
thepublicperceptionofNGOsalsodeterio-
rated.Toaddress this keycivil societyactors
havesoughttoregularizeandlegitimisethe
positionofNGOs throughanNGOCodeof
Conduct in 2004 and in"uencing the con-
tentofanewNGOActin2005thatreduced
the number of registeredNGOs to around
1,100 in February 2007. Although the new

NGO Act was a
considerableim-
provement on
existing regula-
tions, it also al-
lowed for
greater govern-
mental control
of NGOs and, as
elsewhereinthe

world, incorporatednewcounter-terrorism
provisions.
DebateonthenewNGOlawrevealedthe

unease felt by someAfghanministers and
bureaucrats towards NGOs, feeding into
negativepublicperceptions.Thesetensions
cametoacrescendo inMay2006whenUS
militarypersonnelshotintoacrowdprotest-
ing at civilian fatalities in a car accident in-
volving US troops. The protest quickly
spiraled as crowds rampaged through the
streets, attacking the o1ces of some inter-
national NGOs. The riots gave an added
push to pressures to enhance the probity
andlegitimacyofNGOs.

Thepursuitofthewest’ssecurityintereststhroughforceandsoftpowerhasaccel-
erated and intensi3ed the convergence of
aid,securityandforeignpolicygoals,opera-
tionsand institutions.Nowhere is thismore
apparent than in Afghanistan, which is re-
emergingasthefront-line inAmerica’s `War
on Terror’. Internationally-backed recon-
struction and state-
building in
Afghanistan have in-
volved refashioning
state-civil society rela-
tions through aid and
militaryinterventionin
development.
The same forces of

soft and hard power
thatmadeAfghanistanarentier state in the
pasthaveinturngeneratedsince2001acivil
societythatisheavilyaiddependentandex-
ternallyoriented.ThenumbersofNGOsspi-
ralled following the US invasion of
Afghanistan. By 2003, there were an esti-
mated2000NGOs,a3gure includingmany
privateconstructionsectoragenciesthatpa-
raded as NGOs. NGOs have assumed a
salienceinreconstructionthatovershadows
the roles of customary institutions such as
shuras, jirgas,andulemaandhave cometo
embodytheveryessenceofcivil society.
Civilsocietyregulationandlaw
With the proliferation of NGOs post-9/11
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Civil society is critical to state-building in Afghanistan and thus the

achievement of the west’s and Afghanistan’s security interests.

The role envisaged for civil society is depoliticized and limited to

service delivery,

Foreign militaries are increasingly involved in development, blurring

civil-military boundaries

State-building and military developmental interventions undermine

the independent spaces of civil society for political deliberation

Civil society needs therefore to articulate more clearly its roles and

objectives

Civil society in crisis:
State-building and civil-military relations in Afghanistan
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The "agship initiative to strengthen the
AfghanstatehasbeentheNationalSoli-

darityProgramme(NSP),whichhasinvolved
theestablishmentofCommunityDevelop-
ment Councils (CDCs) for participatory de-
velopment.Thegovernmenthopedthereby
toenhanceitslegitimacybydeliveringben-
e3ts on the ground
and so reduce sup-
port for the insur-
gency.
CDCs have both

overlaid and con-
trastedwithpre-exist-
ing governance
structures and au-
thorities suchas shuras,mosquesandmul-
lahs, which draw on grassroots legitimacy
and mediate local con"icts. In contrast,
CDCs are intended to implement develop-
ment projects and are supported from
above.They are not about developing
Afghancivil societyassuch.
The idea of the state being promoted

through the NSP, Afghan constitution and
National Development Strategy is pro-
foundly neo-liberal. The functions of the
stateareenvisagedto belimitedtonational
security, law and order, and maintaining
managerial oversight of private sector and
civil societyactorsengaged insocial service
delivery.

By comparison, other potential roles for
civilsocietysuchasactingasawatch-dogon
the state, holdinggovernmentbureaucrats
andpoliticianstoaccount,promotingtrans-
parencyandaccountability,havebeenover-
looked as security interests have trumped
democratization goals in state-building.
SomedonorsledbytheUShavesupported
initiatives to build civil society, creating
`modern’institutionsdeemedappropriatein
a liberal democratic state.Theyhaveestab-

State-buildingandcivilsociety

Civil-militaryrelations

Aidfundshavecontributedtore-drawing
theassociationalmap inAfghanistan, lend-
ing power, authority and resources to new
players in the formof local, bureaucratically
amenable,NGOsandCDCs.ManyAfghans
associate these newplayers in Afghan civil
society with the government. To a degree
NGOs are a scapegoat for frustrations over
developmentfailures,deterioratingsecurity,
persistentcorruption,andthecomplicityof
external governments in accommodating
criminal elements in keygovernmentposi-
tions.
However, the onus is increasingly on

NGOstobetterde3netheirroleinasituation

inwhich donors and themilitary will con-
tinuetodeterminestrategyandpolicy.
The reluctanceofNGOsto recognise that

they too are actors in a deeply politicised
drama points to the dangers of trying to
maintain a guise of neutrality. Afghanistan
demonstrateswell theneedforNGOstore-
"ectmoredeeplyon their ownpositions in
thehighlychargedsituations inwhich they
intervene,andwheretheillusionofneutral-
itymaynotbeanoption.

Themilitarystrategyofthe`WaronTerror’
inAfghanistanhas inpart reliedon intensi-
fying civil-military relations, provoking
heated debate about the independence
and neutrality of aid workers. The debate
dates toNovember2002,when theUS3rst
introducedprovincial reconstructionteams
(PRTs) comprising military personnel and
civiliangovernmentexpertscarryingoutde-
velopment activities alongside civil society
groups.

NGOs argued thatmilitary personnel in-
volved in assistance activities blur the lines
betweencivil andmilitary actors leading to
the erosion of humanitarian space and
threatstothesafetyofNGOworkers.Asone
intervieweecommented:“Civil societywith
gunsisnotcivilsociety”.Predictably,donors,
militaries and PRT personnel do not share
NGOobjections, arguing that the death of
aidworkerscannotbelinkedtoPRTsormil-
itary interventions in development. Yet,

Conclusion

lished a new sphere of association but one
thathasstruggledtomaintainitsautonomy
andde3neindependentlyitsownpriorities,
goalsandroles.

Civil society groups dependent on aid
have acquiesced to their depoliticised role.
They have not debated, for example, how

sub-contractual
relations might
jeopardise claims
tobeindependent
or how by imple-
menting the gov-
e r n m e n t ’ s
development pri-
orities they could

beperceivedastakingsides inthecon"ict.

thereisnospeci3cevidencetosuggestthat
the military’s involvement in aid is not re-
sponsible forattacksonreliefworkers.
However, NGOs have been unable to

make their case strongly, at least on the
groundsofhumanitarianprinciples.Theirin-
volvement indevelopmentprojects along-
sidethegovernmenthasunderminedtheir
claims to neutrality and impartiality. Many
believethatNGOshavestruggledtode3ne
themselves in a quickly evolving situation,
andwalkedblindly intotheroleofsub-con-
tractor tothestate.

Civil society

with guns is not

civil society.
“

”


