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The application of the 'liberal peace model' by international agencies
and western powers in post-conflict situations has its detractors;
some critics argue that the whole premise of the approach is merely a
smokescreen for satisfying western interests. Examining how the model
has been applied in Afghanistan – albeit with a 'light footprint' approach
– suggests that local ownership of peacebuilding processes was either
inadequate or dangerously selective, and that external (often military)
concerns took precedence over internal ones, thus undermining the
potential for legitimisation through elections and interim institutions,
and to some extent, reinforcing conflict dynamics. In addition to
accusations of unequal distribution of aid throughout the country, the
tension between achieving political reforms and maintaining security
objectives often resulted in prioritising the latter over the former, which
has undermined the commitment to human rights in Afghanistan.
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Defining the ‘Liberal Peace’ Model
The end of the Cold War brought crucial changes to the global context of conflicts
in the developing world. With the lens of superpower rivalry removed, the role of
international organisations to intervene was strengthened, in particular the role of
the United Nations (UN). The 1992 UN Secretary General’s Agenda for Peace, and the
1995 Supplement to An Agenda for Peace outlined an array of steps or measures (for
example, disarmament, demobilisation, security sector reform, election monitoring
and regulatory reform), which have become standardised elements of post-conflict
peacebuilding intervention, also described as ‘state-building’ or ‘nation-building’.

While the SOP has gained ground over the last decade, some writers have highlighted
its fragile foundation – the SOP is based on the assumption that ‘liberalisation’ is
the optimal recipe for lasting peace in post-conflict countries. As the number of SOP
interventions undertaken increased, in some cases it appeared interventions had been
counterproductive, and by the end of the decade the ‘liberal peacebuilding’ model
was increasingly called into question.
Afghanistan, alongside Bosnia, Kosovo and East Timor, is an example of a country
where the liberal peacebuilding model has been applied, and where the results are
unclear at best. Written in May 2010, as elections in Afghanistan were re-scheduled
due to insecurity, this article reviews the record in Afghanistan, and assesses the
validity of different critical perspectives on ‘liberal peace’.

Critique of the Liberal Peace Model
In the last decade, criticism of liberal peacebuilding has grown. Hoffman groups critics
into two main camps. The first are those who argue that while the premise itself is
not unsound, the implementation of the model has been overly top-down, formulaic
or pushed ahead too quickly with structural reform and electoral processes (e.g. Paris,
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The 1990s saw the consolidation of this ‘standard peacebuilding formula’, involving
post-conflict elections and market-oriented reforms, often followed shortly after by a
declaration of peacebuilding ‘success’ (Paris 2006: 175). Some analysts have termed
the package the UN’s post-settlement peacebuilding ‘standard operating procedure’
(SOP), closely linked to the pursuit of the goals of ‘liberal internationalism’, understood
as the pairing of liberal parliamentary democracy and liberal market capitalism. The
term ‘liberal peace’ or ‘liberal peacebuilding’ came to be used to describe the intended
process and outcome of applying this SOP.
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Sisk, Rotberg). Hoffman’s second camp includes those who see the problem in the
liberal peace model itself, perceiving it as merely ‘a cover for the political and economic
interests of the West’ (e.g. Chomsky, Ignatieff) (2009: 10).
A number of critics have focused on the conceptual framework for liberal peace,
highlighting problems with specific yet fundamental aspects of the model, forming
what can be considered a third camp. Duffield positions the emergence of liberal
peace in the context of the conceptual convergence of development and security in
the 1990s; the ‘new security framework’, where a wave of ‘new wars’, international
crime and terrorism arise from underdevelopment, now seen as dangerous. He
argues the liberal peace model is ‘a political project in its own right’, and reflects a
radical and specific political, developmental and security agenda: ‘…to transform
the dysfunctional and war-affected societies that it encounters on its borders into
cooperative, representative and, especially, stable entities’ (2001: 11).
Mac Ginty describes the ‘near hegemony’ of the ‘liberal democratic peace model’
applied to post-conflict states, arguing that the dominance of this model has had ‘a
profound impact on the management of contemporary violent ethnonational conflict
in standardising the core elements of peace initiatives and accords and reducing the
space available for alternative (non-western) approaches to peacemaking’ (2006: 33).
In his review of the UN as one of the key institutions of liberal peace, Chesterman
makes further references to colonialism, describing UN transitional administrations
as ‘benevolent autocracy’ and post-conflict transformation projects as ‘modern
colonial enterprise’. He argues that greater honesty about the motivation behind the
international community’s state-building projects would be beneficial for all parties
(2004: 47, 127).
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The Liberal Peace and Afghanistan
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Given increasing sensitivity to overly bureaucratic and ‘top-down, outside-in’
interventions by the international community, at first glance the model applied in
Afghanistan appears to break with previous interventions of the 1990s. In many ways
this is true, with the approach defined as the ‘light footprint’ reflecting the greatly
reduced UN mission role and size, and the commitment to bolstering Afghan capacity
– a move away from earlier more colonial and prescriptive interventions such as
Kosovo1.
How has this new, much-heralded ‘light footprint’ model of liberal peace served
Afghanistan? Mac Ginty identifies three characteristic liberal peace pitfalls which
have the capacity to seriously jeopardise the quality of peace achieved: a lack of local
ownership, a reflection of external rather than internal concerns, and a premature
withdrawal of external support (2006: 162).
1

Chesterman comments on the inherent contradictions in the UN approach to Afghanistan: ‘...the ‘light footprint’
approach. Such a departure from the expansive mandates in Kosovo and East Timor substantially reduced the
formal political functions of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA)... represented a philosophical
challenge to the increasing aggregation of sovereign powers exercised in UN peace operations since the mid
1990s… As [a] senior UN official put it, “we are protecting a peace process from the hubris of the international
liberal agenda as promoted by donors”. Such an agenda might include setting policy (on, for example, human
rights, democracy, gender, the rule of law) in accordance with donor requirements and time-lines rather than on
the basis of what was locally feasible’ (2004: 89-90).
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In reviewing the record of international intervention so far in Afghanistan in relation
to the first two pitfalls (it remains too early to judge the third) and to aid distribution
more broadly, the reflections below focus on key elements of liberal peacebuilding,
primarily elections and ‘democratisation’, and additionally human rights, rule of law,
disarmament processes, development assistance and market reform.
Lack of Ownership, Lack of a Genuine Peace Process
Despite the ‘light footprint’ approach, it is clear that the process of state-building in
Afghanistan has been almost entirely controlled by external parties, primarily the United
States (US), working alongside international institutions such as the UN and World
Bank. Mac Ginty’s first pitfall was apparent from the early days of the intervention – a
lack of local ownership; a lack of full involvement of Afghan stakeholders in shaping,
and thereby valuing and committing to, the peace process.
From the outset of the post-2001 liberal peacebuilding project in Afghanistan,
the international actors leading the process and convening the Bonn conference
determined which constituencies would have ‘local ownership’. Moreover, this local
ownership has been incomplete, selective and based on groups acceptable to western
powers. Although the Bonn Agreement was broadly presented and accepted as a
‘peace deal’, analysts observe that the UN-sponsored talks reflected the distribution
of power that resulted from the US strategy, and was more an agreement among
those on the winning side than a settlement based on negotiations among conflicting
parties. Johnson and Leslie argue that:

In discussing peacebuilding success factors and key roles for outsiders, Licklider
highlights ‘inclusiveness’, the need to involve all major parties, noting that, ‘It is
tempting to negotiate with the moderates and try to leave the extremists out…But this
is often a mistake’ (2001: 701). Many writers emphasise the importance of including all
stakeholders in peace processes: excluded parties are far more likely to continue with
violence and reject a settlement which has been imposed by others. Bonn excluded
various key groups within Afghan society, but the exclusion of the Taliban as a major
party in the conflict has been particularly criticised. Commentators argue that the
Taliban represent deep-rooted values and interests in Afghan society that must be
included in any peace process for it to succeed, regardless of how acceptable such
values and interests might be to the western actors (Johnson and Leslie 2004: 209,
and Sisk 2008: 206).
While some analysts feel the Bonn Agreement reflected the best chance available
for a peace deal, in the period following the settlement there was widespread
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The problem started with the Bonn agreement itself… [and] took place in
the shadow of a massive military campaign in retaliation for the events of 11
September 2001. Although the agreement that emerged is often referred to as
a ‘peace agreement’, the circumstances that gave rise to it were not those from
which peace agreements are usually forged… The major party to the conflict,
the Taliban, was not even at the table. Rather, the Bonn agreement was a
victor’s sharing of the spoils of war in the wake of the forcible removal from
power of the Taliban (2004: 157).
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recognition that Bonn was not a comprehensive peace agreement. Others describe
it as a mechanism for distributing power and profit among the victors and a senior
UN leader has referred to the Agreement as the ‘original sin’ (AREU 2003: 15). Sadly,
little has changed in the years since Bonn. Wijeyaratne completes her review of the
prospects for peace in Afghanistan under the sub-title ‘The Missing Peace Process’,
with the observation that although limited efforts are ongoing, they are fractured and
ultimately, ‘There is no clear peace process bringing together all sides of the conflict’
(2008: 5). She emphasises that Afghanistan is not in a post-conflict situation, the
Bonn Agreement and Afghanistan Compact ‘are insufficient as they do not provide a
roadmap to peace’, and she sees Bonn as a key factor in the post-2002 conflict (2008:
31).
External Rather Than Internal Concerns – the Prioritisation Issue
With the basis of the liberal peace state-building exercise undermined from the outset
through a failure to establish local ownership at Bonn, the process continued much
as it had started, faltering into Mac Ginty’s second pitfall as external concerns took
priority over internal concerns in many vital areas.
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Beyond the exclusion of the Taliban from Bonn, a crucial point here is the inclusion
of leaders who had supported the West and who were important to continuing US
efforts to eliminate Al Qaeda. The inclusion in the Bonn talks of the Northern Alliance
and other groups responsible for atrocities and abuse during the war sent a strong
message: these warlords were legitimised as national leaders, rewarded with support
from the international community. As Johnson and Leslie observed, ‘The US decision
to engage certain factions to pursue its ground war not only returned to power the
very people who had been responsible for Afghanistan’s plunder, but also ensured that
they obtained significant supplies of new arms and useful quantities of hard currency’
(2004: 157-8).
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The subsequent steps in the process of transition and legitimisation of interim
institutions have included the holding of two loya jirga meetings and three rounds of
elections. Implementation practice has reflected the lack of adherence to liberal peace
principles: internal concerns for the need for representative and fair processes were
subordinated to external security concerns.
As a key element of liberal peace, elections are valued for the inherently peaceful
checks and balances they place on elected leaders, and within the liberal peacebuilding
framework, for their power to legitimate. Election of post-war leaders is also in many
cases legitimisation of the peace process in question, and is therefore seen as having
enormous potential for strengthening a peace process. In Afghanistan’s case, the use of
the traditional loya jirga decision-making mechanisms (a large meeting of community
or tribal representatives from across the country) was arguably an appropriate cultural
adaptation of the liberal peace SOP and avoided the risks of an early election. While the
first ‘emergency’ loya jirga was widely criticised, the second, ‘constitutional’ loya jirga
went better than many had dared hope as the UN took a stronger role and managed to
reduce manipulation. Given the many ethnic and political divisions in Afghan society,
commentators saw the second loya jirga debates and the first, presidential elections
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in 2004 as significant successes, in many ways high points for electoral democracy in
the country.
However, as both critics and proponents of the role of democratisation in peacebuilding
warn, elections may also bring negative consequences. In the sensitive post-conflict
contexts of inter-group division, elections incur ‘validation risks’, as in the case of
Bosnia, where extremist parties emerged from war-time factions. Post-war elections
risk reinforcing conflict dynamics and playing a negative legitimising role:
...the Liberian outcome is similar to Afghanistan’s, following elections there
in 2005: the inclusion through the legislative arena of a number of factions
involved in the war who have either emerged as ‘warlord’ figures or whose
hands are not clean in terms of the widespread atrocities that occurred (Sisk
2008: 199).

Only a year after the seventy per cent turn out of 2004, disappointment and
disenfranchisement resulted in only forty-nine per cent of the electorate voting in 2005,
with even lower rates of thirty-three per cent in the urban, middle-class stronghold
of Kabul district, which was expected to provide the core constituency of the new
democracy (Suhrke 2007a: 8). Local human rights monitoring reports indicated that
over eighty per cent of the winning candidates in the provinces and sixty per cent in
Kabul maintained ties to armed groups, with possibly as many as half the seats in the
lower house of parliament going to former mujahideen or warlords; additionally, a
significant amount of fraud was experienced, with 680 polling stations quarantined,
although the international monitoring team ruled the integrity of the elections was
not affected (Sedra and Middlebrook 2005: 2).
The most recent elections in 2009 have without doubt further damaged voters’
remaining trust in the electoral system. Widespread fraud in the first round saw almost
a quarter of the votes cast for President Karzai (1.3 million) ruled as invalid, and a
second round did little to counter perceptions of elaborate international manipulation.
In an increasingly negative and accusatory environment, the parliamentary elections
scheduled for May 2010 have been postponed due to lack of international funding.
Criticism is harsh:
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The damage done by the first loya jirga in 2002 and the 2005 elections in Afghanistan
is widely discussed. Several analysts observe the manipulations and abuse apparent
at the first loya jirga, essentially the first step towards forming a government. Death
threats were made against some speakers by warlords and commanders and a secret
ballot was lacking for many positions - the violation of jirga principles by the US
intervention to ensure Hamid Karzai’s position is another key criticism. Rubin also
outlines the high levels of abusive and threatening behaviour evident at the 2002 loya
jirga, linking this problem to the US-led coalition’s policy of supporting commanders
and warlords, and noting that the same factors ‘bedevilled the constitutional process
which followed’ (2004: 9). A policy of accommodation with warlords is identified as
a key factor in international and Afghan Government policy; lacking international or
US support for confrontation, Karzai is seen as having no choice but to allow many
commanders to register for the 2005 elections, despite a procedural ban on candidates
who had links to illegally armed groups.
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The recent fraudulent elections in Afghanistan cost over $250 million, and
added to growing dissatisfaction among the Afghan people. This money
was spent on staging an elaborate political exercise - an exercise aimed at
demonstrating that the ‘West’ had brought democracy to Afghanistan. The
exercise failed (Adlparvar 2009).
Certainly in terms of Afghan popular opinion this appears to be the case, with field
surveys indicating that, ‘While opinions were mixed on the role of figures like Karzai and
Abdullah, and institutions such as the IEC [Independent Electoral Commission], there
was almost uniform condemnation of the role of the international community’(Coburn
2009: 5).
An underlying tension of the liberal peacebuilding approach is that while the UN
in general has civilian responsibilities, it tends not to have control over the military
command beyond the limits of traditional peace-keeping roles. Chesterman argues
this can lead to conflicts of interest between the two ‘arms’ of the intervention, as in
the case of Bosnia, or Afghanistan, where UN political objectives and the objectives of
the liberal peace were subordinated and military priorities ranked well above political
goals (2004: 253).
Peace and prosperity in Afghanistan, for example, was less important to the
United
States than ensuring that the territory was not used as a haven for
terrorists; this
military agenda at times ran against the broader aims of
peacebuilding (Chesterman 2004: 191-2).
Suhrke echoes these observations, noting the incompatibility of policy objectives,
in particular the tension between political reforms and security issues, and related
decision-making over the inclusion of warlord figures in the democratic process:
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...the principal reason for the US-led intervention in Afghanistan was not to
promote political democracy, but to eliminate suspected terrorists and install a
stable and cooperative regime in ‘the war on terror’. The requirements of this
strategic imperative did not always coincide with the promotion of democracy.
US empowerment of local warlords who assisted American forces in the fight
against the Taliban and Al Qaida is an oft-cited example (Suhrke 2007a: 1).

16

As the single most important foreign actor, the US exerted strong influence over the UN
‘civilian arm’ of the intervention, even in classic political areas such as democratisation
and human rights – core elements of liberal peacebuilding. The continuing power of
the warlords, and more specifically the ‘warlord strategy’ of the US, has been identified
as the primary problem for human rights, peace and stability in the country: there has
been substantial criticism of the shallow commitments of the US to democratic and
human rights principles. Analytical reports from early on in the Afghanistan mission
point to the UN’s reluctance to take up its full responsibilities and unique mandate
to investigate human rights abuses, especially those committed by key figures within
the new government who had supported the US-led war effort. It seems that rule
of law was not a priority, and these policies and prioritisation demonstrated to local
communities that warlords’ positions would not be challenged by internationals.
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These [warlord] actors were lionized after Bonn, made into heroes… Nothing was done
to punish them for past atrocities or for crimes being committed now. Fighting the
Taliban has led to turning a blind eye to other actors, and as a result, criminalized
behavior has become legitimized and entrenched (Wijeyaratne 2008: 9-10).
The support given to warlords by international actors was a significant factor
in creating a culture of impunity and the acceptance of double-standards.
At a level of principle as well as in practice this de-prioritisation of human
rights by the international community and UN critically undermined liberal
peacebuilding. By 2008, the UN’s own experts found that national institutions
capable of systematically defending human rights had not been created and
that impunity was entrenched and widespread.
In other key priority areas for the liberal peace, the warlord strategy has also trumped
policy in practice. The vital disarmament component of the intervention, run by
UNDP through the Disbandment of Illegal Armed Groups programme, struggled in an
ambiguous environment of uncertain political support. Undermined by official support
for local militias and warlords, UNDP’s programme has been described as ‘hobbled
from the start by lack of will in Kabul, particularly within the Ministry of Interior, whose
staff has militia ties’ (ICG 2007: 13). Security sector reform was equally affected by
a lack of political will to address the problems surrounding the Ministry of Interior.
Additionally, experts found that reform efforts were seriously undermined by the
conflicting expectations of the police force to be created, and the ‘need to reconcile
the “German vision” of the police as a civilian law and order force, and the “US vision”
of the police as a security force with a major counter-insurgency role’ (Wilder 2007: x).
The creation and arming of informal security forces such as the Afghanistan National
Auxiliary Police and more nebulous ‘community defence volunteers’ at various points
in different regions, applied inconsistently in order to combat insurgent activity, has
also proved extremely damaging to the consolidation of governmental structures and
rule of law. The results of these competing security and peacebuilding objectives have
been inconsistently applied policies, and increased inter-ethnic and regional tension.

The distribution of development aid is another vital component of the liberal peace
model, and in Afghanistan another example of where external concerns, including
military priorities, have taken priority over longer-term development goals with
dangerous consequences. Significant disparities exist in the geographical distribution
of aid, often because aid is being used to achieve military or political objectives –
rewarding allegiance or complementing the ‘hearts and minds’ campaigning of
international troops in the area2. With insecure or strategic areas awarded far higher
2

Advocacy reports on aid effectiveness highlight the disparities: ‘A number of major donors direct a disproportionate share of their funds to the southern provinces where the insurgency is strongest; if it were a state, Helmand
alone would be the world’s fifth largest recipient of funds from USAID. These disparities are also reflected in the
pattern of combined government and donor spending: for 2007-2008 the most insecure provinces of Nimroz,
Helmand, Zabul, Kandahar and Uruzgan have been allocated more than $200 per person, whereas many other
provinces are to receive less than half this amount, and some, such as Sari Pul or Pakhar, are allocated less than
one third… the resentment which these significant disparities has generated… the perverse incentive created
for secure areas, which perceive the insecurity attracts aid, this approach is dangerously short-sighted and has
contributed to the problems of insecurity’ (Waldman 2008b: 2-3).
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Distribution and Dependency
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amounts of aid, these disparities have resulted in increased inter-ethnic tension,
resentment and negative incentives for peaceful approaches. The establishment of
military teams tasked with humanitarian or development activities and funding of
‘Quick Impact Projects’ in key military areas compounds the problem3. Aid distribution
according to security priorities has actively undermined progress towards achieving
security, with communities outside the conflict areas seeing armed violence rewarded
with resource flows.
While international development assistance has had a positive impact on many
aspects of the Afghan economy, the methods of its distribution have undoubtedly fed
corruption, and arguably facilitated ‘the emergence of warlord politics’ (Mac Ginty and
Williams 2009: 171). A brief review of funding only serves to underline the fact that
military objectives are prioritised. By 2008, the US alone was spending nearly $100
million per day on its military activities in Afghanistan, whereas the average volume of
all international donor assistance to the country between 2001 and 2008 was only $7
million per day: ‘reconstruction assistance is a fraction of military spending’ (Waldman
2008b: 1).
A final component of the liberal peace tool kit, the reforms required to create a market
economy, have made significant progress from the SOP perspective but the results
overall are mixed. Privatisation has proceeded, reforms have liberalised investments,
foreign exchange and trade, and by 2007 the gross national product and per capita
income had doubled. However, debilitating poverty continues and substantial
economic challenges persist.

How Has the ‘Liberal Peace’ Served Afghanistan?

Extreme dependence on international assistance has been identified as a key problem
for economic recovery, also undermining stability and democratic accountability as
the Afghan Government reports to foreign donors. In general, the lack of perspective
in the provision of funding to the fledgling Afghan government was damaging;
with an operating budget that by 2005 was based almost entirely (over ninety per
cent) on international aid rather than domestic revenue, credibility and democratic
accountability were inevitably undermined.
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The main argument regarding democratic development is that accountability
follows the direction of resource flows. With the national budget mostly
financed by foreign governments and institutions, the Afghan government’s
main responsibility in accounting for the use of these funds is towards the
donors, rather than its own people (Suhrke 2006: 4-6).
Additionally, liberalisation is seen to have fed political manipulation of the market and
corruption. Johnson and Leslie note the lack of regulatory frameworks and argue that
‘current policies of market liberalisation run counter to the needs of state building on
many levels’ (2004: 212). Discussions at the United States Institute of Peace recently
3

A controversial approach pioneered in Iraq and Afghanistan, the creation of military ‘Provincial Reconstruction
Teams’ (PRTs) represent a mixing of security and development activities as military teams, sometimes including
civilian advisors, undertake humanitarian or development activities with the objective of gaining support and
demonstrating an ‘instant peace dividend’ (often through ‘Quick Impact Projects’) to the communities in the
target area for the military units concerned. The PRT concept has been greatly criticised for contributing to the
dangerous blurring of lines between civilian and military actors, and reducing the safety for development workers
and humanitarian space – as well as for providing poor quality development programming (BAAG-ENNA 2008).
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highlighted the inequalities created by the market system itself, identifying corruption,
alongside security, as the two biggest challenges to Afghanistan’s economy. There is
also evidence of criticism of the market economy model from within Afghanistan, with
claims that an open market has ‘deteriorated the economic conditions in Afghanistan
and increased the poverty rate in the country’ (Khelwatgar c. 2008, also Thabat
2008). Statistically, Afghanistan’s leading economic activity continues to be the illegal
cultivation and trade of opium, closely linked to insecurity and the culture of impunity.
Here again, military objectives have overridden state- and peace-building needs to
bring criminal activity under control4.
While the debate may continue over whether market liberalisation has brought overall
benefit to Afghanistan, and indeed whether ‘SOP’ economic liberalisation programmes
are advisable per se5, there can be no doubt that the continuing insecurity is a critical
obstacle to economic growth.

The Liberal Peace Assessed – Flawed or Hi-jacked?

Hoffman’s first camp of critics have some evidence for their purist argument that
failure is due to the fact that the liberal peace model was never implemented correctly.
The adaptation of the classic electoral recipe for Afghanistan appeared to bring some
positive results initially, and the ‘light footprint’ emphasis on Afghan leadership may
also have been a very positive alternative to heavy Kosovo-style UN institutions.
However, with instability preventing effective implementation, this camp can claim
that it is impossible to judge the success of the model as it was never given a real
chance in the highly insecure context. As Rotberg for example contends, the special
circumstances of Afghanistan and Iraq mean they cannot be used as examples of
failure, and the liberal peace paradigm still holds despite the new states’ inability to
achieve security (2006: 28). Yet the model was followed, and the intervention initiated
and implemented despite high levels of insecurity from the start.
The case of Afghanistan also offers much fuel for the critics of Hoffman’s second camp,
those who see liberal peacebuilding as a cover for Western ambition, particularly
given the clear priority accorded to the overt US military agenda above liberal
peace objectives. However, the argument that the entire state-building project in
Afghanistan is merely a ‘tool of the West’ is too simplistic an analysis. The reform of
the UN SOP as the ‘light footprint’, as well as the efforts and programmes of many
4

Suhrke’s observations are shared by a number of analysts and commentators: ‘Taking on the top players in the
opium economy might jeopardise the fragile state structures and shatter political alliances that were useful in
US-led counter-insurgency operations. The prospect effectively blocked efforts to attack the problem at its core’
(2007b: 1302).

5

Recent discussions within the UN highlight growing calls to adapt the ‘SOP’ approach of market liberalisation for
developing countries currently implemented by international financial institutions – this approach is increasingly
being called into question, particularly in the context of the global economic crisis (UNCTAD 2010).
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Over eight years since the intervention began, progress towards the liberal peace goals
of stable, functioning democratic and market economy systems is most uncertain. In
the context of rapidly deteriorating security and spreading insurgency, the US and
other close allies are now increasing rather than decreasing military commitments to
Afghanistan. Where does this leave the liberal peace?
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donors, international agencies and NGOs, are important indications of commitments to
support peace and development in Afghanistan independently of the US-led coalition
security agenda (the strong current debate around civil-military relations and roles
serves to reinforce this point).
In conclusion therefore, the arguments of the third camp of conceptual critics provide
the most useful lens to view the liberal peace intervention in Afghanistan. Key points
raised by writers such as Chesterman, Duffield and Mac Ginty – the colonial sub-text
for state-building projects and the proposition that the liberal peace agenda represents
a convergence of development and security – are supported in a number of ways by
the record in Afghanistan.
Following Duffield’s earlier critique of the radical social transformation programme
inherent in liberal peace, Mac Ginty and Williams’ recent work discusses the ‘armed
humanitarian’:
A new phenomenon has emerged, that of the ‘armed humanitarian’, who is
seen by some hostile locals as delivering not only aid but a message of alien
‘democracy’ and western mores. For a conservative Afghan elder, bringing
education to the women of his area, as UNICEF has done for example, is not a
‘neutral’ act; it is one that threatens his legitimacy as a lawmaker, and the very
culture of his society (2009: 167-8).
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Suhrke also highlights the dangers in the application of overtly western models in
Afghanistan: ‘the standard programme for post-conflict reconstruction entailed
as its outer limits a declaratory strategy of radical social change’, and represented
an inherently conflictual and comprehensive ‘reconstruction-cum-modernisation
project’ (2007b: 1293, 1299). The growth of the insurgency, inter-ethnic divisions
and resentment of international actors are therefore logical outcomes of the ‘social
engineering’ pursued. At another level, the creation of such extreme dependency on
international aid has also proven fatal for genuine local ownership and sustainable
state-building, resulting in a rentier state, dysfunctionally over-reliant on the support
of external actors.
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Chesterman observes that ‘the recognition and accommodation of interests on the part
of local and international actors continue to be central to the project of transformation,
which justifies this modern colonial enterprise in post-conflict territories’ (2004: 47).
The domestic interests of donors and aid have long been discussed and articulated,
and past support for liberal peace interventions has hardly been perceived as altruistic.
This notwithstanding, the necessary recognition of international actors’ interests must
also have limits for the liberal peace model to survive. Some external interests are
simply too divergent and contradictory to be accommodated within the liberal peace
model, however flawed the model may be.

Conclusion
The premise that liberal peacebuilding in Afghanistan would also bring security for
the West was false; the theoretical convergence of development and security was not
functionally possible given the specific and unsatisfied military objectives of the US.
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The long-term process of state-building cannot be used as an instrument to deal with
international terrorism: ‘Waging war while trying to build peace was fundamentally
contradictory’ (Suhrke 2006: 3). Tortuous discussions and numerous policy re-thinks
and efforts to create an ‘integrated approach’ or a ‘comprehensive approach’ combining
military and development action in the 2007 and 2008 period reflect an international
intervention that was in conflict with itself.
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In conclusion, liberal peace has served Afghanistan poorly: the conceptual criticisms of
the third camp are borne out on the ground. While effort was made to adapt the SOP to
the Afghan context, social conflict and disenfranchisement have resulted. Crucially, the
subordination of peacebuilding and development objectives to US security objectives
resulted in increased insecurity and the insurgency, more accurately the civil war,
continues. Moreover, given that the agenda and prioritisation of military goals was
clear before the intervention began, the fundamental failing of the liberal peace model
in Afghanistan is arguably its accommodation of contradictory external interests, and
the willingness of leading liberal peace protagonists, primarily the UN, to provide for
this accommodation. It remains to be seen whether the model will survive this legacy
of accommodation, and further critical review of the liberal peacebuilding SOP may be
one positive outcome of the Afghanistan intervention.
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