is unlikely to 
produce a more liberal outcome unless the lack of resources is the principal constraint (which it rarely is)” 
(Barnett, Fang, and Zürcher, “Compromised Peacebuilding,” 610.). 
52 Astri Suhrke, “Reconstruction as Modernisation: The ‘Post-Conflict’ Project in Afghanistan,” Third 
World Quarterly 28, no. 7 (October 2007): 1291–1308. 
53 For more on this type of methodology, see Christoph Zuercher, The Post-Soviet Wars: Rebellion, Ethnic 
Conflict, and Nationhood in the Caucasus (New York: New York University Press, 2007). 
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opponents to mitigate the risk of ex post misrepresentation of historical events and ensure the 

quality of information.54  

The analytic narrative of the Afghanistan case fills the ‘black box’ between macro-level 

outcomes (the failure to consolidate) and micro-level explanations (warlords shifting resources). 

Careful process tracing shows how shifts in resources generate different political orders. It sheds 

light on warlords’ strategies and survival mechanisms, which in turn explain the absence of state 

consolidation.55 I illustrate this by examining the political trajectories of the three major Afghan 

warlords before and after the US-led intervention: Ismail Khan in the West, Abdul Rashid 

Dostum in the North, and Ahmad Shah Massoud in the Northeast.56 These cases provide 

variation and similarities in the way they operate in the international system and convert 

resources to maximize their autonomy. The first two are typical warlords who managed to 

develop their own form of diplomacy: Ismail Khan, a former Jihadi leader, did so through 

routine diplomatic ties and a symbiotic relationship with the NGOs operating in his fiefdom; 

Dostum, a former pro-government militia leader, through an idiosyncratic combination of formal 

and personal networks, in particular after 2001. Massoud, who was assassinated two days before 

9/11, is an atypical case of warlordism that provides me with further variation: a “mix” between a 

purely patrimonial leader and a purely ideological one who “highjacked” a community,57 aimed to 

capture central power, and managed to resist the Taliban in part due to his advanced diplomatic 

skills and international strategies.  

                                                
54 Elisabeth Jean Wood, “The Ethical Challenges of Field Research in Conflict Zones,” Qualitative Sociology 
29, no. 3 (September 2006): 373–86; C. Jerolmack and S. Khan, “Talk Is Cheap: Ethnography and the 
Attitudinal Fallacy,” Sociological Methods & Research 43, no. 2 (May 2014): 178–209. 
55 Alexander George and Andrew Bennett, “Process-Tracing and Historical Explanation,” in Case Studies 
and Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 205–32; Jason Lyall, 
“Process Tracing, Causal Inference, and Civil War.” 
56 Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, another major actor of the most recent Afghan wars, never had the ability to 
control his own proto-state and therefore cannot be considered a warlord. The Taliban, also a major actor 
since the mid-1990s, do not qualify as a case of warlordism: their rapid territorial expansion, organizational 
structure, and ideology make the Taliban a very distinct armed group.  
57 Antonio Giustozzi, interview by author, Kabul, October 11, 2008.  
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These warlords’ trajectories across shifting contexts show that this domestic logic of 

authority predated the US-led intervention and continued as state-building efforts provided 

warlords with means to transform their bases of power to serve their interests and ensure their 

survival, thus preventing the emergence of a centralized bureaucratic administration. Throughout 

the 1980s, the Afghan political order evolved from a situation in which a weak, yet consolidating 

state (in the 1960s and 1970s) shifted towards one teetering on the brink of failure. This situation 

of parallel authority, characterized by the combination of a foreign invasion with a strengthening 

but fragmented insurgency, shows how insurgents were able to play the international system to 

their advantage.58 The Soviet withdrawal crucially weakened the Afghan central state, which in 

1992 gave way to a fragmentation of political order and the progressive regionalization of warlord 

polities. This development culminated in the Taliban controlling most of the territory and 

engaging in a process of state consolidation that was only stopped by the post 9/11 US-led 

intervention. In the absence of a central state, former warlords were for a short period of time 

able to retake the regional polities they controlled in the 1990s. Their relative weakening, 

combined with the massive injection of external resources and the emergence of the Taliban 

insurgency, has led to a situation of parallel authority where the state has co-existed with both 

dormant warlords and insurgents.59 This situation has changed again with the announcement of 

NATO troops’ withdrawal: warlords are now preparing to transform once again and are 

increasingly relying on military resources. The evolution of political order in Afghanistan is 

simplified and summarized in the table below.  

 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

 

                                                
58 Rubin, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan. 
59 A Western diplomat interviewed in February 2014 wittingly mentioned the existence of “two shadow 
governors” in the Northern province of Jowzjan: the Taliban one and Dostum (Western diplomat 2, 
interview by author, Mazar-e Sharif, February 6, 2014).  
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From Soviet Afghan War to Afghan Civil War (1979-94) 

In the 1980s, most mujahideen leaders who were later involved in the 1990s ‘warlord politics’ had 

indirectly been US clients in the war against the Soviet Union through the Pakistani intelligence 

services.60 During that period, relatively weak warlords, supported by a variety of outside actors 

(in particular Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the US) faced a relatively weak state. This situation 

led to what I depicted above as fragmented authority, what Rubin coined the “fragmentation of 

Afghanistan.” Any would-be commanders in the country could rally one of the seven Sunni 

Islamic parties officially recognized by Pakistan (with American support) or one of the eight Shia 

parties recognized by Iran.61 Both Ismail Khan and Massoud belonged to one of the former, the 

Jamiat-e Islami. They both progressively established their grip over entire regions while increasing 

their autonomy vis-à-vis the party: Ismail Khan became known as the Amir of Herat, Massoud as 

the Lion of Panjshir. Dostum, on the other hand, was a pro-government militia leader fighting 

the insurgents. He also became increasingly autonomous, to the point where he allied with 

Massoud to take the Afghan capital after the collapse of the Soviet Union had caused a sharp 

decline in state resources, a move that hastened the end of his former patron’s rule. 

The mujahideen lost the support of their American patron following the Soviet troops’ 

complete withdrawal in 1989 and the collapse of the pro-communist regime in early 1992. Both 

warlord and state resources declined simultaneously, leading to a highly fragmented political 

order, sometimes described as neo-medievalism.62 Some warlords, like Massoud, captured what 

was left of the central state; others, including Dostum, at times, formed alliances to defeat those 

in control and seize the said state institutions;63 and again others, like Ismail Khan, strictly 

focused on expanding their zones of influence. This situation led to a progressive concentration 

                                                
60 Some, like Dostum, had not participated in the Jihad against the Soviet Union and the communist 
government but belonged to the “orphan warlord” category developed by Giustozzi: “mostly former 
commanders of the central state army who faced with a political crisis at the centre opted to set up their 
own fiefdoms” (Giustozzi, Empires of Mud, 16). 
61 Rubin, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan. 
62 Ibid. 
63 On the formation of warlord alliances in 1990s Afghanistan, see Christia, Alliance Formation. 
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of power with the emergence of regional warlord polities.64 Proto-state builders started to rule 

autonomously over significant parts of the state’s territory on which they had established political 

civilian structures, while developing their own foreign relations. 

Ismail Khan, the warlord of Western Afghanistan, perfectly illustrates this process. 

Although he had already started concentrating power during the Jihad, it was only when the 

Soviet-Afghan war ended that he truly managed to centralize power in his fiefdom. His forces 

seized the government offices and the revenue-generating border posts, as well as the weapons 

and ammunition that were left behind by the communist regime. Herat then became known for 

its security. Ismail Khan, who had a “relatively large resource base to tap,” maintained the 

existing official administrative system while building a ‘mini-kingdom’ that remained almost 

entirely autonomous from Kabul.65 Schools were reopened and so was the university; social 

benefits were distributed; the city’s infrastructure was improved; and small business was 

encouraged. Ismail Khan was also careful to show symbolic display, taking care of important 

celebrations, commemorating the martyrs of Jihad, and visiting his provinces while making sure 

that his activities were reported by the local television channel.66 

The Amir of Herat also managed to assert his own diplomacy. Apart from receiving 

numerous foreign delegations (including from Saudi Arabia and European countries), he created 

routines of diplomatic ties and connections with neighboring states.67 He developed close 

political and economic relationships with Iran, which had played an important role in building 

him up during the Soviet-Afghan war, Turkmenistan, with which he signed a business 

cooperation agreement, and Pakistan. His other accomplishment in terms of foreign relations was 

                                                
64 Gilles Dorronsoro, “Afghanistan: Des Réseaux de Solidarité Aux Espaces Régionaux,” in Economies Des 
Guerres Civiles, ed. François Jean and Jean-Christophe Rufin (Paris: Hachette, 1996), 147–88.  
65 Giustozzi, Empires of Mud, 226.  
66 Giustozzi, Empires of Mud; Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamentalism in Central Asia, 
2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001); Bernard Dupaigne, “Herat, Un Modèle et Une Chance 
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to harness NGOs and international organizations working in his fiefdom.68 This provided Ismail 

Khan with a new means of attracting resources while framing how outsiders engaged with him. 

These organizations had to deal directly with him and were thus complicit in strengthening his 

local legitimacy. The Amir of Herat proved that he could recruit foreigners to provide the 

expertise and services that he lacked. This political strategy exploited the advantages of 

foreigners’ efficient and technocratic organizations (and tapped new conduits for resources) in a 

manner that rendered these experts politically impotent while contributing to Ismail Khan’s 

personal authority. 

 

The Taliban Period (1994-2001) 

The emergence of the Taliban in the South and their conquest of Afghanistan signaled the end of 

the warlord era. Pakistan’s logistical support and financial resources gave the Taliban the means 

they needed to defeat all their domestic competitors (including Ismail Khan in 1995 and Dostum 

in 1997/98) and rapidly enlarge their zone of influence. The Taliban took control of most of 

Afghanistan between 1994 and 1998, further expanding their regional polity and showing early 

signs of state consolidation,69 but never gained international recognition. Despite controlling 

most of the country (including Kabul since 1996), only Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United 

Arab Emirates recognized the Taliban as the official government of Afghanistan. The process of 

state consolidation could never be completed as Ahmad Shah Massoud, Defense Minister under 

the mujahideen government, created the Northern Alliance—a disparate coalition of warlords and 

commanders who had fought each other throughout the 1990s—which successfully resisted the 

Taliban until the end of 2001.  

As Massoud progressively became the face of the Afghan resistance to the outside world, 

his ability to exert agency in the international system played a critical role in the survival of the 
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newly created alliance. He for example got involved in the Tajikistan peace process, which 

facilitated his use of this neighboring country as a safe haven as well as a transit route for Russian 

and Iranian supplies.70 Dushanbe became the heart of the Afghan resistance, and the main venue 

for Massoud’s foreign policy meetings.71 The Lion of Panjshir also developed his international 

networks through his representatives abroad and used newspapers and radios to contact the 

Afghan diaspora.72 According to Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, the new chief executive officer of 

Afghanistan formerly in charge of the Northern Alliance’s foreign affairs, the main offices abroad 

worked “like branches of the Foreign Affairs Ministry more than as mere embassies.”73 Dr. 

Abdullah attended multilateral and bilateral events whereas Massoud travelled abroad himself, 

including trips to Russia, Iran, Uzbekistan, India, and France, which were facilitated by the fact 

that the Northern Alliance managed to remain recognized as the official representative of the 

Islamic State of Afghanistan throughout the war. Regular deliveries of logistical support, arms 

and ammunition, along with his increasing international legitimacy, made a significant difference 

in Massoud’s ability to resist the Taliban and exert his regional authority. His diplomatic activities 

showed that he could represent his military prowess and charismatic leadership capabilities to a 

variety of foreign governments that were concerned about Afghanistan’s political developments. 

Massoud then was able to use the resources that these foreigners provided to him to assert his 

domestic authority: not only could he control the distribution of military resources within the 

Northern Alliance, but he also proved to all that he was the only Afghan resistance leader with 

international stature.  

                                                
70 Giustozzi, Empires of Mud, 286; Former Military Attaché in Tajikistan (1997-2000) and Russia (2000-
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The Warlord Strategy (2001-04) 

The 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington DC, combined with the assassination of 

Massoud two days earlier, fundamentally changed the dynamics of the conflict once again. The 

US-led intervention and the adoption of the so-called “Afghan model” of warfare—“in which 

indigenous allies replace American conventional ground troops by exploiting US airpower and 

small numbers of American special operations forces”74—completely disrupted Afghanistan’s 

political order, leading to the collapse of the central state and the regionalization of the former 

warlord polities. The Bush administration worked closely with the former warlords (at least those 

who accepted to cooperate with the US, including Dostum, Ismail Khan, and Fahim, Massoud’s 

successor), using the Northern Alliance’s fighters as proxies on the ground. Teams of 

paramilitaries from the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) were sent to Afghanistan, 

embedded with local commanders in various places, creating lasting personal relationships with 

warlords and other non-state armed actors.75 Afghan warlords took control of state institutions 

with the Bush administration’s blessing, leading some to talk about a “warlord strategy”76 that 

required “living with ambiguity.”77 This sudden infusion of resources, along with the collapse of 

state institutions, allowed former warlords to retake their regional polities, shifting the political 

order from a consolidating Taliban state to a failed state made of multiple regional authorities.  

Abdul Rashid Dostum, the Uzbek warlord from northern Afghanistan who recently 

became the first vice-president of Afghanistan,78 perfectly illustrates how warlords 
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instrumentalized international actors to maximize their autonomy. Dostum truly embraced a pro-

American stance from the opening days of the intervention and fully cooperated with CIA 

paramilitary officers and US Special Forces to recapture Mazar-e Sharif in November 2001,79 

using his warrior ethos to establish personal connections with them. One would expect the US to 

operate through formal channels, in support of the construction of a state that conforms with 

Weberian ideals of bureaucratic and institutional control, in line with the Bonn Agreement of 

December 2001 and the wider reconstruction project.80 Instead, in the context of the ‘Global War 

on Terror,’ Dostum was able to personalize his international relations down to individuals and 

create “familial bonds” with US Special Forces.81 Not only did his collaboration with the US give 

him the resources to rearm and remobilize, but it was also instrumental to legitimizing and 

strengthening his authority in other ways.82 Dostum for example used his television channel to 

constantly remind viewers of his international stature while showing that he, rather than the 

central government, was in charge of northern Afghanistan’s international affairs. His return to 

fully-fledged warlordism was accompanied by an idiosyncratic form of diplomacy that built on 

both personal relationships and formal channels with the US as well as on existing connections in 

Uzbekistan, Iran, and most importantly Turkey.83  

                                                
79 Giustozzi even claims that the role given to Dostum by the CIA “was the result of contacts between 
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prior to the 9/11 attacks” (Giustozzi, Empires of Mud, 136). 
80 In Mukhopadhyay’s words: “Warlords may have been valuable compatriots in the fight against the 
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Afghanistan (New York: Scribner, 2009), 197. 
82 According to former US envoy to the Afghan resistance Peter Tomsen, the CIA made “some cardinal 
errors when we went into Afghanistan by passing out millions and millions of dollars to Dostum.” 
Quoted in Sara Carter, “The Art of Warlord; Flip-Flopping General a Mixed Blessing to U.S. in 
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The New Rules of the Game and Warlord Power Conversion (2004-09) 

Things changed around 2004, as most in the Bush administration believed the war in Afghanistan 

to be a success. With the “stigmatization of the mujahideen by human rights and woman’s rights 

organizations” under way,84 Western policy makers started to impose what then US Ambassador 

to Afghanistan Zalmay Khalilzad called “new rules of the game”85 that emphasized channeling 

resources through the government in Kabul to bolster state authority. This process of 

“demythologizing the mujahideen”86 deprived the warlords of their territorial control and led to a 

situation of parallel authority. Abandoned by the US and international organizations to favor the 

construction of the central state,87 Afghan warlords had no alternative but to switch their bases of 

power, become more ‘discrete,’ and rely on resources more adapted to the new environment. 

With the progressive monopolization of the legitimate use of force by the central government, 

Jihadi credentials became “a liability.”88 Given the international community’s effort of making 

armed violence illegitimate, Afghan warlords exercised their military might while they still could 

to acquire other forms of power that would be more useful in the new political order. They had 

to develop more subtle strategies to remain indispensable in the eyes of the central state and the 

international community, and still appear as the only ones who mattered in their own fiefdoms. 

In this context of increasing pressure Afghan warlords switched from being active, in control of 

large swaths of territory, to dormant, thus exerting their power in different ways. 

Power conversion took several forms, with Afghan warlords adopting a number of 

different roles, successively and simultaneously, to bide time, resist external pressure, and 
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eventually survive. Afghan warlords have operated as patrons, literally and figuratively feeding 

their followers and providing them with employment and benefits.89 They have built on their 

glorious past and portrayed themselves as Jihadi leaders: Ismail Khan, for instance, has erected a 

Jihad museum aimed at displaying his leadership and highlighting his role in the Herat revolt of 

1979. Warlords have also represented themselves as traditional leaders promoting ancestral 

Afghan values, as exemplified by Dostum’s and Fahim’s sponsoring of buzkashi, the traditional 

Afghan game in which horse riders fight for the control of a goat carcass.90 Some warlords, like 

Ismail Khan, have tried to appear as true believers and defenders of Islamic values; others as 

ethnic entrepreneurs protecting their kin. This is most notably the case of Dostum, who tries to 

portray himself as the heir of Tamerlane and Babur, the great Central Asian conquerors; owns a 

television channel (Aina TV), which he uses to promote the Uzbek identity; and recently created 

another one for his son Batur (B-TV), which only broadcasts in Turkic languages.91 Most 

warlords have also been members of the state apparatus, which they used as yet another way to 

leverage international actors: Ismail Khan has served as governor of Herat until 2004 and then as 

Minister of Water and Energy until 2013; Fahim as Minister of Defense until 2004, and then as 

First Vice-President between 2009 and 2014.92 All have become businessmen, and most notably 

Fahim, who used his position in the political system to “build a business empire” and have “good 

fortune (…) rain down on the family in the form of lucrative ‘reconstruction’ contracts.”93 Their 

post-2001 security role gave them leverage over these other agendas. Throughout that period, 

Afghan warlords have continued to switch their bases of power to rely on resources more 

                                                
89 Secretary of Herat’s Shurah-e Jihadi, interview by author, Herat, March 20, 2011.  
90 General Dostum owns about 40 buzkashi horses, which he uses to promote his image and exert 
patronage. On the social and political significance of buzkashi, see Whitney Azoy, Buzkashi: Game and 
Power in Afghanistan (Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982). 
91 Batur Dostum, Son of Abdul Rashid Dostum and President of the Dostum Foundation and B-TV, 
interview by author, Kabul, May 24, 2013; Director of B-TV, interview by author, Sheberghan, February 
13, 2014.  
92 Fahim died of a heart attack in March 2014, a few weeks before the first round of the 2014 presidential 
election.  
93 Pratap Chatterjee, “Paying Off the Warlords: Anatomy of an Afghan Culture of Corruption,” CBS 
News, November 18, 2009. 



28 
 

adapted to the new environment (for example distributing some of the land that their militias had 

grabbed to invest in real estate development, thus converting military power into economic 

power). The overall effect was to bring in more resources and political protection for their local 

projects of building patronage systems in their regions. Thus they might have been engaged in 

the ‘civil society sector,’ business, and other activities, but all contributed to their survival and 

consolidation of authority, with consequences for the international effort to foster the creation of 

a stronger state.  

 

NATO Withdrawal and Post-NATO Afghanistan (2009-14) 

The situation changed again on the eve of the 2009 presidential election. The international 

environment indirectly drove Karzai’s demand for local leadership, that is, warlords, who in turn 

took advantage of the conflicting agendas of domestic and foreign actors to promote their 

interest. The tensions between the Afghan president and the international community led the 

former, in need of local power-holders able to deliver votes, to bring the political brokers back 

into the loop, as the Dostum anecdote mentioned in the introduction perfectly illustrates.94 With 

the growing influence of the Taliban insurgency and the announced departure of US troops, 

political dynamics have radically changed. According to a former Shurah-e Nazar commander, 

the rising Taliban insurgency led “the West” to stop describing Jihadi fighters as warlords and 

criminals and start calling them “good people.”95 Warlords who operate as patrons locally should 

therefore also be conceived of as clients internationally.  

The growing uncertainty regarding the international community’s intentions in 

Afghanistan in the years to come creates a level of domestic uneasiness that drives the local 

demand for military leadership. As Koehler points out: “The patron-client arrangement might 

also include armed support if all else goes wrong – in fact, the implicit capability of a patron to 

                                                
94 Former Aide to Massoud, interview by author, Kabul, February 28, 2011. 
95 Former Shurah-e Nazar Commander 1, interview by author, Kabul, March 2011.  
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raise armed support might be a key source of power on the national level.”96 The US policy of 

arming and financing local militias to fight the Taliban is going against the state-building project 

and “[i]t is highly unclear whether the state will later be able to revoke such partial autonomy and 

reintegrate such organizations into official security structures.”97	  It is a strategy of tension that 

promotes fragmentation at the expense of state consolidation (and at the expense of active 

warlordism). In the meantime, warlords start rearming, remobilizing, and gathering their 

followers, using their ability to operate in the international system. When asked about his current 

access to weapons, a former mujahideen commander replied that the US and the central 

government may have tried to disarm them, but they “didn’t close the factories in China, Iran, 

and Russia.”98 Warlords are getting ready to make the transition from dormant, in a context of 

parallel authority, to active warlords, in a failed state context of mixed regional and fragmented 

authority.	  

 

CONCLUSION 

In this article, I mapped out a typology of political orders in weak and failed states that provides 

the basis for more systematic comparative analysis and is able to explain variations in outcomes 

across shifting contexts. I showed that Afghanistan is marked by cycles of authority in which 

warlord authority persists and overlaps with that of the state regardless of ambitious state-

building missions. I demonstrated the existence of a political logic according to which non-state 

armed actors ‘shape-shift’ (agency) to adapt to changing political environments (structure). This is 

not unique to Afghanistan. In most cases, external intervention fails to enhance state 

consolidation and instead empowers and creates ties with the ones it aims to weaken, which in 

turn explains why Afghanistan, South Sudan, Libya, and other states are not going to exhibit 

                                                
96 Jan Koehler, Social Order within and beyond the Shadow of Hierarchy Governance: Patterns in Afghanistan, SFB-
Governance Working Paper Series (Berlin, 2012), 14. 
97 Ibid., 15. 
98 Former Shurah-e Nazar Commander 2, interview by author, Kabul, May 24, 2013. 
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western-style state-building anytime soon, as a result of intervention or otherwise. The recent 

collapse of the Iraqi army tends to confirm that, consistent with my findings, outsiders can only 

temporarily bolster state institutions, which will then likely break down once foreign aid and 

resources dry out. External state-building is a conundrum: a collective action problem that cannot 

be solved permanently.  

In Afghanistan, warlords have now started to remobilize and rearm their followers, even 

though the US administration, in fear of a repeat of what happened in Iraq with the collapse of 

the army and the rise of IS, recently announced its intention to maintain combat troops after 

2014. If and when NATO pulls out, warlords will remain businessmen and political leaders 

connected to global economic processes and networks, but will shift to more military bases of 

power. Post-NATO Afghanistan is likely to resemble 1990s Afghanistan and feature a mix of 

fragmented and regional political orders. Should the central state be strong enough to resist the 

external and internal pressures and avoid implosion, it would then still be characterized by the 

existence of parallel authorities, with clear tendencies towards regionalization and fragmentation 

in the provinces, therefore resembling what Menkhaus calls a “mediated state:” a recourse of a 

state authority “which has no choice but to work through local intermediaries if it is to have even 

token jurisdiction in an area within its borders.”99  

This phoenix-like tendency has important policy implications. Rather than developing 

highly ambitious and intrusive social engineering projects aimed at neutralizing alternative forms 

of governance, Western policy makers should question their conceptions of states and 

governance and revise their state-building agendas.100 They need to accept that external state-

building aimed to establish Weberian institutions has no teleological endpoint. As currently 

conceived, it is doomed to fail, at least in the short term. Warlords and other non-state armed 

actors cannot be disregarded nor can they be circumvented until a generational change actually 
                                                
99 Ken Menkhaus, “The Rise of a Mediated State in Northern Kenya: The Wajir Story and Its Implications 
for Statebuilding,” Afrika Focus 21, no. 2 (2008): 32.  
100 For a similar argument, see Krasner and Risse, “Areas of Limited Statehood.” 
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takes place. Foreign governments have no choice but to engage with them once they decide to 

intervene. They need to develop more inclusionary forms of governance to give warlords and 

their constituencies just enough incentives to “play the state-building game,”101 while trying not 

to build them up unnecessarily. In practice this balancing act is extremely difficult to perform. 

Identifying, training, and supporting local non-state armed actors that exercise capacities to 

control populations and collect information almost always has unanticipated long-term 

consequences. Policy makers should thus carefully weigh the pros and cons before they adopt 

strategies of indirect irregular warfare aimed at building up local militias to defeat IS and other 

radical Islamist groups in Somalia, Nigeria, Mali, and elsewhere. 

These challenges and pitfalls should encourage foreign governments and international 

agencies to consider the possibility that “[u]nder some circumstances, less international 

intervention may actually lead to more stable political arrangements and state structures,”102 that 

is, what Weinstein calls a process of “autonomous recovery,” “in which states achieve a lasting 

peace, a systematic reduction in violence and post-war political and economic development in the 

absence of international intervention.”103 When the international community finds it necessary to 

intervene, it should not aim to build institutions and empower specific decision-making bodies, 

but rather to foster virtuous mechanisms of non-violent dispute resolution and empower the 

populations that warlords and state elites need to be accountable to so that they can engage in 

genuine and indigenous processes of state formation.104  

 

 

                                                
101 Mukhopadhyay, Warlords, Strongman Governors, and State Building, 322. 
102 Staniland, “Wartime Political Orders,” 257. For a similar argument, see Christoph Zürcher et al., Costly 
Democracy: Peacebuilding and Democratization After War (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013). 
103 Jeremy M. Weinstein, “Autonomous Recovery and International Intervention in Comparative 
Perspective,” (Center for Global Development Working Paper 57, Washington DC, 2005), 5. 
104 On the distinction between state-building as a project aimed to “contain and direct power for the 
benefit of the few” and state formation as a historical, largely unconscious and conflicting process, see 
Bruce Berman and John Lonsdale, Unhappy Valley: Conflict in Kenya and Africa (London: James Currey Ltd, 
1992), 15.  
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TABLE 1 A Typology of Political Orders in Weak and Failed States 
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TABLE 2 Evolution of Political Order (Afghanistan, 1978-2014) 
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