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1.

Overview

In the lead-up to the parliamentary election scheduled for 18 September 2010, members of
Afghanistan’s Wolesi Jirga (the lower house of the National Assembly) were visibly preparing to
subject their seats to the public vote. A top-down view, based on the perspectives of members
of parliament (MPs) and new candidates, indicated that, as in any election, this was to be a
race of rhetoric, resources and promises of service provision.
In the current context of increasing instability, however, electoral processes do not follow the
simple logic of competitive elections in established democracies. As can be seen from a detailed
analysis of dynamics inside Wolesi Jirga in the months before the election, there are a number
of factors at play which render the rules of the electoral game less straightforward than they
VHHP:LWKRXWWKHHTXDOSOD\LQJÀHOGVDQGNQRZDEOHSUHGLFWDEOHUXOHVLQSODFHDSSO\LQJWRDOO
candidates, there is a clear disincentive to declare or make public one’s political allegiances or
SDUW\DIÀOLDWLRQV7KLVOHDGVWRWKHSOHWKRUDRI´LQGHSHQGHQWµFDQGLGDWHVRQWKHEDOORWSDSHUV
and a political ambiguity that pervades parliamentary politics.
This, of course, is not a new phenomenon—Afghanistan’s recent political history demonstrates
a general tendency toward shifting alliances and deal-making behind closed doors. However, in
an increasingly unstable environment—in which actors are not wholly convinced that the system
will work for everyone in the same way, or will work the same way consistently from one day to
the next—elections exacerbate this trend. They impose a race for political capital in a context
where this capital is increasingly hard to achieve or maintain, and in which certain competitors
KDYHVLJQLÀFDQWDGYDQWDJHVRYHURWKHUVLQDFTXLULQJLW
This paper critically analyses the effects of elections in the current context of 2010, with a
VSHFLÀFIRFXVRQWKH:ROHVL-LUJDLWVPHPEHUVDQGQHZFDQGLGDWHV,WLVSDUWRIDVHULHVRQ
elections in 2009-10. It draws on extensive research compiling over 200 interviews conducted
with MPs, their constituents and new candidates, both at the centre in Kabul and in two case
VWXG\SURYLQFHVRI%DONKDQG3DNWLD,WDOVRH[LVWVDVDSDUDOOHOVWXG\WRDQRWKHUGLVFXVVLRQSDSHU
in the series, written on elections and instability with a focus on constituent perspectives at
the local level.1
7KHSDSHUVHWVRXWWKHIROORZLQJNH\ÀQGLQJVIRUGLVFXVVLRQ)LUVWWKHOHJLVODWLYHDQGH[HFXWLYH
branches of government have become increasingly intertwined since 2005, and in particular
since 2009. While pre-election politicking combined with sincere indignation on the part of
MPs toward the government has generated a prominent (and very public) chasm between the
Wolesi Jirga and the Karzai administration, under the surface exist connections between MPs
and the executive that threaten to strip the parliament of any of the monitoring or oversight
1 These papers are part of a broader study on the parliamentary election, which has adopted two distinct but
RYHUODSSLQJ DSSURDFKHV 7KH ÀUVW DSSURDFK FROOHFWHG FRQVWLWXHQW SHUVSHFWLYHV RQ WKH SDUOLDPHQWDU\ HOHFWLRQ LQ
.DEXO%DONKDQG3DNWLDSURYLQFHVDQGUHVXOWHGLQWZRSDSHUV1RDK&REXUQ´&RQQHFWLQJZLWK.DEXO7KH,PSRUWDQFH
of the Wolesi Jirga Election and Local Political Networks in Afghanistan” (Kabul: AREU, 2010) and Noah Coburn,
“Parliamentarians and Local Politics: Elections and Instability II” (Kabul: AREU, also to be released in September
 7KHVHFRQGDSSURDFKFRPSOHPHQWVWKHÀUVWE\IRFXVLQJSULPDULO\RQ03V·SHUVSHFWLYHVRQDQGSUHSDUDWLRQV
for the 2010 election. A brief paper from this approach was produced in June 2010: M. Hassan Wafaey with Anna
Larson, “The Wolesi Jirga in 2010: Pre-election Politics and the Appearance of Opposition” (Kabul: AREU, 2010). This
paper, also from the second research approach, follows up on themes outlined in the brief. It also builds on themes
LGHQWLÀHG LQ DQ$5(8 LVVXHV SDSHU UHOHDVHG DIWHU WKH ÀUVW SRVW SDUOLDPHQWDU\ HOHFWLRQV$QGUHZ :LOGHU ´$
+RXVH'LYLGHG"$QDO\VLQJWKH$IJKDQ(OHFWLRQVµ .DEXO$5(8 
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FDSDFLW\WKDWLWFXUUHQWO\KDV%XVLQHVVGHDOVDQGQHSRWLVPLQSDUWLFXODUWKULYHEHWZHHQ03V
and cabinet ministers, entrenching vested interests and often predetermining the outcome
of plenary votes. It is critical that all post-election analysis of the Wolesi Jirga treat its
members as inherently connected with the Karzai administration, and also as part and parcel
of a broad network of political actors, rather than as an isolated body of representatives
protected from the wider sphere of Afghan politics.
Second, these alliances between the lower house and the executive are fragile and subject
to a great deal of instability. Moreover, this instability is heightened by elections, which in
WKHLUPRVWEDVLFGHÀQLWLRQDUHGHVLJQHGWRSURPRWHFKDQJHDQGXQFHUWDLQW\RIRXWFRPHVLQ
the short term. In the Afghan context, it is very likely that the process of elections will be
politically disruptive in the short term, with the potential to destabilise local communities.
However, if the outcome of elections is not uncertain enough—with results predictable
DQGDVLJQLÀFDQWDPRXQWRIJRYHUQPHQWFRQWURORYHUFDQGLGDF\YHWWLQJSDUWLFLSDWLRQDQG
results—elections will not contribute to stability in the long term either.
Finally, the paper addresses the implications of the above observations for the new
parliament. In an environment in which the Karzai administration seeks to consolidate
its hold over democratic processes, provoking considerable reaction from those excluded
from the president’s entourage, the role of the Wolesi Jirga post-election will be crucial in
determining the trajectory of stabilisation in Afghanistan.
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2.

Methodology

Five key points to consider when reading this paper:
 'DWDIRUWKLVUHVHDUFKZHUHFROOHFWHGEHWZHHQ-DQXDU\DQG-XO\LQWKHIRUPRI
semi-structured interviews with 42 MPs, selected for their ethnic diversity, varying
political stances, gender balance and regional representation. Second interviews were
conducted with 15 of these MPs, in order to allow for the updating of information and
the following of the progression of certain issues, such as that of cabinet nominee
rejections in parliament. In addition, interviews were conducted in Kabul with ten
new candidates for the Wolesi Jirga election. As such, the data present a broad sample
encompassing various and divergent viewpoints.
 'DWDIRUWKHSDUDOOHOVWXG\RQFRQVWLWXHQWSHUVSHFWLYHVDWWKHORFDOOHYHO IRFXVLQJRQ
.DEXO%DONKDQG3DNWLD DUHDOVRGUDZQXSRQDWWLPHVLQWKLVSDSHU2
 :KHQLQWHUYLHZHG03VWHQGHGWRXVHWKHZRUG´JRYHUQPHQWµWRUHIHUVSHFLÀFDOO\WR
the executive branch and often saw themselves as distinct from “the government”
in this regard. As such, in quotations below it is necessary to interpret the word
“government” to mean “executive.”
 The paper also draws on information collected for Afghanistan Research and Evaluation
Unit (AREU) studies on parliament since 2005, and thus is able to provide a retrospective
DQDO\VLVEDVHGRQFRQWLQXDOREVHUYDWLRQRIWKH:ROHVL-LUJDGXULQJLWVÀUVWWHUPSRVW
2001.
 The paper is largely based on the perspectives of MPs on elections. It sets out for
discussion some of the key concerns MPs voiced during interviews about the 2010
election, and attempts to situate these within the current context of Afghanistan.

2 For more information on the methodology used for the parallel study, see Coburn, “Parliamentarians and
Local Politics in Afghanistan.”
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3.

,QWURGXFWLRQWR.H\'HÀQLWLRQV8VHG

This paper focuses on the ways in which instability affects elections and, in the reverse,
KRZ HOHFWLRQV FDQ H[DFHUEDWH LQVWDELOLW\ %HIRUH GLVFXVVLQJ WKHVH LVVXHV LQ VRPH GHWDLO
KRZHYHULQUHODWLRQWRWKH:ROHVL-LUJDLWLVQHFHVVDU\ÀUVWWRGHÀQHFOHDUO\ZKDWLVPHDQW
in this paper by the key terms used.
The term “instability” is used to denote a state in which the rules of the game (in elections,
IRUH[DPSOH DUHQRWSHUFHLYHGWREHÀ[HGRUVWDEOHE\WKHDFWRUVRUSDUWLFLSDQWVLQYROYHG
A degree of unpredictability is inherent also: there is no guarantee that 1) the rules apply to
everyone equally or 2) they will function consistently from one day to the next. This leads
to a situation in which it is in every actor’s interest to keep their motivations and intentions
to him or herself, and to remain publically ambiguous on the subject of political allegiances
and alignments. Committing to a set of formal rules or procedures when one perceives that
no one else is abiding by them makes very little sense. Instability is a negative phenomenon
RQDORFDOOHYHOEHFDXVHLWSURPRWHVSRZHUJUDEELQJDQGZLQGIDOOSURÀWHHULQJ,QWKH:ROHVL
Jirga it is negative because it promotes ambiguity of positions, bargaining, patronage and
bribery. In both contexts, it makes political capital harder to achieve and decreases the
incentive to play by the rules.
´,QVHFXULW\µ E\ FRQWUDVW LV XVHG KHUH WR GHQRWH VSHFLÀFDOO\ WKH WKUHDW RI YLROHQFH IURP
outside. While the term may be used in other ways in other contexts, the clear distinction
between instability and insecurity is useful for the purposes of this paper. In discussing the
context of Afghanistan in particular—where both threaten to disrupt and destroy fragile
systems of governance in different ways—the distinction is all the more important.
´6WDELOLW\µWKHQUHODWLYHWRWKHDERYHGHÀQLWLRQVLVÀUVWNQRZLQJWKHUXOHVRIWKHJDPH
and second having the faith that they will not change any time soon, regardless of who or
where one is. In the context of elections, it is the knowledge that putting oneself forward
DOORZVDFDQGLGDWH DWOHDVWLQWKHRU\ DQRSSRUWXQLW\WRZLQEDVHGRQTXDOLÀFDWLRQVDQG
political capital.
It is also necessary to clarify that these terms are mainly used in the paper to describe
systems, rules and processes—such as elections in themselves—rather than the outcomes of
these processes. Incidentally, most constituents interviewed for a parallel study were more
concerned about being deprived of a transparent, trustworthy system with a predictable set
of rules than they were about being disappointed by the outcome of elections.3 Referring
to the uncertainty of electoral outcomes is a different but related issue, which will also
be dealt with in this paper. In order to make a clear distinction between processes and
outcomes, the term “uncertainty” will be used only to describe the latter. Uncertainty in
WKH RXWFRPH RI HOHFWLRQV LV D SRVLWLYH SKHQRPHQRQ SHUKDSV HYHQ WKH YHU\ GHÀQLWLRQ RI
competitive elections4—if elections take place within a stable context in which the rules of
the game are widely respected.

3 See the parallel discussion paper to this study for more information on this subject: Coburn, “Parliamentarians
and Local Politics in Afghanistan.”
 )RUDQH[SORUDWLRQRIWKLVWKHPHVHH$GDP3U]HZRUVNL´'HPRFUDF\DVD&RQWLQJHQW2XWFRPHRI&RQÁLFWVµ
in Constitutionalism and DemocracyHG-RQ(OVWHUDQG5XQH6ODJVWDG &DPEULGJHDQG1HZ<RUN&DPEULGJH
University Press, 1988).
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4.

Brief Background to the Wolesi Jirga5

7KHÀUVWSRVW:ROHVL-LUJDZDVLQDXJXUDWHGLQ'HFHPEHUIROORZLQJDSDUOLDPHQWDU\
election three months earlier. It included a mix of liberal modernists, party proponents,
ex-mujahiddin and religious scholars, covering a spectrum stretching from fundamentalist
Taliban sympathisers to journalists, pilots and television personalities. This variety has given
rise to heated debates but has not consolidated into formal blocs or groups. The majority
of MPs claim to be independent in their allegiances, even if they are widely known to have
FRQQHFWLRQVZLWKDSDUW\RULQÁXHQWLDOSHUVRQDOLW\
Parties are represented in parliament, albeit informally. They do not resemble parties in
established and/or Western democracies, in that they are largely based on the ethnic exmilitary factions that fought in the civil war. While many are taking steps toward reform—
for example, in holding party-wide elections for leadership—there remains very little
FRQVROLGDWLRQRILVVXHVEDVHGSODWIRUPVWKDWFRXOGUHDFKVLJQLÀFDQWO\EH\RQGWKHLUHWKQLF
support bases.
Since 2005, a number of developments that are relevant to this paper have taken place.
First, conservative voices appear to have strengthened in recent years; this is notable in
the debates surrounding the Shia Personal Status Law and suspicion of Afghans converting
WR&KULVWLDQLW\6HFRQGHWKQLFLGHQWLWLHVKDYHEHHQLQFUHDVLQJO\DGRSWHGE\LQÁXHQWLDO03V
for political purposes and have become very clearly apparent in relation to issues such as
President Hamid Karzai’s list of cabinet nominees, which were rejected by some on the
grounds that they did not provide adequate representation of minorities. Finally, in the
run-up to the 2010 election the increasingly popular stance of “opposition” was being taken
up by a number of MPs, although the meaning of this label remains ambiguous. This in
particular demonstrates a degree of instability that will be explored further in the following
section.

 )RUDPRUHGHWDLOHGEDFNJURXQGRIWKHÀUVWWHUPRIWKH:ROHVL-LUJDVHH+DVVDQ:DIDH\DQG/DUVRQ´Wolesi
Jirga in 2010.”

5

$5(8'LVFXVVLRQ3DSHU

5.

Unstable Alliances: Legislative-Executive Relations in 2010

One of the ways in which the instability of the current context can be best demonstrated is
WKURXJKWKHFKDQJLQJOHJLVODWLYHH[HFXWLYHUHODWLRQVVLQFHSDUOLDPHQWZDVÀUVWLQDXJXUDWHG
The relationship between parliament and the government has been particularly turbulent
RYHU WKH ODVW \HDU ZLWK FHUWDLQ HYHQWV VLJQLÀFDQWO\ GLVUXSWLQJ OHJLVODWLYH SURFHHGLQJV
Accordingly, the number of MPs willing to class themselves as “opposition” was increasing
in the pre-election period, with many standing on seemingly anti-government platforms
in their campaigns. Having said this, there remains a certain ambiguity in terms of the
nature of this opposition, given the vested interests of many parliamentarians in keeping
the government—or at least key personalities within it—on side.

5.1

A growing animosity?

Since the presidential and provincial council elections in 2009, and in the run-up to the
election in 2010, the relationship between the parliament and the executive appears to
have become increasingly strained. Perhaps not unrelated to this is the way in which this
relationship has simultaneously developed a very public face, through televised stand-offs
and vocal MPs critiquing the government in the media. As a result, a key theme occurring
throughout constituent interviews was the potentially destructive tension between the Wolesi
Jirga and the government.6 This tension was particularly evident in relation to notable events,
such as the parliament’s rejection of cabinet nominees.7 One MP explained why, from one
perspective, parliamentarians did not vote in favour of Karzai’s proposed list of ministers:
The government is doing something unfair in parliament—for example, in the way
that it introduced new cabinet nominees. Most of the nominees were unknown
to the MPs and they were introduced by the party leaders to Karzai during the
election time last year. So it was Karzai’s responsibility to campaign for them
in parliament and to tell the MPs why he preferred these candidates for the
ministerial positions. This made the MPs angry and most of them rejected the
nominees, which is why the opposition in parliament is increasing day by day.8

It was widely assumed by MPs that Karzai had promised cabinet positions to members of
large ethnic blocs, in return for their support in the presidential race, as pre-arranged with
the party or bloc leaders. In May and June 2010 the Wolesi Jirga went on strike, holding only
“silent sessions,” to protest Karzai’s delay in putting new nominees forward for the cabinet
list.9
 9DULRXVLQWHUYLHZVFRQVWLWXHQWVLQ%DONK3DNWLDDQG.DEXOSURYLQFHV7KLVZDVH[SORUHGLQVRPHGHWDLOLQD
previous AREU brief on the subject, in which it was indeed found that a good deal of resentment existed on the
part of many MPs toward the government for the way in which they perceived backroom deals between Karzai
and the leaders of key ethnic constituencies or parties to have taken place.
  .DU]DL ÀUVW LQWURGXFHG FDELQHW PHPEHUV LQ 'HFHPEHU  ,Q D SDUOLDPHQWDU\ YRWH RQ  -DQXDU\ 
only seven out of 24 were approved. Only a week later, the President proposed a new list of candidates for
the previously rejected positions, and another vote on 16 January saw ten nominees rejected and only seven
accepted from the second list. Parliament then went on recess, and after several months’ delay a further seven
QRPLQHHVZHUHSXWIRUZDUGE\WKH3UHVLGHQWRQ-XQH,QDYRWHRQ-XQHÀYHZHUHDFFHSWHGDQGWZR
UHMHFWHG6HYHQPLQLVWHULDOSRVLWLRQVUHPDLQXQÀOOHGWRGDWHDQGZLOOVRXQWLODQHZSDUOLDPHQWLVIRUPHG
8

Interview, male MP for Nangarhar Province.

9 MPs began to boycott ordinary duties on 22 May 2010, in response to the delay in submission of the new
cabinet nominees list and in order to protest against the presidential decree on the electoral law. Afghanistan
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With the deadline for nominations for candidacy in the 2010 election approaching, however,
there was some confusion as to whether MPs should register, and thus appear to concede to
Karzai’s electoral law changes, or not register, and risk missing the opportunity to compete
LQ WKH SROOV )LUVW 6SHDNHU <RXQXV 4DQRRQL·V UHDVVXUDQFH WKDW UHJLVWHULQJ GLG QRW HTXDO
concession seemed to solve the problem;10 since his statement to this effect, very little has
been said on the subject and changes to the law appear to have been tacitly accepted, for
the time being at least. This in itself indicates a clear pragmatism on the part of MPs wishing
to demonstrate their distaste for executive control over elections, but nevertheless needing
to re-register.
This then points to a more ambiguous relationship between MPs and the government,
especially in light of the September 2010 election. The dramatic events of the votes
against cabinet nominees and the parliamentary strike in May served critical pre-campaign
purposes, given their widespread coverage and public message of legislative strength against
a government perceived by many as corrupt. They do not indicate, however, the formation
of a lasting, cohesive or sustainable opposition. As will be discussed further below, they are
more accurately described as the surface manifestations of MPs’ sporadic (and not always
sincere) frustration at the parliament’s level of dependence on the executive.
5.2 Monitoring deadlock
An overwhelming number of MPs in interviews discussed the inability of the Wolesi Jirga
to monitor the executive branch of the government and its activities. The following
statement is typical of many MPs’ perspectives on this subject: “We should be monitoring
the government but the government does not accept this, and does not allow us to take
on this role.”11 New candidates were also very critical of the incumbent MPs’ inability to
monitor the government; according to one new candidate, “The parliament has to ask
President Karzai before it takes any decisions.”12
Of course, no government would be particularly favourable to the idea of being monitored;
EXWWRLQWHUSUHWWKHVHFRPSODLQWVDVWKHUHVXOWRIFDSDFLW\GHÀFLHQF\RUWHFKQLFDOGLIÀFXOWLHV
or even the stubbornness of a government that wants to maintain control is to miss a critical
dimension: the common interest among many MPs in keeping the government on side. While
WKHUHLVDVLJQLÀFDQWH[SHGLHQF\LQVHSDUDWLQJRQHVHOIIURPWKHJRYHUQPHQWUKHWRULFDOO\VRDV
to distance one’s campaign from its failings,13 there is also a clear advantage in maintaining
a certain pliability and receptiveness to the government’s offers of support, as one MP for
Herat explained:
7KH JRYHUQPHQW·V LQÁXHQFH LQ SDUOLDPHQW LV D UHVXOW RI WKH SULYLOHJHV ZKLFK LW
gives to MPs who are close to the government. For example, the government is
providing security in the districts where its supporters are campaigning, but not
in other districts.14
Parliamentary Assistance Project Legislative Newsletter, 24 May 2010, Vol. 3, No.13.
10

Afghanistan Parliamentary Assistance Project Legislative Newsletter, 3 May 2010, Vol. 3, No. 10.

11

Interview, male MP for Kabul Province.

12

Interview, male new candidate for Kabul Province.

13

Hassan Wafaey and Larson, “Wolesi Jirga in 2010.”

14

Interview, male MP for Herat Province.
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This statement came from an MP who had recently shifted to the “opposition,” and thus
needs to be read in that context. Nevertheless, it is representative of many MPs’ statements,
and it indicates MPs’ perceptions of what government support for incumbent candidates can
or could entail. Security for campaigns is no small advantage to those whose provinces are
centres of insurgent activity. Of course, whether these kinds of promises—even if they are
made—can be kept is another matter.
5.3

Vested interests

The phenomenon of MPs maintaining an ambiguous position between the government and
opposition is an issue that will be discussed in greater depth below. Relevant to this section,
however, are the reasons, aside from promises of campaign support, that MPs maintain
FRQQHFWLRQVZLWKWKHJRYHUQPHQW2QHRIWKHVHUHDVRQVDVH[SODLQHGE\DQ03IRU%DONK
Province, concerns the nature of their private business networks:
7KH0LQLVWHURI7UDQVSRUWZDVDVNHGWRFRPHWRSDUOLDPHQWWRSURYLGHFODULÀFDWLRQ
RYHUDQLVVXHDQGIRUDYRWHRIFRQÀGHQFH,DVNHGDQRWKHU03ZK\KHYRWHG
IRUWKLVPLQLVWHULQWKHYRWHRIFRQÀGHQFHDQGKHVDLGWKDWKHRZQHGDWUDYHO
business which required the minister’s support. This being the case, he said he
needed to remain loyal to the minister. The nation has to know that there is
corruption in the parliament, because they have voted for us...The government
is corrupt and so is the parliament. The MPs are even involved with oil and meat
contracts. During the day, the MPs criticise the corruption in government but
when they go home at night they are dealing with corrupt people.15

The implied intimate connection between MPs and the executive was mentioned in interviews
by a number of other MPs as well. Indeed, anecdotal evidence suggests that these kinds of
connections are commonplace and form part of the way in which MPs are able to access
services for their constituents, while also promoting their own business interests.
On the one hand, these relationships have generated a fundamental barrier to accountability
and monitoring, in that ministers are too easily able to play the patronage card and win
support through MPs’ dependence on their continued amity. This barrier is further entrenched
by another form of favour-giving, that of employing relatives of MPs in return for a vote
RIFRQÀGHQFH$FFRUGLQJWRWKHVDPH03FLWHGDERYHWKLVLVDIUHTXHQWWDFWLFHPSOR\HG
by ministers to generate support among MPs, as “the majority of active MPs have been
given good positions in government for their families.”16 In so doing, ministers generate an
essentially foolproof mechanism through which to guarantee the support of MPs, drawing on
cultural norms of obligation and patronage to close relatives.
On the other hand, it is necessary to ask whether this is simply the way accountability works
in Afghanistan. MPs’ commitments to securing good jobs for their families in the parliament
could easily be extended to members of their qawm17 or village. Accountability networks
and MPs’ de facto constituencies are usually not much larger than these qawm or wider
family groups (especially in rural areas), partly as a result of the Single Non-Transferable
 ,QWHUYLHZIHPDOH03IRU%DONK3URYLQFH
 ,QWHUYLHZIHPDOH03IRU%DONK3URYLQFH
17 QawmLVDFRPSOH[$IJKDQSROLWLFDODQGVRFLDOWHUPWKDWLVRIWHQVLPSO\WUDQVODWHGDV´WULEHµRU´FODQµ%DVHG
on the context in which it is used, it can mean an identity group ranging in scope from family to ethnicity.
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Vote System (SNTV) demanding very few votes in order to win seats. Thus, when considering
the way in which these connections contribute to ineffective government structures and
XQTXDOLÀHGHPSOR\HHVLWLVDOVRQHFHVVDU\WRUHPHPEHUWKHSRWHQWLDOO\SRVLWLYHZD\WKHVH
DFWLYLWLHV FRXOG EH VHHQ E\ FRQVWLWXHQWV GLUHFWO\ EHQHÀWLQJ IURP LQWLPDWH 03H[HFXWLYH
relationships.
'XHWRWKHODFNRIUHFRUGVGRFXPHQWLQJKRZLQGLYLGXDO03VYRWHGRQYDULRXVELOOVGLVFXVVHGLQ
plenary sessions, the above perceptions of MPs cannot be compared with statistical evidence
of voting patterns. At present, only the numbers of red and green cards are recorded in
plenary votes. This issue has been discussed among different stakeholders on numerous
RFFDVLRQVRYHUWKHSDVWÀYH\HDUVDQGWKHLGHDRIIXQGLQJDQHOHFWURQLFYRWHUUHJLVWU\ZDV
put forward but never carried, for various reasons such as the expense and the potential
GDQJHUWR03VYRWLQJRQFRQWURYHUVLDOLVVXHVVXFKDVYRWHVRIQRFRQÀGHQFHIRUPLQLVWHUV18
A system of named ballots in red and green boxes would likely work just as well as an
electronic system, but the political will to implement such a system, which would publically
expose some of the tight-knit relationships currently existing between the legislative and
executive, is missing. Furthermore, in an environment of increasing instability, it is more
strategic for MPs to remain ambiguous and keep these relationships concealed, allowing
them to keep options open and change allegiances if it would be more expedient at a given
time to do so. There is no incentive, at present, to declare one’s political position openly
and play by the rules of the game, as there is no guarantee that others will do likewise.
7KLVKDVDSRWHQWLDOO\VLJQLÀFDQWFRVWLQWHUPVRIGRZQZDUGDFFRXQWDELOLW\WRFRQVWLWXHQWV
however, since there is no available information about MPs’ activities or voting preferences
inside parliament.

 $QQD/DUVRQ´$IJKDQLVWDQ·V1HZ'HPRFUDWLF3DUWLHV$0HDQVWR2UJDQLVH'HPRFUDWLVDWLRQ"µ .DEXO$5(8
2008), 15.
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6.

Elections: Institutionalising Instability?

Tight-knit as these relationships between MPs and the executive may be, they are subject
WR FRQWLQXRXV ÁX[ 1RQH RI WKH DIRUHPHQWLRQHG FKDUDFWHULVWLFV RI OHJLVODWLYHH[HFXWLYH
UHODWLRQVKLSVDUHÀ[HGRUFHUWDLQ5DWKHUWKH\UHÁHFWPRUHJHQHUDOO\WKHHSKHPHUDOTXDOLW\
RI SROLWLFDO FRQQHFWLRQV DQG DOOHJLDQFHV QRWDEOH WKURXJKRXW $IJKDQLVWDQ·V KLVWRU\ 'HDOV
bargains and short-term alliances for political gain have frequently been made by leaders
over the last 30 years in particular, and posed nothing new in their most recent manifestation
of pre-election politicking.19
Having said this, the reinstating of democratic institutions, such as parliamentary elections,
in Afghanistan, and the renewed commitment to democratisation in the period since 2001,
represent an attempt to move beyond the deal-making and deal-breaking of the war years.
The intention of introducing elections at this time was to institutionalise uncertainty by
providing a rules-based framework for competitive elections, in which the outcomes are
theoretically subject to popular vote.20 As stability has decreased since 2004-05, however,
DQGSHRSOH·VFRQÀGHQFHLQWKHUXOHVEDVHGV\VWHPKDVGHFOLQHGHOHFWLRQVDUHQRZVHUYLQJ
to compound the problem because the rules themselves are not seen as equally enforced.
Referring to the outcomes of elections, political scientist Adam Przeworski has argued that
the institutionalisation of uncertainty is at the very core of countries’ transitions from
autocratic to democratic regimes; this is because “democratisation is a process of subjecting
all interests to competition,” and because, through democratisation, “[p]ower is devolved
from a group of people to a set of rules.”21 Indeed, despite the questionable measures
certainly employed by many candidates to ensure a successful campaign in Afghanistan’s
parliamentary polls, the fact remains that they are by constitutional provision obliged
to subject their candidacy to the public vote. Nevertheless, it could be argued that in
the Afghan case, the trajectory of democratisation is far from established, with the rules
RIWHQ GHWHUPLQHG E\ WKH VWURQJHVW SOD\HUV DQG ZLWK QR OHYHO SOD\LQJ ÀHOG RQ ZKLFK WKH
different political actors can compete fairly. The Constitution, moreover, is used to back
some political decisions but not others and is selectively used by powerholders when it suits
a greater political aim. As such, the process generates instability, and produces outcomes
that are potentially predetermined by the strongest players using illicit means to rise above
the competition.
In the post-2001 era, democratic institutions, including elections, have been built quickly
and unevenly in Afghanistan—as a result, they serve to compound and further entrench the
ÁXLGLW\RIDOOHJLDQFHVWKDWH[LVWHGLQ$IJKDQSROLWLFVEHIRUHWKH\ZHUHLQWURGXFHG22 This is
19 In a previous AREU paper we referred to this as a “culture of political ambiguity.” See Larson, “Afghanistan’s
1HZ 'HPRFUDWLF 3DUWLHVµ  )RU PRUH RQ $IJKDQLVWDQ·V UHFHQW SROLWLFDO KLVWRU\ DQG WKH VKLIWLQJ QDWXUH RI
allegiances between actors, see Olivier Roy, $IJKDQLVWDQ ,QWHUQDO 3ROLWLFVDQG 6RFLR(FRQRPLF'\QDPLFV DQG
Groupings 3DULV &15681+&5   KWWSZZZXQKFURUJUHIZRUOGSGÀGHDHSGI DFFHVVHG 
2FWREHU   %DUQHWW 5 5XELQ The Fragmentation of Afghanistan: State Formation and Collapse in the
,QWHUQDWLRQDO6\VWHP6HFRQG(GLWLRQ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); and Thomas Ruttig, “Islamists,
Leftists—and a Void in the Center: Afghanistan’s Political Parties and where they come from (1902-2006)” (Kabul:
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, 2006).
 3U]HZRUVNL´'HPRFUDF\DVD&RQWLQJHQW2XWFRPHRI&RQÁLFWVµ
 3U]HZRUVNL´'HPRFUDF\DVD&RQWLQJHQW2XWFRPHRI&RQÁLFWVµ
22

This is also evident at the local level. See Coburn, “Parliamentarians and Local Politics in Afghanistan.”
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evident in terms of MPs’ perspectives on government-opposition dynamics; in the ways in
which the “opposition” movement has splintered; in an ambiguous and unconsolidated “progovernment” group; in the shifting nature of parties and their alliances; and in a general
lack of reliability of political stances. While this may be unsurprising, policymakers should
remember that, in the short term, elections will not contribute to stabilisation processes,
and may, in fact, destabilise communities (and provide the potential stimulus for violence)
given how much is at stake in the parliamentary polls.23 In the long term, however, without
a concerted effort by the government and the international community to strengthen and
uniformly administer elections now, in preparation and in time for the third round of polls
post-2001, they will also continue to interrupt a trajectory of stabilisation in Afghanistan.

6.1

MPs’ and candidates’ perspectives on shifting allegiances between
“government” and “opposition”

The way in which MPs and candidates refer to the shifting nature of political allegiances
in Afghanistan, and within the parliament in particular, is indicative of the instability
emphasised by elections. This is particularly clear in MPs’ perspectives on the “government”
DQG´RSSRVLWLRQµEORFVZKLFKDSSHDUWREHFRQWLQXDOO\LQÁX[7KHIROORZLQJTXRWDWLRQV
from both MPs and candidates, demonstrate this:
,Q P\ RSLQLRQ WKHUH DUH QR RSSRVLWLRQ DQG QR JRYHUQPHQW VXSSRUWHUV LQ WKH
SDUOLDPHQW,IZHDUHWRKDYHDQRSSRVLWLRQLQWKHSDUOLDPHQWZHQHHGWRKDYH
a strategy for it. At the moment they don’t have any strategy: one day MPs are
LQWKHRSSRVLWLRQDQGWKHQH[WGD\WKH\DUHSURJRYHUQPHQW24
7KHRSSRVLWLRQWKDWH[LVWVLVQRWHIIHFWLYH,IWKH\DUHZLWKWKHRSSRVLWLRQRQRQH
side then they are consenting with the government’s ideas on another side...
There is a silent opposition in parliament that is made up of people working
IRUWKHLURZQEHQHÀWV,PHDQWKDWLQVRPHFDVHVWKH\DUHLQRSSRVLWLRQEXW
ZKHQWKHUHLVDQ\EHQHÀWIRUWKHPVHOYHVLQYROYHGWKH\DUHDJUHHLQJZLWKWKH
government.25
-DEKDL0XWDKLG LV DSDUW\ WKDW KDV EHHQ IRUPHG RQ WKH EDVLV RI >SHUVRQDO@
EHQHÀWV)RUH[DPSOH03VIURPRXUHWKQLFJURXSDUHZLWK>RSSRVLWLRQFDQGLGDWH
$EGXOODK@$EGXOODKWRGD\EXWLIWKLVSRVLWLRQGRHVQ·WUHVXOWLQSHUVRQDOEHQHÀWV
for them then they will leave him.26

7KHVHTXRWDWLRQVUHÁHFWWKHZD\LQZKLFK03VKDYHLQPDQ\FDVHVDGRSWHGDF\QLFDOVWDQFH
toward the prospect of government/opposition groups in parliament. While the number of MPs
willing to categorise themselves as “in the opposition” has been increasing,27 there remains
OLWWOH FODULÀFDWLRQ RI WKH PHDQLQJ RI WKLV VWDQFH DQG DOVR D FHUWDLQ ÁH[LELOLW\ ZLWK ZKLFK

23 For more on the potential for violence in the aftermath of elections, see Scott Worden, “Afghanistan: An
Election Gone Awry,” in Journal of Democracy, July 2010, Vol. 21, No. 3.
24

Interview, male MP for Kabul Province.

25

Interview, campaign team member for female new candidate, Kabul Province.

26

Interview, male new candidate, Kabul Province.

27 Interview, MP for Nangarhar Province. This was also noted in Hassan Wafaey and Larson, “Wolesi Jirga in
2010.”
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those MPs approach the term.28 Indeed, it is also convenient to maintain a middle ground,
and thus be able emphasise one’s opposition to a corrupt government during campaigns,
while also drawing on governmental connections (in ministries, for example) to access the
resources necessary to attract voters with service provision. In this way, campaigns for
elections provide a direct incentive not to align oneself either as an opposition or progovernment candidate.

6.2

Divisions within the “opposition”

Having said this, there are a number of incentives not to align publically with the opposition
based on its inherent weaknesses. These include its lack of strong leadership and the damage
done to the movement in the cancellation of the 2009 presidential election run-off, as the
following quotations demonstrate:
, WKLQN$EGXOODK·V UROH³ZKLFK ZDV FRQVWUXFWLYH LQ WKH ODVW HOHFWLRQV³KDV ORVW
LWV LQÁXHQFH QRZ &DQGLGDWHV DUH QRW VXSSRUWLQJ KLP QRZ ,I \RX ORRN DW WKH
FDQGLGDWHOLVWVRPHFDQGLGDWHVGRPHQWLRQWKHSDUWLHVWKH\DUHDIÀOLDWHGZLWK
EXW WKHUH LV QR FDQGLGDWH IURP -DEKDL0XWDKLG 2I FRXUVH WKHVH FDQGLGDWHV
are participating in the elections but they do not state their allegiance for
WZRUHDVRQVÀUVWWKHXQLW\RIWKH-DEKDL0XWDKHGGLVVROYHGZKHQ$EGXOODK
VWHSSHGGRZQIURPWKHUXQRIIDVKHORVWKLVVXSSRUWIURPWKHPDQGVHFRQG
people have suspected from the beginning that Karzai and Abdullah were making
compromises with each other, and now they believe this even more strongly.29
Dr Abdullah’s party doesn’t have any role now, because the leaders have all
VHSDUDWHG)RUH[DPSOH>%XUKDQXGGLQ@5DEEDQLKDVEHFRPHYHU\FORVHWR.DU]DL
4DQRRQL LV YHU\ SRZHUIXO KLPVHOI >*HQHUDO 0RKDPPHG@ )DKLP LV WKH YLFH
president and Abdullah is not powerful.30
We can see that the opposition stands against Karzai, for example when Dr
$EGXOODKER\FRWWHGWKH3HDFH-LUJDDQGUHIXVHGWRSDUWLFLSDWH%XW5DEEDQLZDV
then the chief of the Peace Jirga, demonstrating that they have a leadership
SUREOHPDQGDODFNRIXQLW\2QHRIWKHPGHFODUHVWKH3HDFH-LUJDDVSRVLWLYH
and one declares it negative.31
(YHU\WKLQJLVFKDQJHDEOHLQVLGHWKHSDUOLDPHQWRXWVLGHWKHSDUOLDPHQWDQGLQ
general across the country because the actors are working without policy and
strategy. Candidates can change people’s ideas very easily and big actors or
players can change MPs’ ideas very easily because they are functioning in the
parliament without any strategy or plan.32

(YHQEHIRUHWKHSUHVLGHQWLDOHOHFWLRQSUHVHQWLQJDXQLÀHGRSSRVLWLRQVWDQFHSURYHGGLIÀFXOW
for the Abdullah camp, as negotiations with the leaders of Hazara and Uzbek ethnic groups
failed and they chose to align with Karzai. After the cancelled run-off, however, public
28

Hassan Wafaey and Larson, “Wolesi Jirga in 2010.”

29

Interview, male new candidate for Kabul Province.

30

Interview, male MP for Kabul Province.

31

Interview, male new candidate for Kabul Province.

32

Interview, male new candidate for Kabul Province.
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suspicions of deals between Karzai and Abdullah were strengthened and a renewed scepticism
of the opposition camp was visible. Since that time, Abdullah has been largely absent from
parliamentary affairs and has not yet been able to assert himself as the unquestioned leader
of the opposition, as the second quotation above indicates.

6.3

The meaning of “pro-government”?

Many respondents talked about the opposition in relation to the government, but very rarely
was the pro-government position expanded or explained. As a new candidate for Kabul
indicated in his interview, there is perceived dissent against the government within the
cabinet itself:
There are some people that belong to one party today but will belong to another
SDUW\WRPRUURZ>2QHFXUUHQWPLQLVWHU@ZDVDJDLQVWWKH.DU]DLJRYHUQPHQWGXULQJ
his time in Germany but when he came to Afghanistan he became a minister.
After one month as minister he talked to some members of the opposition and
told them he wanted to form a party with them.33

This is compounded by the way in which the cabinet has been comprised of prominent but
individual personalities, ostensibly representing the interests of different ethnic minorities
LQ$IJKDQLVWDQZLWKRXWDXQLÀHGLGHRORJLFDORUSDUW\EDVHGDJHQGD,QGHHGLWPD\EHPRUH
accurate to name this group “pro-Karzai” as opposed to “pro-government,” although the
two are often used synonymously. In general, the support of a person as opposed to a
platform or agenda is commonplace in Afghan politics. Many campaign posters adorning
billboards and walls around the country in the run-up to the election were demonstrating
this visibly, depicting not only the candidates but also the key personalities with whom they
wanted to show themselves allied. Examples include Wahdat party candidates with pictures
of the deceased party leader Abdul Ali Mazari in the background; candidates from Panjshir
depicted with an image of the local hero Ahmed Shah Masood behind them; and Uzbek
FDQGLGDWHVVWDQGLQJQH[WWRWKH-XQEHVKSDUW\OHDGHU$EGXO5DVKLG'RVWXP
This contributes to the way in which the government/President Karzai is perceived as having
to continually bargain for support and persuade undecided MPs with material reward.34 In
the same way as with the “opposition,” there is not a cohesive group that is reliably “progovernment” for every plenary vote. Indeed, if there had been, one would expect there to
have been more support for both the electoral law and the Karzai candidates for ministerial
nomination. The absence of such support led some MPs and political commentators to believe
there was a conspiracy organised between Karzai and his supporters not to attend plenary,
or to vote against the electoral law decree to achieve some other political purpose later
on.35 While it is not possible to substantiate these suspicions, it is clear that they shape the
ways MPs view the government, and it is evident that there is no clear bloc in parliament
that can be relied upon to consistently deliver a pro-government (or pro-Karzai) vote.

33

Interview, male new candidate, Kabul Province.

34 As indicated above, it is not only the government who are implicated in bribing MPs, but also opposition
leaders.
35

Conversations, international political commentator, Kabul; interviews with various MPs.
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6.4

The shifting nature of parties

The shifting and un-established nature of parties in Afghanistan is both contributing toward
and caused by the political instability fuelled by elections. This is particularly apparent in
terms of people’s reasons for joining and forming parties, as an MP from Nangarhar and a
new candidate for Kabul explained:
Unfortunately we are always witness to the weakness of parties in the
parliament...The leaders just think that they are the best, and that there is
no deputy among them. We should be proud of being a member of a good party
rather than trying to be the leader of a weak party. There are some candidates
who say they are party candidates but they are acting independently because the
parties do not have any policy for them to follow...Some people join parties just
because of the personalities within it. Most of the people are joining our party
EHFDXVH>$QZDUXO+DT@$KDGL>KHDGRI$IJKDQ0LOODWDQGLQWHQGHGSUHVLGHQWLDO
FDQGLGDWH@LVWKHUH,UHDOO\ZRUU\DERXWWKLV36
, VWDUWHG WR HVWDEOLVK D SROLWLFDO SDUW\ ZLWK WKH LQIRUPDO FRRSHUDWLRQ RI 'U
>=DOPD\@ .KDOLO]DG EXW , KDYHQ·W UHJLVWHUHG WKH SDUW\ \HW , KDYH QRW FKRVHQ
WKHVWUDWHJ\IRUWKHSDUW\EXW,ZLOOGRZKHQ'U.KDOLO]DGUHWXUQVIURP'XEDL
We made a party to save our group because Mr Khalilzad didn’t put himself
IRUZDUGIRU>WKHSUHVLGHQWLDO@HOHFWLRQLQWKHHQGDQGZHGLGQ·WZDQWWRORVHRXU
LQÁXHQFH37

Clear from these statements is the role of key personalities in the formation and functioning
of parties, one which has for decades contributed to the continual splintering of parties into
smaller factions with different leaders.38 Elections, however, exacerbate this problem given
their tendency, under SNTV in particular, to focus on individuals as opposed to party groups,
and to provide a very public platform for the self-promotion of these individuals. Indeed,
it was rumoured in 2009 that many of the 41 candidates for the presidential election had
no intention or hope of winning, but instead were campaigning to increase their familiarity
with members of the public. In the second quotation above, the clear lack of party platform
or strategy is demonstrated by the fact that the party was only established as a means to
support a particular individual, and this person will take on the role of determining the
party’s aims and objectives only once he arrives in Afghanistan and after the party has been
set up. Furthermore, the candidate interviewed explained that the reason for his candidacy
in the Wolesi Jirga election was the instruction of Khalilzad.
The campaigns of parties and their candidates are also indicative of their shifting and
ambiguous role in the political sphere. In 2005, most parties put forward candidates in the
election, but often without stating their allegiance publically. This was due to the fact that
WKHUHZDVQRRIÀFLDOVSDFHRQWKHEDOORWWRGHFODUHDSDUW\DIÀOLDWLRQDQGDOVRGXHWRWKH
widespread perception that parties were considered responsible for the civil war in the
1990s and thus did not command popularity among the people. In 2010, again, most if not
all parties were putting candidates forward in the election—this time some more publically
WKDQ RWKHUV 7KH  RIÀFLDO EDOORWV SURYLGHG VSDFH IRU SDUW\ DIÀOLDWLRQ ZKLFK VRPH
36

Interview, male MP for Nangarhar Province.

37

Interview, male new candidate for Kabul Province.

38

Ruttig, “Islamists, Leftists—and a Void in the Centre.”
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candidates were using. A number of party leaders now own their own television channels and
have introduced their chosen new candidates to the public through television broadcast. A
number of party candidates interviewed talked about being drafted or persuaded by their
party to stand.39
&DQGLGDWHVFDQQRWDOZD\VUHO\RQDSDUW\·VÀQDQFLDOVXSSRUWKRZHYHUHYHQLILWKDVEHHQ
promised by the most senior party members.40 Given that this support is largely based
on relationships and not on formal procedures, this is unsurprising. Indeed, according
to one party candidate, the ability of parties to support their candidates has diminished
VLJQLÀFDQWO\GXHWRVWUXFWXUDOGHÀFLHQFLHV
Unfortunately there is a problem in Afghanistan in that we don’t have established
SURFHGXUHV,Q WKH FRPLQJ HOHFWLRQ WKH SROLWLFDO SDUWLHV· UROH KDV EHFRPH
weak. Last time in the election no one could be elected as an independent
candidate without party support, but now the opposite is true, and there are no
programmes within parties to support candidates.41

,QVSLWHRIWKHIDFWWKDWWKHSDUW\UHSUHVHQWHGE\WKLVFDQGLGDWHLVQRWLQVLJQLÀFDQWLQVL]H
RULQÁXHQFHDPRQJDSDUWLFXODUHWKQLFJURXSKHZDVQRQHWKHOHVVFRQFHUQHGDERXWWKHODFN
of procedure through which candidates are supported—a concern which he linked in his
interview both to the problematic nature of the electoral system itself and to the weakness
of the party structure. One example of this weakness has been, in general, parties’ (and
RWKHUJURXSV· LQDELOLW\WRVLJQLÀFDQWO\UHGXFHWKHQXPEHURIFDQGLGDWHVWKH\SXWIRUZDUGLQ
elections so as not to split the votes between them. Whereas a strategic electoral campaign
would, under SNTV, support only one candidate per “constituency” (whether this is a
province or smaller geographical area or people group), parties still struggle to do this.42 As
the same candidate explained:
For the coming election our party has a lot of candidates. We want to decrease
the number so that we don’t lose our votes...The parties should have strategies.
For example from one province we have three candidates when really we should
just have one. We are trying to come to a good conclusion.43

While stories from respondents of efforts to do this were frequent in interviews with both
incumbents and new candidates, discussions were still very much ongoing. As with the
SURYLQFLDOFRXQFLOHOHFWLRQLQÀQDOGHFLVLRQVDERXWZKRVKRXOG DQGPRUHLPSRUWDQWO\
who should not) stand for a given group or party were being taken at the last minute, when
RIÀFLDO EDOORWV FRXOG QRW EH DOWHUHG44 7KLV EHLQJ WKH FDVH WKH ÀQDO GHFLVLRQV PDGH E\
parties on who to put forward are often jeopardised by the fact that the candidates they
reject still appear as registered candidates on the electoral ballots.
 ,QWHUYLHZVYDULRXVSDUW\DIÀOLDWHG03V
40

Interview, male party candidate for Kabul Province.

41

Interview, male party candidate for Kabul Province.

42 Afghanistan’s Single Non-Transferable Vote System (SNTV) dictates unlimited multi-member constituencies
in which any number of candidates can put themselves forward, running the risk of splitting the public vote
between candidates, none of whom can then score highly enough to win.
43

Interview, male party candidate for Kabul Province.

44 Noah Coburn and Anna Larson, “Voting Together: Why Afghanistan’s 2009 Elections were (and were not) a
'LVDVWHUµ .DEXO$5(8 
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6.5

A level of reliability lacking

Clearly lacking on the part of key individuals, both in the “pro-government” and “opposition”
camps, is a reliable political stance. This is destabilising in a number of ways, as it means
that MPs and candidates cannot be sure of their bases of support or political connections.
One MP for Kabul who will not be standing for re-election addressed this issue in connection
with her plan to form a “real” opposition from outside the parliament, while in the meantime
supporting a select number of MPs to push their agenda from within:
:HDUHDERXWSHRSOHDQGZHZDQWWRPDNHDVWURQJRSSRVLWLRQEXWZHDUH
afraid of President Karzai, that he might interfere in this group because he is
an expert at manipulating people and knows very well how to buy and sell party
PHPEHUV,GRQRWZDQWWRMRLQDQXQVWHDG\RSSRVLWLRQ³LQVWHDG,DPWU\LQJWR
ÀQGDUHDORSSRVLWLRQ45

This respondent appears to expecting a “real” opposition to make itself apparent and does
not communicate the need to take any responsibility on her part to help consolidate such a
bloc. However, the stated desire to form a group that is sincere and cohesive is representative
RIDQXPEHURI03V·FRQFHUQVDQGLVDOVRUHÁHFWHGLQWKHSHUVRQDOLWLHVWKDWDWWUDFWWKHPRVW
VXSSRUWDPRQJWKHZLGHUSXEOLFLQ$IJKDQLVWDQ)RUH[DPSOH5DPD]DQ%DVKDUGRVWDQ03
known for his reformist and at times extreme stance, has not changed his political positions
since he was elected to parliament in 2005, when he took the third highest vote-count in
.DEXO3URYLQFHEHKLQGRQO\<RXQXV4DQRRQLDQG0RKDPPDG0RKDTTHT46 Gaining over 10
percent of the presidential vote in 2009,47 with support in a wide range of provinces and
across different ethnicities, he clearly demonstrated an appeal that is arguably based to
some extent on his steadfast policy of non-alignment and his populist approach to politics.
$OWKRXJK VRPH KDYH VDLG WKDW %DVKDUGRVW LV ´FUD]\µ GXH WR KLV H[WUHPH SODWIRUPV IRU
UHIRUP VXFKDVWKHUHVWDIÀQJRIWKHHQWLUH8QLWHG1DWLRQVRSHUDWLRQLQ$IJKDQLVWDQ DQG
atypical personal behaviour (his unmarried status at middle age and his determination to
live and dress as simply as possible, with apparently very little personal expenditure), he
has nevertheless generated widespread support from people who see him as reliable—as
someone who has not changed his political stance in the last ten years and has essentially
remained unaligned with any other political actors.
With the exception of certain individuals, however, the tendency among MPs is to maintain
DPLGGOHJURXQGEHWZHHQPRYHPHQWVLQRUGHUWREHQHÀWVLPXOWDQHRXVO\IURPERWKVLGHV
and to be able change sides easily if it becomes politically expedient. This is destructive
in that it affects downward accountability to constituents, who can never be certain of
their MPs’ allegiances or ties. Political parties are problematic in Afghanistan for a number
of reasons, not least that they carry a legacy of civil war and embody a general concern
with competition between groups as opposed to consensus.48 Nevertheless, reliable blocs
45

Interview, female MP for Kabul.

 %DVKDUGRVWUHFHLYHGYRWHVLQWKHSDUOLDPHQWDU\HOHFWLRQIRU.DEXO3URYLQFHLQEHKLQG0RKDTTHT
 DQG4DQRRQL  7KHQH[WFDQGLGDWHDIWHU%DVKDUGRVWLQIRXUWKSODFHJDLQHGYRWHV-RLQW
(OHFWRUDO0DQDJHPHQW%RG\VWDWLVWLFV
47 Independent Election Commission, http://www.iec.org.af/results/leadingCandidate.html, (accessed June
2010).
 )RUPRUHRQWKLVVHH$QQD/DUVRQ´7RZDUGDQ$IJKDQ'HPRFUDF\"([SORULQJ3HUFHSWLRQVRI'HPRFUDWLVDWLRQ
in Afghanistan” (Kabul: AREU, 2009).
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in parliament would encourage transparency both within the Wolesi Jirga and in outside
relationships with constituents. The question remains, then: What would be the necessary
incentives to encourage the consolidation of political parties and/or movements, and the
increased reliability of political positions? Evidently, many factors relating to the Afghan
FRQWH[WÀJXUHLQWRWKHDQVZHUWKHVHLQFOXGHVHFXULW\WKHEHOLHIWKDWDORVLQJVLGHZRXOGQRW
be persecuted in any way following elections, an impartial election/election commission,
an impartial civil service and a strong parliamentary system over which the executive had
OHVVLQÁXHQFH&RPPRQDPRQJWKHVHIDFWRUVKRZHYHULVWKHLULQDELOLW\WREHHVWDEOLVKHGLQ
the short term, primarily due to the underlying need for trust in the system.

6.6

Narratives of fraud in 2010

The Wolesi Jirga election in 2010 and its contribution to increasing instability cannot be
considered outside of the context in which it was taking place, particularly in terms of
its chronological context following the fraudulent polls in 2009. Calling into question the
whole exercise of conducting elections in Afghanistan, the 2009 presidential and provincial
council elections would prove to be a landmark in international assistance provision to
the country. Extensive media coverage of fraud, followed by a cancelled run-off (which to
PDQ\$IJKDQV VLJQLÀHG LQWHUQDWLRQDO LQWHUYHQWLRQ LQ WKH RXWFRPH  VHUYHG WR FRQVROLGDWH
international doubts about the viability of democratisation processes in the context of
FRQWLQXLQJFRQÁLFW)RU$IJKDQVLQWHUYLHZHG IRUDQ$5(8VWXG\DWWKHWLPHPDQLSXODWHG
UHVXOWV³RYHUDQGDERYHFRQFHUQVZLWKEDOORWVWXIÀQJDQGYRWHEX\LQJIRUH[DPSOH³VHUYHG
to delegitimise provincial council election results.49 In spite of results being recorded and
SXEOLVKHGLPPHGLDWHO\DWWKHSROOLQJVWDWLRQVRIÀFLDO DQGRIWHQHQWLUHO\GLIIHUHQW UHVXOWV
followed some weeks later, as one new candidate recalled:
Most of the fraud took place in Kabul itself. We had a female candidate for our
SDUW\>IRUWKHSURYLQFLDOFRXQFLOHOHFWLRQ@ZKRWROGXVDIWHUWKHHOHFWLRQVWKDW
she had been successful initially, but that the candidate who was ahead of her
LQWKHRIÀFLDOUHVXOWVKDGKDGKHUYRWHFRXQWLQFUHDVHG

This statement is largely contrary to the reports of fraud that were abundant following the
2009 elections, which stated that the main centres of fraudulent activity had been in the
most insecure provinces where it was not possible to send observers. Of course, there is
VLJQLÀFDQWHYLGHQFHWRVXEVWDQWLDWHWKHFODLPVRIIUDXGLQWKHVHDUHDV50 Nevertheless, this
narrative of fraud at the periphery was undeniably convenient for those who were successful
in the elections, as they could assign blame for the fraud on outlying provinces and illiterate
masses who supposedly didn’t know any better. For fraud to have occurred in Kabul—indeed,
at the hands of the Independent Election Commission (IEC), changing the initial results to
UHÁHFWGLIIHUHQWZLQQHUVLQWKHRIÀFLDOVWDWLVWLFVODWHURQ³LVDGLIIHUHQWVWRU\ÀUVWEHFDXVH
it implicates key leaders among the educated elite; and, second, because it is much easier
to address if the necessary political will is harnessed.

49

Coburn and Larson, “Voting Together,” 12.

  6HH IRU H[DPSOH 1DWLRQDO 'HPRFUDWLF ,QVWLWXWH  ´$IJKDQLVWDQ (OHFWLRQ 'DWDµ KWWS
DIJKDQLVWDQHOHFWLRQGDWDRUJÀOWHU$1'FRXQWU\"YLHZVPRGH  YLHZVPRGHPDSOD\HUV GLVWULFWBPDSB
RSHQOD\HUVBGLVWULFWBPDSBRSHQOD\HUVBDIJKDQLVWDQHWKQLF EDVH/D\HUV DIJKDQLVWDQJUH\ DFFHVVHG-DQXDU\
2010).
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'LVDSSRLQWLQJO\WKHSROLWLFDOZLOORILQWHUQDWLRQDODFWRUVWRGHPDQGHOHFWRUDOUHIRUPDIWHU
the 2009 polls soon dissipated and was not substantiated by concrete action to instigate
change.51 Several amendments to the electoral law were made in early 2010 by presidential
decree, amid considerable controversy; these changes included questionable measures,
such as the removal of a mandatory international presence on the Electoral Complaints
Commission (ECC) and the general consolidation of executive control over the process of
elections.52 After much debate and a strong reaction from MPs to the President’s proposed
DPHQGPHQWVFHUWDLQFRPSURPLVHVZHUHPDGHZLWK,(&WRSRIÀFLDOVUHVLJQLQJIURPRIÀFH
WREHUHSODFHGE\QHZSUHVLGHQWLDODSSRLQWPHQWV )ROORZLQJVLJQLÀFDQWEDUJDLQLQJZLWKNH\
international players, further minor amendments were made before the issue was dropped.
As a result, crucial reforms were still necessary, and lacking, for the 2010 election.
As mentioned previously, however, very few MPs seem to have considered this an issue worth
ÀJKWLQJIRUDWOHQJWKDQGPRVWSUHSDUHGWRUHFRQWHVWWKHLUVHDWVUHJDUGOHVV7KHVHFRQG
of two candidates for Kabul not running again this year, cited the electoral law changes as
her reason:
>:@KHQWKHHOHFWRUDOODZZDVEHLQJGLVFXVVHGLQSDUOLDPHQW,YRWHGDJDLQVW
LWEHFDXVHWKHQHFHVVDU\DPHQGPHQWVZHUHQRWPDGH+RZFRXOG,SXWP\VHOI
IRUZDUGXQGHUDQHOHFWRUDOODZWKDW,P\VHOIFDQQRWDFFHSW",GLGQRWUXQIRU
UHHOHFWLRQEHFDXVH,GRQRWDFFHSWWKHHOHFWRUDOODZ53

This MP, however, was one of the few respondents in this study to mention the law, in spite
of research being conducted both before and after the issue was raised in parliament.
Concerns about being able to register as a candidate appear to have superseded, for many,
the issue of whether the election would take place in a truly competitive environment.
Furthermore, very little initiative was being taken on the part of MPs or new candidates to
try to curb electoral fraud. Indeed, when discussing the issue, most respondents interviewed
looked to the IEC as the body with the principal responsibility for this task:
7KH,(&SURSRVHGWKDWZHVKRXOGVHQGRXWREVHUYHUV>RQHOHFWLRQGD\@EXWZH
GRQ·WKDYHWKHDELOLW\WRGRWKLV,WZRXOGEHEHWWHULIWKHUHZDVDQRUJDQLVDWLRQ
WKDW FRXOG ZRUN WR LPSURYH WKH HOHFWLRQ :H KDYH DVNHG WKH ,(& WR SURKLELW
fraud, and they said they would provide 300 independent observers.54

This passive concern is indicative of a number of issues. Essentially, it demonstrates that
MPs and candidates—even if they did have some incentive to prevent fraud occurring on a
large scale—feel powerless to act, to stop or successfully report fraudulent activity; that if
they did report it, they would not expect anything to come of it; that they do not perceive
51 Electoral reform was barely mentioned in the communiqué from the London Conference in January 2010,
for example, which was a critical opportunity to hold the Afghan government to account. See “Lasting Peace
Requires Accountable Political Institutions: An AREU statement on the importance of elections following the
/RQGRQ &RQIHUHQFH RQ$IJKDQLVWDQµ .DEXO$5(8   7KLV RYHUVLJKW KDV EHHQ UHFWLÀHG VLQFH KRZHYHU
in the statement of need for electoral reform following the 2010 election, in the communiqué for the Kabul
Conference held in July 2010.
52 Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, “Electoral Law Working Translation: 2005 Electoral Law and Article 79
'HFUHH3URSRVDODQG$UWLFOH)LQDO'HFUHHRQ(OHFWRUDO/DZ)HEUXDU\µ 'HPRFUDF\,QWHUQDWLRQDO 
53

Interview, female MP for Kabul Province.
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FRXQWHULQJIUDXGDVWKHLUUHVSRQVLELOLW\DQ\ZD\DQGÀQDOO\WKDWWKHQDUUDWLYHRIIUDXGLVD
convenient excuse for not winning, should they be unsuccessful in the polls.55 These factors
in part explain why candidates for the 2010 election were vocalising concerns about fraud,
but simultaneously taking few active measures to prevent its occurrence.

6.7

Narratives of security in 2010

Inherently linked to narratives of fraud are those of insecurity. Like fraud, insecurity
compounds the way in which the rules of the game are shaped by the strongest players—
those candidates able to mitigate security risks by paying for private militias, for example.
)RUPDQ\OHVVLQÁXHQWLDO03VKRZHYHULQVHFXULW\KDVJHQXLQHO\FXUWDLOHGWKHLUDELOLW\WR
YLVLWFRQVWLWXHQWVDQGKDVDGGHGDVLJQLÀFDQWDQGLQVRPHFDVHVIDWDOULVNIDFWRUWRWKHLUGDLO\
movements and activities. Furthermore, MPs representing the most insecure provinces are
now faced with the dual problem of being unable to campaign effectively, while also being
unable to ensure security for constituents wanting to vote in elections. These concerns were
EURXJKWWRWKHQHZ0LQLVWHURI,QWHULRUWKHKHDGRIWKH1DWLRQDO'LUHFWRUDWHIRU6HFXULW\
DQG,(&RIÀFLDOVLQDSOHQDU\VHVVLRQLQ-XQHDQGDOWKRXJKSURYLVLRQRIVHFXULW\IRU
RYHUSROOLQJVWDWLRQVZDVSURPLVHGPDQ\03VOHIWGLVVDWLVÀHGZLWKWKHRIÀFLDOHIIRUW
to improve security for the election.56
Evidently, security was also a problem in a number of areas in 2005; in 2010, regions
previously considered “secure” deteriorated to the extent that campaigning has taken on a
life-threatening characteristic. This cannot be taken to mean that armed opposition groups
(AOGs) were planning to boycott the election entirely. However, as one local shura member
LQ%DONK3URYLQFHH[SODLQHG
7KH7DOLEDQDQG+H]EL,VODPLPDNHSHRSOHYRWHIRUWKHFDQGLGDWHVFRQQHFWHG
with them and supported by them. For instance, they tell the head of one school
WRPDNHWKHLUVWXGHQWVYRWHIRUVSHFLÀFFDQGLGDWHVRWKHUZLVHWKHLUÀQJHUVZLOO
be cut off. They threaten people to make sure they do not vote for candidates
ZKRDUHDJDLQVWWKHP,QWKLVZD\WKHFDQGLGDWHVZKRDUHFRQQHFWHGZLWKWKH
7DOLEDQDQG+H]EL,VODPLRUWKHJRYHUQPHQWFDQZLQWKHHOHFWLRQ%XWLQWKH
DUHDVZKHUHWKH7DOLEDQDQG+H]EL,VODPLGRQ·WKDYHLQÁXHQFHWKH\WKUHDWHQ
SHRSOHQRWWRSDUWLFLSDWHLQWKHHOHFWLRQRWKHUZLVHWKHLUÀQJHUVZLOOEHFXWRII
or they will be killed.57

According to this respondent, the ability and desire of AOGs to prevent voters going to
WKHSROOVGHSHQGVRQWKHLUVW\OHDQGGHJUHHRILQÁXHQFHLQDJLYHQDUHD(YHQLIWKH\GR
allow participation, there is the perception that they will threaten voters to vote in a
particular way. Also of note here is the inclusion of “government” candidates in the same
category as those standing for the Taliban or Hezb-i-Islami—evidently the use of force and
voter manipulation is not perceived as limited to AOGs alone. It is interesting that the
respondent considered the Taliban and Hezb-i-Islami to be within the same category, as the
ODWWHUGRHVLQIDFWKDYHD´OHJLWLPDWHµOHJDOO\DFFHSWHGEUDQFKIXQFWLRQLQJDQGRIÀFLDOO\
represented in parliament. Perhaps the most concerning aspect of this statement, however,
55

Hassan Wafaey and Larson, “Wolesi Jirga in 2010,” 14.

56 United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, “Transcript of Wolesi Jirga Plenary Session, Wednesday
16 June 2010” (unpublished).
57

Interview, male local shuraPHPEHU%DONK3URYLQFH
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is the certainty with which the respondent spoke. When asked later in the interview how
the Taliban, Hezb-i-Islami or government would know whether or not people had voted for
their candidates, the response was straightforward:
)RU H[DPSOH WKH SROOLQJ FHQWUHV DQG QXPEHUV RI EDOORW ER[HV DUH NQRZQ >WR
$2*V@DQGZKHQWKHYRWHVDUHFRXQWHGDWWKHSROOLQJFHQWUHLWLVVKRZQZKR
voted for whom, and whether the teacher really did make the students vote for
the candidate or not.58

In this way, counting and releasing votes at the polling station—a policy change since 2005, when
votes were centrally collected before being counted and released to the public—threatens
to promote this kind of voter manipulation and terrorising on a wide scale, publicising
DVLWGRHVWKHVSHFLÀFORFDWLRQRIYRWHVDQGDOORZLQJWKHSRWHQWLDOLGHQWLÀFDWLRQRIYRWHU
communities.59 On the other hand, counting at the central level is widely considered among
both the MPs and constituents interviewed to increase the risk of ballot box manipulation
in the time it takes to transport the boxes to the centre. Without stronger guarantees
protecting both the validity of votes and the safety of voters, elections will continue to fuel
instability, as they will emphasise the needs of candidates to choose increasingly unsavoury
measures to ensure a seat at the table.

58

Interview, male local shuraPHPEHU%DONK3URYLQFH
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Coburn and Larson, “Voting Together,” 11.
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7.

Conclusion and Implications

This research shows that in the current climate in Afghanistan, and in their current
manifestation, elections have the potential to destabilise. They exacerbate the race for
SROLWLFDO FDSLWDO LQ D FRQWH[W LQ ZKLFK WKLV FDSLWDO LV GLIÀFXOW WR VHFXUH DQG LQ GRLQJ VR
increase the incentives for candidates to employ increasingly illicit, expensive or elaborate
tactics to gain voter support.
The way in which the legislative-executive relationship has changed over recent years—
and since 2009 in particular—demonstrates a key effect of the instability of the context
at present. While on the surface this shift has been toward increasing opposition to the
government in parliament and a growing animosity, in reality it has also involved the general
VWUHQJWKHQLQJRIOHJLVODWLYHH[HFXWLYHFRQQHFWLRQVGXULQJSDUOLDPHQW·VÀUVWWHUP³WKURXJK
business deals, nepotism and, more recently, campaign support.
Having said this, political connections and allegiances in Afghanistan are notoriously
ephemeral and subject to a considerable instability. As such, any connections that are built
between MPs and members of the executive, for example, are not necessarily reliable or longlasting. What does this ubiquitous uncertainty mean, then, for the Wolesi Jirga in the future?
Essentially that the allegiances in parliament, which have shifted continually throughout the
ODVWÀYH\HDUVLQFUHDVLQJO\LQWKHUXQXSWRERWKSUHVLGHQWLDODQGSDUOLDPHQWDU\HOHFWLRQV
will continue to do so post-2010. In the post-election period, once the stakes are lower, it
is likely that the environment inside the Wolesi Jirga will stabilise somewhat. Nevertheless,
there will likely remain a tendency toward non-committal alliances in which there are few
linkages—other than ethnicity, perhaps—binding MPs to a particular group for any length of
time.
6WDELOLW\LQLWVPRVWEDVLFGHÀQLWLRQUHTXLUHVWKDWLWVVXEMHFWLVQRWOLNHO\WRFKDQJHLQWKH
VKRUWWHUP<HWHOHFWLRQVKDYHWKHRSSRVLWHHIIHFWSURPRWLQJVKLIWVXQUHOLDEOHDOOHJLDQFHV
and uncertainty. When democratic processes are institutionalised and accepted by all
players, this uncertainty of outcome is a positive force promoting downward accountability
and checks on power structures. In Afghanistan at present, however, given the relative
newness of these institutions and the propensity for fraudulent activity, due to the high
stakes involved and the zero-sum game of political competition, elections exacerbate a
UDFHIRUSROLWLFDOFDSLWDOZKLFKLVLQFUHDVLQJO\GLIÀFXOWWRREWDLQDQGZKLFKVRPH03VZLOO
UHVRUWWRLOOLFLWPHDVXUHVWRVHFXUH7KLVUHQGHUVWKHSOD\LQJÀHOGXQHYHQZLWKVRPH03V
having greater access to these illegal resources than others; and thus, the uncertainty of
outcome that elections should encourage is not uncertain enough to voters who see the
manipulation of the system by those with the means to do so. Strong players—including the
Karzai administration—are too easily able to reshape the rules of the game to their own
advantage.
This does not support the commonly cited argument that Afghanistan is not ready for
democracy: other AREU studies have demonstrated a clear desire among Afghans from many
backgrounds for substantive democratic institutions—such as rule of law, freedom of speech
and competitive elections—to be established in the country. There is a great deal of support
for the idea of elections and public participation in selecting government among Afghans.
Furthermore, to say that the country is not “ready” implies a linear progression from
“unreadiness” to “readiness,” as well as a necessary set of preconditions. Other authors
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have shown that these preconditions do not exist in other contexts.60 Having said this, there
is a certain danger in promoting the institutionalisation of a form of competition that is not
competitive, and which increases the power bases of those who can shape the rules of the
game to their own liking. This is the result of hastily imposed political institutions, such as
HOHFWLRQVLQDSRVWFRQÁLFWHQYLURQPHQWZKLFKZHUHQRWVXEVWDQWLYHO\VXSSRUWHGE\ODUJH
scale civic education and institution-building in between polls.
Elections should be promoted in Afghanistan: in the long term, they present the prospect of
DVWDEOHSROLWLFDOV\VWHPLQZKLFKFKDQJHLVDOZD\VSRVVLEOH%XWWKH\QHHGWREHSURPRWHG
carefully, with attention paid to solidifying the rules of the game, lessening executive
control, increasing security and enforcing punitive measures for those who refuse to comply.
At present, all indicators point in the opposite direction, with national and international
actors at the highest levels unwilling to exert the pressure needed to achieve these goals. If
nothing is done to change this trajectory, elections will continue to promote the instability
they are fuelling now.
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