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Suddenly Pippi gave a terrific yell.  

“Oh well, I never saw the like!” she cried and picked up a 

rusty old tin can. 

“What a find! Cans – that’s something you can never have 

too many of.” 

 

Tommy looked at the rusty can doubtfully. 

“What can you use it for?” 

“Oh, you can use it in all sorts of ways,” said Pippi. 

“One way is to put cookies in it.  

Then it becomes a delightful Jar with Cookies.  

Another way is not to put cookies in it.  

And then it becomes a Jar without Cookies. 

That certainly isn’t so delightful but still that’s good, too” 

 

She examined the can, which was indeed rusty and had a 

hole in the bottom. 

“It looks almost as if this were a Jar without Cookies,” she 

said thoughtfully. 

“But you can put it over you head and pretend it is 

midnight.” 

 

And that is just what she did. 

With the can on her head she wandered around the block 

like a little metal tower. 

She didn’t stop till she stumbled over a low wire fence and 

fell flat on her stomach. 

There was a big crash when the tin can hit the ground. 

 

“Now, see that!” said Pippi, and took off the can. 

“If I hadn’t had this thing on me, I would have fallen flat on 

my face and hurt myself terribly” 

(Lindgren 2009: 8). 

 

 

 

 
 



 iv 

ABSTRACT 

 

Due to its state centric view, the state failure literature has mostly overlooked that the state is a 

result of historical power struggles among elites. This oversight renders the literature unable to 

understand how intra-elite relations are constitutive of situations commonly defined as state 

failure. This study seeks to redress this oversight, arguing that when there is little elite consensus 

for how to obtain power, and volatility in the level of autonomy and independence of elites (that 

is, when elite integration is low and differentiation is fluctuating) the elite structure tends towards 

destructive means of obtaining power. In other words, the structural characteristics of elites and 

their agency mutually constitute modes of obtaining power that are incompatible with the western 

idea of statehood, and as such, display characteristics of what has been defined as state failure. 

The purpose of this study is twofold: first, to decentralise the state from the state failure 

literature, and to reveal that western normative understandings which presume the modern state 

form as the unit of analysis, obscure how power operates among local elites. For this purpose, this 

study’s theoretical framework is based on relationism which allows the decentralisation of 

presumed and fixed units such as the ‘state’ from the analysis. The second purpose of this study is 

to reconstruct the state failure narrative. To do so this study develops a framework for the 

understanding of the operation of power in ‘unstable’ elite structures. This framework builds on 

neo-elite theory and shows how power relates to elite integration and differentiation. 

To examine the operation of power in unstable elite structure, the above-mentioned 

framework is applied to two seemingly different ‘state failure’ narratives: Mogadishu, Somalia, 

and Afghanistan as well as its borderlands, including Peshawar in Pakistan. The use of Mogadishu 

as a relatively local elite structure, and Afghanistan and its borderlands as an exceptionally 

regional elite structure, allows comprehension of how unstable local elite relations, whether they 

are receptive to local or regional pressures, are in a symbiotic relation to power which results in 

violence in the broader society. 
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From the analysis of the Mogadishu and Afghan elite structures, the study finds that, in 

contrast to the conventional understanding of state failure, power is omnipresent and highly fluid 

in unstable elite structures. It also finds that when elites form symbolic power, differentiation 

fluctuates in the elite structure due to clashes between discourses that hamper peace processes and 

instigate violence. Violent power includes elites’ provision of security to society or the deliberate 

generation of insecurity to reduce the power of others. This generates financial and symbolic 

support for the elite while also producing further opportunities for security provision. These violent 

power formations reproduce the unstable elite structure as they result in markets for militant labour 

and weapons. The study finds that material power is formed through relations with external or 

domestic financiers, which, due to elites’ low commitment, eventually deteriorates. When these 

dependences are fruitful, elite differentiation is reduced. When unsuccessful, differentiation 

increases and violent conflict between elites escalates.  

The consequence of this fluctuating differentiation is increased violence the society, more 

avenues for material power formation, and reproduction of the unstable elite structure. Despite 

these trends, this study finds no sequencing pattern in differentiation, which shows that state failure 

is more fluid, due to the ways elites form power, and less causal than the state failure literature 

suggests.  

Statement of Originality 

This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma in any university. To the 

best of my knowledge and belief, the thesis contains no material previously published or written 

by another person except where due reference is made in the dissertation itself.  
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 CHAPTER 1  

Decentralising the ‘State’ from the State Failure Narrative 

 

“Convictions are prisons” 

(Nietzsche 1895: 54). 

 

1.1 Introduction  

There is no universally accepted definition of ‘state failure’. What most scholars agree upon, 

however, is that state failure is a deficiency in the state’s core functions. These core functions are 

usually expressed in relation to the western idea of the state. There is also consensus among 

scholars, journalists and policymakers that Somalia and Afghanistan are prototypes of state failure. 

Despite this consensus, the Somalia and Afghanistan cases are exemplified by a vast literature with 

various, and often contradictory, explanations as to why the state failed, how this failure is 

persisting, and how order is to be restored. These contradictions are due to the unwarranted focus 

on the state as the unit for analysis in the state failure literature. This has translated into a narrative 

which neglects that the state is a political construct reflecting historical power struggles. As a 

result, the state failure narrative, and its preoccupation with the western state as the norm for 

appropriate statehood, impedes the understanding of how local elite power struggles underpin the 

phenomenon commonly referred to as state failure. 

The shortcomings in the literature are surprising considering that the failed state epithet 

has generated debate for nearly three decades.1 This debate gained momentum with the concept of 

“quasi-states” (Jackson 1987). In his seminal article, Jackson (1987) argues that there are states, 

particularly in Africa, that cannot be considered to meet the principles of the western definition of 

the state. These states maintain “judicial statehood” through the highly regarded norm of 

sovereignty in the international community, but fail to uphold “empirical statehood”, as they fail 

in the provision of security, public goods, authority and efficient institutions (Jackson 1987: 526–

                                                      
1 What is defined as ‘state failure’ is not necessarily a ‘new’ occurrence in history. For a persuasive argument see 

Halvorson (2013). The development of the state failure concept is elaborated in Bilgin and Morton (2002); Paris 

(2011) and Bueger and Bethke (2014). Its current relevance in relation to a ‘changing world order’ is analysed in Call 

(2016). 
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 8). Following the recognition that some states are merely ‘quasi-states’, scholars have sought to 

determine how the lack of empirical statehood emerges and endures. This has led to a maze of 

explanations and concepts for what causes and constitutes a lack of, or degrees of, ‘empirical 

statehood’ with descriptive terms such as ‘weak’, ‘failed’, ‘failing’, ‘under stress’, ‘dysfunctional’, 

‘fragile contexts’ and ‘collapsed’, being used.  

Despite conceptual disagreements, most scholars concur that states given these 

descriptions are, to some extent, experiencing deficient ‘capacity’ to perform certain functional 

tasks expected of states. These include the ability to provide public goods, maintain a monopoly 

of violence, sustain economic growth and obtain legitimacy in the eyes of the masses (see 

Bertocchi and Guerzoni (2012); Gros (1996); Carment et al (2007); Rotberg (2004); Rothstien 

(2009); Ismail (2016)). According with these explanations, the state failure literature focuses on 

either the absence or corruption of western institutions,2 or the breakdown of a perceived social 

contract.3 Critical perspectives have also emerged from the state failure debate. These often focus 

on how global orders, power structures and discourses generate state failure.4 None of the above 

approaches recognise the agency of local actors, in particular local socio-political elites.5 Nor do 

they emphasise that state formation and deformation is a consequence of historical power struggles 

among these elites. This neglect in the state failure literature renders it unable to understand how 

intra-elite relations are constitutive of situations commonly defined as state failure. 

 Considering this oversight in the state failure literature and instead of investigating state 

failure in relation to the state and its institutions, the purpose here is twofold. First, to decentralise 

the state from the state failure literature, which will reveal that western normative understandings, 

which presume the modern state form as the unit of analysis, obscure how power operates among 

local elites. Second, to reconstruct the state failure narrative through the development of a 

framework for the operation of power in ‘unstable’ elite structures, which aims at demonstrating 

                                                      
2 For an overview see Fukuyama (2004); North (1990); and Acemoglu and Robinson (2012). 
3 Rotberg (2004); Ghani and Lockhart (2008); Lemay – Hébert (2009) are scholars who emphasise the social contract 

as a variable for failure. 
4 Leander (2004); Kaldor (1999); Duffield (2002) all argue that the existing liberal world order generates failure; 

Newman (2009); Walker (2002) Charbonneau (2006) and Helland and Borg (2014) suggest that the discourse of 

failure is used to maintain, or produced by said world order. 
5 The term elites will be defined in Chapter 3, the term socio-political aims to clarify that elite does not (necessarily) 

have to be coupled the state and its formal institutions. 
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 the extreme fluidity of power, and how these elite power relations are constitutive of what has 

commonly been defined as ‘state failure’. To do this, elites will not be analysed as units, rather the 

focus here is on their complex and dynamic power relations (Emirbayer 1997: 287). Thus, instead 

of analysing an object such as the state or its putative institutions, the emphasis in this thesis lies 

on ‘relations’. This allows for a decentralisation of units such as the ‘state’ from the analysis of 

state failure.  

1.2 Research Problem 

The focus on the state unit and its incapacity within the state failure literature, has led to the 

conclusion that local power struggles are a subordinate factor in state formation. This is 

particularly evident in the institutional–Hobbesian approach. The epistemological understanding 

of the state here is western centric, and as such the labelling of the state as failed becomes a 

normative move (Eriksen 2011: 234; Helland and Borg 2014; Risse 2011). The western state is the 

yardstick for how states should function. Furthermore, by focusing on institutions, including the 

social contract, these approaches rely on conceptions of the state that ignore historical narratives 

(Hameiri 2007: 126 Przeworski 2004b: 183). This has widespread costs for the literature, and for 

policy, because the causes of state failure are also portrayed as the consequences (Hameiri 2007: 

128, Przeworski 2004a: 527; Goldsmith 2007: 167). The reason for state failure can only be 

explained in terms of weak institutions; however, at the same time weak institutions are a 

consequence of failure.  

The critical approach to state failure sees the ontological understanding of the state as more 

important. The discourse approach to failure suggests that the very concept of state failure is a 

political construction perpetuated by the west to maintain the current liberal world order 

(Charbonneau 2006: 221; Newman 2009: 434; Bilgin and Morton 2002: 56). Even though this 

may be the case, such analysis explains little as to why and how some societies are experiencing 

more hardship than others (Price and Reus-Smit 1998: 264). The realisation that state failure is 

also a local political construct is most apparent in the neo-patrimonial argument. However, albeit 

that it brings the analysis to the local arena, neo-patrimonialism per se may not be the underlying 

reason for why some societies are suffering.  
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 To be sure, the neo-patrimonial literature realises the importance of local elites. However, 

due to its focus on how local elites abuse the state and its institutions for their own self-interest, 

the state remains the unit of analysis, and is considered failed when elites can no longer attain 

resources through it (cf. Reno 2005; Englebert and Tull 2008; Bates 2008; Chabal and Daloz 

1999). Yet, as Lindermann (2008: 14) suggests, most developing states suffer rent seeking 

behaviours to various extents. It appears then that the predatory behaviour of elites is not the only 

reason for state failure. In an attempt to overcome this critique laid at neo-patrimonialism, Reno 

(2005: 129) argues that it is the constellation of non-state actors “rather than state collapse or 

opportunities for predation alone, that structures the social space in which armed groups form”. 

Even though Reno (2005) appreciates the importance of intra-elite relations, he asserts that the 

structures that generate armed groups are closely tied to the predatory behaviour of the pre-state 

failure regime. This has major implications for the relevance of the neo-patrimonial argument, as 

the more critical neo-Tillean and global structure arguments assert, respectively: the state may 

never have existed in the western sense of the definition, and the condition which is referred to as 

failure may not be a failure for certain elites (Leander 2004; Duffield 2002; Malejacq 2016).  

Because ‘modern’ politics is formulated on the idea of binary discriminations, such as 

failed and functioning states, it is not surprising that the state failure literature uses the epithet of 

failure, however this hinders the recognition that failure is a subjective term (cf. Walker 2002: 13). 

Bøås and Jennings (2005: 386) acknowledge this and contend that the state most often fails because 

political elites within and outside the state want it to fail. If the state is ‘failing’ it may increase the 

security of non-state elites but reduce broader human and societal security (Bøås and Jennings 

2005: 386). It appears then that the realisation that state failure is subjective is essential when 

analysing the various causal relationships proposed by scholars with regards to state weakness. 

This facilitates an understanding that a complex network of elites and power relations are involved 

in the ‘creation’ of institutional weakness. Further analysis is therefore warranted as to how these 

power relations cohere and operate under conditions of ‘failure’. Instead of investigating weakness 

in relation to the state and its institutions, the purpose of this research project is to demonstrate 

that elite relations may generate a power structure that is more prone to maintain the conditions of 

state failure. Rather than opportunistic behaviour driving elites to fail the state, as the neo-

patrimonial literature proposes, this study demonstrates that the structural characteristics of elite 
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 agency foster ways of obtaining power that are incompatible with the western idea of statehood, 

and as such, are representative of what has been defined as state failure.  

1.3 Research Question, Design, and Chapter Overview 

1.3.1 Research Question 

Despite the importance of power relations in state formation, scholars have neglected local elite 

structures in explaining the state failure condition. In light of this shortcoming, and in order to 

redescribe the state failure narrative this study aims to show: i) how a state centric focus is 

inadequate in explaining power dynamics operating under state failure and, ii) how intra-elite 

relations are constitutive of situations commonly defined as state failure. These objectives will 

guide this dissertation’s research design. Neo-elite theory informs the research design whilst the 

theoretical foundation based on relationism guides it. 

1.3.2 Research Design 

To answer the question of how a state centric focus is inadequate in explaining power 

dynamics operating under state failure, the research design is underpinned by relationalism which 

will assist in dismantling the state failure narrative in Chapter 2 and laying the foundations for the 

elite theory framework in Chapter 3. Relationalism asserts that the social world cannot be 

understood without accounting for relations among individuals. Individual action must be seen in 

relation to that of other individuals, groups, and society as a whole, as none of these components 

alone can explain action (Ritzer 2001: 133). As a result, relationalism does not study units but 

rather their complex and dynamic relations (Emirbayer 1997: 287). As the ‘state failure’ 

phenomenon is multifaceted, it is redundant to study causation and variables in isolation 

(Emirbayer 1997: 289). In assuming that something is causing state failure it is not possible to 

understand how ‘state failure’ alters relations in particular among elites, and how changes in elite 

relations may constitute what is defined as ‘state failure’ (Jackson and Nexon 1999: 300). Thus, 

the main constraint on the state failure narrative is that it focuses on “inter-action” between the 

state and the variables causing its failure (Emirbayer 1997: 286). This, according to Jackson and 

Nexon leads to “theoretical paradoxes” where the state failure literature has to “choose between 

ahistorical denial or logical contradiction” (Jackson and Nexon 1999: 297). Relationalism avoids 
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 these consequences as it allows us to study the fundamental and ever changing nature of the state. 

States are here considered to be fields of elite power relations that are not necessarily coterminous 

with the recognised physical and ideational boundaries of the state. Relationalism acknowledges 

both the agency of elites and how elites respond to power structures (see Emirbayer 1997: 294–

96). In order to understand the dynamic processes of ‘state formation’ and ‘deformation’ it is 

therefore possible to assert elite intra-relations as the field of inquiry without neglecting either 

structure or agency. 

In answering the question ‘how are intra-elite relations constitutive of situations commonly 

defined as state failure’, Chapter 3 will develop a framework for elite interaction, which is built 

on from neo-elite theory. Most neo-elite theorists define elite structure either in terms of integration 

(suggesting some form of consensus as a defining feature of elite relations) or in relation to 

differentiation (meaning that elites have maintained some autonomy and diversity in their relation 

to other elites) (see Etzioni–Halevy 2010). While indicators for high differentiation are 

organisational diversity, social heterogeneity and autonomy (Burton and Higley 2001: 187), low 

differentiation is defined by elites trying to control all sectors in society (Dogan 2003: 6). It should, 

therefore, be assumed that low differentiation does not allow for checks and balances of elite 

power, as there is little elite plurality and autonomy (Daloz 2003: 271). In other words, 

differentiation range from elite plurality to elite specialisation. When there is high plurality elites 

are factionalised while low differentiation means that a small elite control the elite structure and 

there is little room to achieve elite autonomy. Using these concepts, Burton and Higley (2001) 

have developed a framework for how to determine certain elite structures. Up until now, this 

framework has mainly been used to demonstrate how elite settlements are essential for 

democratisation or state building projects with little consideration of the operations of power (see 

Lindermann 2011, 2008; Sharan 2011). In contrast, this dissertation applies the work of Burton 

and Higley (2001) to the state failure context. It presents a revised version of this model, which 

includes how power relates to elite integration and differentiation.  

The argument derived from this framework (and the main thesis of this study) is that when 

there is little elite consensus for how to obtain power, and when there is volatility in the level of 

autonomy and independence of elites (in other words when elite integration is low and 

differentiation is fluctuating), the elite structure generates ways of obtaining power that are prone 
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 to maintain the condition commonly referred to as ‘state failure’. The process of obtaining power 

will here be referred to as power formation. Through the state failure literature and through the 

analysis of fields of power relations in Mogadishu, Somalia and Afghanistan, this study identifies 

three power formations which are referred to as symbolic, violent and material. It will be 

demonstrated that it is not, as the neo-patrimonial argument suggests, the predatory behaviour of 

elites in attaining power that ‘fails’ the ‘state’ (see Reno 2005; Englebert and Tull 2008; Bates 

2008; Chabal and Daloz 1999). Rather, certain elite structures as products of elite relations, 

reproduce destructive means (including but not limited to ‘neo-patrimonial behaviours’) of 

obtaining power that generate suffering in the broader society. By focusing on intra-elite relations, 

power struggles and structures, and how these are reproduced, a novel comprehension of the ‘state 

failure’ condition that avoids a western centric understanding of the state is presented.  

This dissertation is not an attempt to suggest a ‘better’ explanation for ‘state failure’. Rather 

it endeavours to engage in the academic debate by advancing a different perspective. The focus on 

elite relations does not contest the argument that global power structures are a contributing factor 

for much of the suffering experienced in these societies. Global power structures derived from 

historical trajectories are important in assessing what has been named ‘state failure’, but these 

‘states’ have internal dynamics that are equally important. The assumption of the state as an ‘empty 

shell’ (due to its failure to meet western standards of governance) neglects the agency of elites, the 

structural conditions this creates, and the consequential suffering in the broader society. Neither 

does the focus on elite relations reject the idea that colonialism hinder state formation. However, 

as this approach leads to a generalisation of historical trajectories that does not explain the different 

experiences in state building among former colonies, the power struggles within these societies 

need to be highlighted. This research does not disregard the agency of society. However, as has 

been demonstrated elsewhere and will be elaborated in Chapter 3, the political agency of society 

is directed towards coping with the security situation rather than directly influencing the 

distribution of power (see Menkhaus 2016).6  

                                                      
6 Menkhaus (2006: 75) argues that society is not “passive in the face of state failure and insecurity, but instead adapt 

in a variety of ways to minimize risk and increase predictability in their dangerous environments”. Similarly, 

Helander (2005: 195) maintains that in a Somali context “people are more concerned with their everyday affairs of 

making a living than with the political struggles of political and commercial elites”. For similar arguments, also see 

Azarya (1988: 8). 
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 The impact of the masses and the ever-changing nature of relations presents two 

limitations to this study. Elite theory cannot explain the effect that the “constantly changing social 

environment” has upon elites (Malesevic 2004: 122–23).  This study partly overcomes this 

limitation as it analyses changes in elites’ actions and rhetoric.7 In relation to this, as this study 

relies on published interviews, there is the issue of the objectivity and interpretation of the 

researcher carrying out the interview. Moreover, many interviews have been translated into 

English and this may impact the transmission of certain discourses.  

The limitations to this study are also rooted in relationism. This because, firstly, relationism 

faces problems in the “boundary specification” of what is inside the field of inquiry and how and 

when relations become a substantial material “thing” (Emirbayer 1997: 304). Secondly, it is 

challenging for relationism to determine how to study the process that may transform the field of 

inquiry (Emirbayer 1997: 305). Due to the issue of ‘boundary specification’, it is tempting to see 

fields as permanent structures, however this is at the expense of analysing their process of 

transformation. In focusing on the “dynamism of fields” such issues can to some extent be 

overcome (Leander 2011: 296). The fluidity of fields, in this case the changing nature of elite 

relations, should therefore not be seen as an obstacle to analysis but rather as an opportunity to be 

studied carefully (Leander 2011: 297–98; Jackson and Nexon 1999: 313).   

1.3.3 Chapter Overview 

In order to reconstruct the state failure narrative, this dissertation is divided into four parts and 

consists of twelve chapters.  

Part One consists of Chapters 1 to 3 and aims to deconstruct the state failure narrative. 

Parts Two and Three of the thesis deconstruct and reconstruct two prototypical state failure 

narratives. Part Two, compromising Chapters 4 to 7, places state failure in the context of 

Mogadishu, Somalia with Chapter 4 introducing the reader to the state failure narrative 

surrounding Somalia. Then, to demonstrate the reproduction of the Mogadishu elite structure, 

Chapters 5 to 7 each represents a period where elite relations could have been critically altered and 

                                                      
7 This does not resolve the problems elite theory faces in accounting for the agency of society. A discussion of this 

theme and the project’s assumptions on the relations of elites to the broader society are presented in Chapter 3. 
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 state institutions consolidated, but were not, with the unstable elite structure being reproduced to 

the detriment of society. Part Three concerns the state failure narrative in the Afghan region, and 

is structured identically to Part Two, starting with an introduction which is followed by three 

chapters each dealing with a period where elite relations could have been critically altered and 

state formation processes initiated but were not. Finally, Part Four, comprising Chapter 12, draws 

conclusions that enables a reconstructed view of ‘state failure’  

Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical foundation for the conceptual framework of the 

research project, relationism, and the mixed method that can be drawn from it. To deconstruct the 

state failure narrative, Chapter 2 will perform a critical literature review of the state failure concept 

that highlights the shortcomings of the existing literature, in particular its neglect of socio-political 

agency and elite power structures. This chapter specifically emphases how the focus on the state 

and its performative inability within the state failure literature generates assumptions that local 

power struggles are a subordinate factor in state formation. To advance the main thesis and further 

justify the focus on elite relations, Chapter 3 develops neo-elite theory, identifies the elite structure 

most prone to state ‘failure’, and elaborates on how elites form power under these conditions.  

In order to reconstruct the state failure narrative, Chapters 4 to 7 evaluate the power 

formations relating to the unstable elite structure in Mogadishu, the ‘capital’ of Somalia, and in 

Afghanistan, including its borderlands. To understand the reproduction of the unstable elite 

structure in Mogadishu and to decentralise the state from state failure narratives, Chapter 4 deals 

with the three most prominent narratives of ‘state failure’ in Somalia. The first narrative spans the 

period from 1991 to 1995 corresponding with the Somali Civil War and its aftermath. The second 

narrative consists of the implementation of a Transitional National Government (TNG) and its 

‘failure’, which leads to the third narrative which includes the consecutive attempt of restoring 

state institutions through a Transitional Federal Government (TFG) in 2004, which was considered 

yet another ‘failure’ by 2006. Likewise, to establish the reproduction of the unstable elite structure 

in Afghanistan, the Afghan state failure narrative, which is introduced in Chapter 8, is also divided 

into three sequences starting with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan (1979–1992) in Chapter 9, 

followed by the Civil War (1992–1996) in Chapter 10 and ending with the rise and fall of Taliban 

rule (1996–2001) in Chapter 11.  
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 Chapter 12 summarises how and why the state focused literature fails to explain the two 

state failure narratives under investigation. The chapter then proceeds to evaluate how power 

formations have been constitutive of elite structures in the Afghan and Mogadishu cases. Finally 

Chapter 12 will outline the research project’s contribution to the academic debate as well as its 

theoretical and practical implications. Directions for future research will be provided. 

1.4 Main Findings and Significance of Study 

1.4.1 Main Findings 

This study finds that, in contrast to the conventional understanding of state failure, power is 

omnipresent and highly fluid in unstable elite structures. To shift the focus of analysis from the 

state to elite relations demonstrates that the ways in which elites seek to consolidate power 

reproduces unstable elite structures. Through the analysis of fields of elite power relations in the 

Afghan region and in Mogadishu, this study finds that symbolic power formation leads to 

fluctuating elite differentiation due to the reproduction of clashes between discourses which 

hamper peace processes and lead to violence. These discourses reproduce the elite structure not 

only because they fluctuate differentiation but also because they reduce trust, as it became evident 

in these cases that elites had no real commitment to their rhetoric.  

This study also finds violence to be a source for power in the unstable elite structures. 

Violent power formation includes elites’ security provision to society or deliberate generation of 

insecurity to reduce power formations of others. The former produces financial and symbolic 

support for the elite. The latter form of violent power eventually produces opportunities for 

security provision. Together these violent power formations reproduce the unstable elite structure 

as they resulted in markets for militant labour and weapons.  

In the unstable elite structure, material power is formed through relations with external or 

domestic financiers, which due to elites’ low commitment, eventually deteriorate. When this 

happens differentiation fluctuates as new dependencies are formed or because elites attempt self-

sufficiency. This leads to negative consequences for the society as these attempts often result in 

increased drug addiction in the community, hyperinflation of the local currency, and violent 

conflict over resources. This study finds material power formation to be a way for elites to attempt 
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 more autonomy in the elite structure. When temporarily successful it reduces differentiation. 

When unsuccessful it increases differentiation and leads to violent conflict between various 

factions. The consequence of this fluctuating differentiation is great suffering for the society, more 

avenues for material power formation, and reproduction of the unstable elite structure. 

This study also finds that differentiation increases when there are too many avenues for 

power formation, which often occurs in relation to international interference, or due to the fluidity 

of power which prompts elites to produce new avenues to form power. This study finds that 

differentiation decreases due to two reasons: either because of high levels of fragmentation in the 

elite structure, which allows one elite group to temporarily control most sectors of society, or when 

one elite group successfully uses power formation to attract followers. Despite these trends, this 

study finds that there is no sequencing pattern in differentiation. This highlights that state failure 

is more fluid, due to the ways elites form power, and less causal than the state failure literature 

suggests. In sum, there is no sequencing to state failure. 

1.4.2 Contribution of Research 

This research project emphasises the importance of moving beyond the state when studying 

complex contexts often defined as state failure. While the state failure literature in general 

attributes these contexts to the lack of a state, this research shows that these situations are 

reproduced due to the way elites form power. This has implications for the state failure literature, 

policy oriented work and social science in general. The findings of the thesis have implications for 

policymakers who are engaging in work around state failure. The conclusions of this research 

project would advise states and NGOs attempting to ‘save’ failed states to be more sensitive to 

intra-elite relations.  

One of two significant contributions this study makes to the state failure literature is that it 

highlights that when analysing power struggles and historical structures, ‘state failure’ can be 

comprehended without a western centricunderstanding of the state. The second contribution this 

study makes is its critique of the current state failure scholarship from a relationalistic perspective. 

This allows an emphasis on elite relations and their significance in reproducing the state failure 

condition. This study moreover demonstrates that relationism can marry with elite theory to unveil 
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 the operation of power in unstable elite structures. This research project also contributes to 

advancing neo-elite as it applies the theory to the context of state failure, demonstrating that the 

theory can avoid ‘the prison of convictions’ that is the focus on fixed units and causality. To 

establish these contributions, the following chapter will critically analyse the state failure literature 

and account for the method used in this study.   
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 CHAPTER 2 

The Failures of the State Failure Narrative: A Critical Literature Review 

 

“[A]ll things move and nothing remains still […] and […] you cannot step 

twice into the same stream” 

(Heraclitus in Plato 402a)   

 

2.1 Introduction 

To understand what in the literature is generally referred to as state failure, there is a need to move 

away from the state failure discourse. This is not a novel idea as most critical approaches realise 

that failure is relative to a western understanding of the state (see Charbonneau 2006; Newman 

2009; Bilgin and Morton 2002; Bøås and Jennings 2005). However, most approaches still uphold 

the western state as normative. Due to the focus on the state, these approaches cannot fully reveal 

the operation of power in societies experiencing ‘state failure’. A critical analysis of the state 

failure literature reveals that there is a need for a historical approach that is sensitive to political 

agency and local elite structures. The focus on historical power structures enables us to 

comprehend the dynamics of power that underpin the state, and how these various dynamics 

generate diverse forms of social alliance. In order to develop such an approach, this chapter will 

first account for the method used in this research project. To decentralise the state from the state 

failure narrative, the chapter will then provide a critical literature review of the state failure 

phenomenon. This review will reveal that many of the fallacies in the state failure narrative come 

down to its focus on the state as a fixed unit and attempts to find a cause for its failure.  

2.2 Method 

Relationalism, which informs and lays the foundation for this project’s research design, is most 

often combined with network analysis methods.8 This project, however, is an attempt to marry it 

with a discursive approach to inquiry. Lyng and Franks (2002: 157) suggest that social science 

research “should offer a way to logically connect ‘deconstructive’ and ‘reconstructive’ analysis”. 

Relationalism’s ability to combine the subjective with the objective allows for such inquiry. This 

                                                      
8 See Emirbayer (1997: 298–303) for an overview of methods relating to relationalism. 
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 reconstructive analysis is reflected in Parts Two and Three of the thesis where a more empirical 

approach will apply the theoretical framework for elite interaction developed in Chapter 3 to elite 

structures in Mogadishu, Somalia and Afghanistan and its borderlands. 

Before reconstructing the state failure narrative, the current chapter will provide a critical 

literature review  as a method to deconstruct state failure and decentre the state metanarrative from 

analysis. A decentralisation of the state is warranted for two reasons. First, because 

“metanarratives not only provide the range of acceptable answers but also defines both the 

questions to be asked and the rules of procedures by which they can rationally be answered”, 

removing the state from state failure will therefore allow a focus on the power relations 

underpinning the state (Somers 1995: 234). Secondly, deconstruction “creates the conditions of 

possibility for the formulation of alternatives” to the conventional understanding of state failure 

(Campbell 1998: 4; see also Helland and Borg 2014). In other words, deconstruction will assist in 

highlighting elites’ relational position to each other. As such, decentring the state failure 

metanarrative allows for analysis of elite relations and power struggles that have been hidden from 

analysis.  

To reconstruct the state failure narrative as well as to critically analyse and evaluate the 

importance of elite relations and the fluidity of power within the elite structures in Mogadishu and 

the Afghan region, a process tracing method will be adopted, which is the “systematic examination 

of diagnostic evidence selected and analyzed in light of research questions and hypotheses” 

(Collier 2011: 823). In order to detect changes in elite relations and their defining attributes, the 

process tracing inquiry is sensitive to the historical development of elite relations occurring under 

the condition of ‘state failure’. Consequently, when the field of elites has been determined, elite 

relations will be studied over time to detect changes within the field.  

2.2.1 Fields of Inquiry 

The state failure literature has used ‘most similar cases’9 as its modus operandi, where cases are 

chosen based on “excessive aggregation” of variables (Call 2008: 1494–95). In other words, case 

selection is based on the variables that are held to define state failure. In an attempt to supersede 

                                                      
9 For an elaboration on case selection based on most similar cases, see Hague and Harrop (2010: 51). 
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 the state failure metanarrative, the ‘most frequently’ used narratives will be examined, as they 

signify what is prototypically defined as failure. Somalia and Afghanistan have been selected 

because they figure most frequently in the top four of the various indexes measuring state failure.10 

The use of indexes in determining the selection of narratives is done based on the assumption that 

these indexes will, compared over time, represent narratives of failure that the scholarly 

community have most frequently used. This therefore allows the detection and eventual 

transcendence from the state failure metanarrative. Another benefit of choosing states that have 

been most frequented on on the above mentioned indexes is that this thesis can capture the general 

context in which state failure is reproduced. Therefore, it should be expected that in societies where 

unstable elite structures have been prolonged, similar patterns of power formation and fluctuation 

in differentiation could be observed. 

To evaluate the framework for elite interaction, and to limit the scope of this study, the 

field of inquiry is confined to geographical space. However, at the same time to maintain the 

decentralisation of the state as a unit, the use of Mogadishu as a relatively local elite structure, and 

Afghanistan and its borderlands as an exceptionally regional elite structure, allows comprehension 

of how unstable local elite relations, whether they are receptive to local or regional pressures, are 

in a symbiotic relation to power which results in much suffering for the broader society. The 

following sections further justify the geographical and periodical restrictions to the fields of 

inquiry.   

2.2.1.1 Somalia 

Due to the complexity, localisation and quantity of conflicts in Somalia, Part Two of this 

dissertation is limited to the geographical area of southern-central Somalia, and in particular the 

area surrounding Mogadishu.11 This is due to three reasons. First, power struggles that occur in 

                                                      
10 These indexes are the Fragile States Index (Foreign Policy 2010–2015), the Transformation Index (Bertelsmann 

Siftung 2003–2016) and the Fragility Index (Fund for Peace 2005–2016). These indexes were chosen because they 

had the most comprehensive timeline and indicators. There are other measurements of state failure such as the Index 

of State Weakness (Rice and Patrick 2008), however, it has only been carried out in 2008. The Political Instability 

Task Force (see Marshall et al. 2014) measures state failure in relation to various kinds of conflict. Even though 

comprehensive, this index is not comparable with the indexes used here. Afghanistan, was chosen because it is the 

highest ranking country outside the African continent.  
11 For the growing importance of cities in social science research, see Curtis (2016), Adamson (2016) and Nogueira 

(2017). 
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 Mogadishu usually have impact on power struggles in other areas (Bradbury 1994: 22). Second, 

being the capital of Somalia, the state centred view of scholars and the global community 

reinforces such power struggles by focusing on the capital as the area with the most strategic 

significance in the implementation of peace. Militia leaders also reinforce this, as they perceive 

Mogadishu “as the core of Somali sovereignty” (United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) 2001: 151). The focus on Mogadishu is therefore warranted in order to deconstruct the 

narrative of the state. In relation to this, the third reason for limiting this study to Mogadishu is 

that Somalia is chosen as it exemplifies the archetype of the state failure narrative, and Mogadishu 

epitomises the prototype of ‘failure’. The analysis in Part Two is also limited in terms of time 

sequence. It proceeds to analyse three distinct power struggles, the Somalia Civil War, the 

implementation of a Transitional National Government (TNG) and its ‘failure’, and the 

consecutive attempt of restoring state institutions through a Transitional Federal Government 

(TFG). These power struggles were chosen because they are instances where the elite structure 

could have been critically altered and state institutions consolidated, but ultimately were not, 

resulting in the reproduction of the unstable elite structure and the condition commonly referred 

to as state ‘failure’. 

2.2.1.2 Afghanistan 

The Afghan elite structure, in contrast to Somalia, is not confined to the capital Kabul. In the 

scholarly literature, the Afghan state failure narrative has mostly been defined in a regional context 

as scholars and policy makers have categorised Afghanistan as a “buffer zone”, “transmission 

zone”, and a “regional conflict system of interconnected zones of instability” (Cramer and 

Goodhand 2002: 897–98). This view is due to the “systems of discrimination” (Walker 2002: 13) 

held in the state failure narrative which “articulates” such places as sites for “borderland barbarity, 

excess and irrationality” (Duffield 2002: 1055). In addition, in Afghanistan territory has not been 

perceived as a measure for state performativity as “the Afghan state’s physical control of a specific 

territory has never been a valid reference point for assessing its ability to govern” (Barfield and 

Nojumi 2010: 41). The focus on Afghanistan and its borderlands as an exceptionally regional elite 

structure is therefore warranted to deconstruct the state failure narrative. Further justification for 

such focus is that geographical changes in the elite structure have been intertwined with the three 

periods under examination (Winterbotham 2012: 28). Thus, the geographical area under 
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 investigation in Part Three is loosely defined as the Afghan region, which comprises rural and 

urban Afghanistan as well as the borderlands including Peshawar in Pakistan. The Afghan state 

failure narrative has occurred in three sequences starting with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 

in 1979 and its backing of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), the rule of which 

ended in 1992, followed by the Civil War (1992–1996). The Afghan narrative ends with the rise 

and fall of the Taliban (1996–2001). These periods were chosen as they represent “several 

conflicts, each with multiple phases and actors” and are critical junctures where the Afghan elite 

structure could have been altered but instead witnessed the reproduction of the elite structure 

(Winterbotham 2012: 24).  

2.2.2 Comment on Sources 

In order to establish the reproduction of the unstable elite structures in Mogadishu and the Afghan 

region, Parts Two and Three of the dissertation are largely based on sources from the Factiva 

database, which include media reports, and transcribed radio and television segments. In both elite 

structures, the elite used the media as a means to form power or to delegitimise other actors. These 

segments are highly manipulated and therefore ‘biased’. In a Somali context international wire 

services such as British Broadcasting Company Monitoring Service (hereafter BBC) and the then 

United Nations (UN) administrated news outlet Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN) 

have been accused of bias as Somalis working for these services were often inclined to show strong 

favouritism towards their particular clan (Lewis 2003: 219). 1213 The study of elite discourse and 

how elites used the media to form power therefore allows us to understand how elites perceived 

each other and how, because of these perceptions, took actions which eventually led to structural 

                                                      
12 The potential bias of the BBC has been (indirectly) subject to a British Employment Tribunal where I. M Lewis 

together with Abdi Samatar were expert witnesses. The tribunal heard the case based on what would be considered 

discrimination under the British Race Relations Act against clan identity (Abdi Samatar 2011: 48). Lewis maintained 

that the BBC had favoured a certain clan in its employment of Somali expats and that this clan was in favour of the 

TNG and therefore maintained biased reporting (Abdi Samatar 2011: 58). Lewis further accuses Samatar of being 

biased in his testimony as, according to Lewis, he was “a protagonist for the ‘Arta faction,’ or ‘national transitional 

government’” (Lewis in Abdi Samatar 2011: 58). Samatar claimed that this critique impugned his professional 

integrity and suggests that Lewis was applying a world view which subordinates the Somalis against the West. He 

maintains that Lewis’s accusations were “to impress upon the judges that Somalis are unable to conduct themselves 

professionally, as they lie to unjustly support […] their ‘clansmen’” (Abdi Samatar 2011: 62). The tribunal found that 

clans could not be equated with race (Abdi Samatar 2011: 76).  
13 The notion of clan and its influence on Somali society will be elaborated in Chapter 4.  
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 reproduction. 

It is not only elites’ control over power formation that has led to media bias, a western 

centric view has also influenced media reporting.14 In Afghanistan, during the PDPA era media 

reporting had a clear anti-communist bias. One journalist at the time highlighted that “U.S. 

diplomats, intelligence officers and journalists” were “mostly wrong about” the longevity of the 

PDPA regime “because they have believed their own propaganda” (Cockburn 1989). The media 

bias in favour of the Mujahideen translated into the Taliban period where much of the former 

Mujahideen human rights violations were ignored.  

Throughout the research, it has been evident that some elites in both Mogadishu and in the 

Afghan region have been more favourably portrayed than others and that some elites’ ‘destructive’ 

actions were reported more than others, this has been true for all news outlets. To balance this bias 

and in order to make sure that no one elite group was portrayed more favourably than others, the 

research was sensitive to how reporting on the various elites changed overtime. In addition, media 

reporting has been cross referenced with International Non-Governmental Organisations’ (INGO) 

reports, from organisations such as the International Crisis Group (ICG), reports from the UN 

Security Council (UNSC) and fact finding missions from the Danish and British governments. 

Not only is the source material subject to bias, it has also been limited in scope. The at 

times violent situation in Mogadishu and the (attempted) censure of the media constrained news 

reporting. Similarly, during the PDPA era in Afghanistan, the regime banned most of the western 

media and INGOs. When these were allowed to operate it was under strict censorship of the 

regime. At the same time the Mujahideen parties in Pakistan were dictating news reporting, “hardly 

objective sources of information and [were] often at odds with each other” (Helsinki Watch 

Committee [HWC] 1984: 1–2). In Afghanistan many INGOs were operating in solidarity with the 

Mujahideen, and as a result their reporting highlighted the atrocities of the PDPA regime but 

ignored those of the resistance (Goodhand 2002: 843).  

                                                      
14 In some instances, media reporting was not only biased towards certain factions, it was also manipulated to appeal 

to a western audience (see Malarek 1980a; Cockburn 1989). 
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 The limited scope of sources is applicable to academic research as well. The security 

situation in Somalia, especially during the Civil War, restricted academic research in the area 

(Leeson 2007: 692; Marchal 2007: 1092). Likewise, the academic research has been restricted in 

Afghanistan. This has limited information regarding the internal workings of the elites during the 

war years and impeded the establishment of the internal structure of the Taliban (Dorronsoro 2005: 

274, note 5; 2003: Goodhand 2004: 171, note 4). In fact most knowledge regarding Afghanistan 

is “stuck to pre-war levels” (Goodhand 2004: 171, note 4) and in cases when data was collected it 

remains “diffuse[d], decentralised and, in many cases, unpublished” (Barakat 2008: 13). Thus data 

in regards to Afghanistan can be regarded as “illustrative rather than authoritative” (Goodhand 

2004: n 4. 171). In Somalia, the limited academic research that has been conducted was often under 

the auspice of the UN. Therefore, this research encompasses the bias of certain agendas, in 

particular in relation to the UN’s ‘state building’ mission (Marchal 2007: 1092).  

As this thesis is suggesting the importance of local agency and structures, it is necessary to 

briefly comment on why field research has not been conducted. The first reason is practical; due 

to institutional constraints (both at a university and government level) such an endeavour would 

not have been feasible. Second, as the focus is on structural reproduction, which, as implied by 

this thesis, is not a conscious move made by elites, while interviews with main elites would enrich 

the accounts on structural reproduction they would not add knowledge to how and why this 

occurred. In relation to this, thirdly, to interview elites today regarding perceptions about events 

occurring at least 10 years ago would have distorting effects on the accuracy of the interviews. As 

elite differentiation is so volatile, elites change alliances frequently which would have an effect on 

how elites perceived an event and how they perceive it now. It is the perception during the time of 

reproduction that is important for this study and for this purpose the only readily available sources 

are the media sources and other reports mentioned above. 

In sum, it goes without saying that academics in both Somalia and Afghan area studies, 

and to some extent INGO authors,15 have ontological, philosophical and/or ideological agendas, 

and at times personal commitments (Marchal 2007: 1092). Before turning to the Somali and 

                                                      
15 Abdi and Ahmed Samatar (2008: 122) have for instance criticised an ICG report in relation to a recommendation 

that the international community should recognise Somaliland as a sovereign state. Thus, the authors claim that the 

ICG had a certain agenda with its reporting.  
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 Afghan state failure narratives in Parts Two and Three of this dissertation, the remainder of this 

chapter will reveal how the general state failure narrative is entrenched within western normative 

agendas. To expose these normative understandings, the next section performs a critical literature 

review which aims to decentralise the state from state failure narrative.   

2.3 Dismantling the State Failure Narrative 

In order to deconstruct the state failure narrative, the following literature review is divided into 

three parts. The first part analyses the institutional approach to state failure. The second part 

demonstrates the weaknesses of the social-contract understanding of failure. The final part deals 

with the arguments presented by the critical approach to state failure, which includes the world 

order, discourse and neo-patrimonial arguments. First, however, there is a need to understand how 

the state failure concept has been defined and the methodologies used to reach these definitions. 

The following section briefly reviews the now well-known methodological problems with 

assessments of state failure before proceeding to the substantive literature review. 

2.3.1 Unhappy Families?16 

One issue with the institutional–Hobbesian approach is that it tends to claim nearly universal 

factors for state failure (cf. Carment et al 2013; Rice 2007; Rotberg 2002; Gros 1996). The 

adherents to this type of literature are inclined to develop holistic measurements for state failure, 

and as a result call for a remedy to state fragility through indirect or direct intervention in the state 

that is ‘failing’. These holistic measurements, or what Sanin (2011: 21) calls “poor state 

performance (PSP) indexes”, are a consequence of the methodological approach adopted by the 

literature, which frequently relies on statistical analysis where samples and variables are 

manipulated to achieve a great enough cohort. Englehart (2007: 135) questions these 

methodological approaches to state failure, highlighting that many capable states share similar 

levels of ‘failure’ as failed states, but are not ‘failing’.  

Variables used in these methods are misleading. State capacity has for instance been 

                                                      
16 This heading refers to Tolstoy’s (1999: 1) observation that “[a]ll happy families resemble one another, but each 

unhappy family is unhappy in its own way”. 
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 defined in numerous ways and been measured by “crude empirical indicators that are related to 

the concept only at a very general level” (Fjelde and DeSoysa 2009: 6). Halvorson (2013) points 

to a similar issue, indicators that are experienced by ‘failed states’ are also present in high 

achieving states. Indicators of state failure, such as child mortality and humanitarian disasters, may 

also represent correlations, causes and consequences of failure, thus rendering deficient the 

analytical capacity of the “state failure methodology” (Sanin 2011: 24).   

To overcome the issues of heterogeneity and increasing numbers of intervening variables, 

scholars have claimed that state failure is not static. As a consequence, most literature attempts to 

introduce a continuum of failure (Patrick 2007; Reinold 2011; Carment et al 2007). Such 

realisation gives way to categorisation of various attributes that may generate particular types of 

failure and the recognition that states may fail in some functional areas but not in others (Gros 

1996: 461). Paradoxically, scholars that introduce the continuum approach to failure are merely 

creating sub-categories that are, to some degree, less homogenous but yet dependent on a vast 

number of intervening variables. In other words, the ‘continuum method’ does not capture the 

“dynamic process of development that states undergo between weakness, and collapse and back” 

(Wolff 2011: 957). Thus, this method is still insensitive to sudden events triggered by internal or 

external shocks (Sanin 2011: 24). It also raises issues of when a state moves from one category to 

another and the primacy of certain variables for state failure in various functional areas of the state 

(Di John 2010: 14). One example in the literature is Colombia where state institutions are capable 

enough to provide public goods, however, the state faces problems in controlling all territory 

within its borders and does not have monopoly over violence (Sanin 2011: 32). In light of these 

empirical shortcomings, it becomes clear that the definitions, categorisations and the consequential 

emphasis on certain state functions are key in order to apprehend and assess the state failure debate. 

The most conventional distinctions in relation to the lack of state functions, as mentioned, are the 

institutional and Hobbesian approaches to state failure, which will be analysed in the following 

sections. 
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 2.4 The Institutional Approach: A Space Odyssey to Development?17 

A growing body of literature, from areas as diverse as New Institutional Economics , International 

Relations, developmental studies and policy literature suggests, with a foundation on empirical 

evidence,18 that deficient institutions are the main cause for state fragility. This focus on state 

institutions derives from Weber’s (2007: 156) definition of the state as a “human community that, 

within a defined territory […] (successfully) claims the monopoly of legitimate force for itself”. 

In what follows, it is suggested that by assuming this definition the institutional approach to state 

failure makes normative claims about how the state ought to function, which leads to a policy 

prescription of governance intervention. Furthermore, in emphasising the prominence of 

institutions, which in itself will be demonstrated to be a fallacy, the institutional understanding of 

the state is insensitive to local political and historical contexts.     

North (1990: 3) defines institutions as “the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, 

[as] humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction. In consequence, they structure the 

incentives in human exchange, whether political, social or economic”. Thus, efficient institutions 

constrain or incentivise political actors in a way that strongly affects development. In practical 

terms, Fukuyama (2004: 21), true to the Weberian definition, suggests that ‘stateness’ is defined 

in terms of strength: in other words, the ability of the state to enforce laws, and plan and execute 

policy. Fukuyama (2004: 22) contends that this is “commonly referred to as state or institutional 

capacity”. Institutions are strong when they are efficient, transparent and accountable (Fukuyama 

2004: 22). Weak institutions are those that are lacking these attributes.  

The Commission on Weak States and US National Security (CWSUSNS 2004) 

encapsulates the assumption that the lack of capacity in state institutions is the reason for state 

failure. The commission recognises that failing states have “capability gaps” in controlling 

territory, providing services for citizens and maintaining transparent governance (CWSUSNS 

2004: 13). When each gap is present the state is considered failed. Thus, when strengthening their 

                                                      
17 This is a reference to Stanley Kubrick’s movie, ‘A Space Odyssey’ in which Monoliths (extra-terrestrials) arrive to 

earth serving to advance technological development. The institutional approach, as will be demonstrated, cannot 

explain the background conditions that foster development vis-à-vis failure unless resorting to an explanation 

resembling the Monoliths. 
18 See Bertocchi and Guerzoni (2012: 770) for an overview of empirical evidence and state failure.  
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 institutions, states can move away from conditions of failure (CWSUSNS 2004: 5). According 

to these views there are certain functions that the state has to perform in order to assert a certain 

degree of ‘stateness’. 

2.4.1 Neglect: The Implication of a Fixation with Institutions 

Two points can be drawn from the above assertions. Firstly, these approaches make a normative 

claim, which reduces the explanatory value of institutions as a cause of state failure. Secondly, this 

enables a pretext for western interventionism (Hameiri 2007: 138). In measuring state failure, the 

institutional approach has used the western state as a parameter. Failing states are, thus, compared 

against the western “prototypical state” (Bøås and Jennings 2005: 387). This generates a 

universalistic and normative understanding of states. Some states are accordingly seen as “worthy” 

and others as “bad” (Bøås and Jennings 2007: 477). In accordance with the main propositions of 

this thesis, Lemay-Hébert (2009: 25) suggests that the adoption of the ‘state failure’ epithet merely 

becomes a description of a state that does not have the characteristics of a western state (see also 

Risse 2011: 4). As mentioned, all states do not function and fail in the same manner. Hence, to use 

the ‘western state’ as a standard for how the state should function gives little analytic capacity to 

detect what is causing institutional weakness.  

The second issue with the institutional approach is that it lends itself to external 

intervention. This is due to the normative understanding of the state. As institutional weakness is 

the reason for failure, strengthening state institutions will lift the state out of failure. Fukuyama 

(2004: 30) suggests that due to the lack of “local demand for reform” it is difficult to replicate or 

enforce strong institutions. This assertion suggests that failure cannot be resolved from within the 

state. In other words, outside forces have to be put in place to rebuild it.  The recognition that failed 

states present a threat to global security is highlighted in policy-orientated work such as the State 

Failure Task Force and its “Weak State Threat Matrix” (see Rice and Patrick 2008). These 

represent attempts to recognise weak and possibly ‘security threatening’ states. Similarly, 

CWSUSNS (2004: 1) acknowledges lack of state capacity to be one of “the fundamental foreign 

policy and security challenges of our time”. These arguments are also prevalent in the scholarly 

community, for instance Fearon and Laitin (2004: 6) maintain that with the end of the Cold War 

the global security landscape is no longer threatened by great power balances but that “the main 
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 security threats and problems now emerge […] from the consequences of political disorder, 

misrule, and humiliation in the third world”. 

These states are, according to the literature, responsible for the spill over of conflict and 

weakness, and are breeding grounds for terrorism, transnational crime and refugee crises 

(CWSUNS 2004: 1; François and Sud 2006: 144; Call 2016).19 These conflict ridden and global 

security-threatening states have generated literature flirting with imperialistic or neo-colonial 

solutions. This literature suggests that, in certain circumstances, when the state is unable to bring 

peace and order, the international community may establish some form of cooperative governance 

through either, neo-trusteeship (Helman and Ratner 1993; Fearon and Laitin 2004) or shared 

sovereignty (Krasner 2004; Caplan 2007). There are two interrelated issues with these forms of 

interventions. First, the global and the local are confused. By connecting state failure with global 

security, the institutional approach dismisses the possibility that the global may affect the local 

(Hameiri 2007: 126).20 

Second, as these approaches stem from the assumption that deficient state institutions are 

the reason for state failure, they encapsulate all the problems related to the universalisation of the 

western idea of the state. Contemporary attempts at external market reforms and democracy 

promotion have gained limited success around the world. This highlights the difficulty of 

transferring institutions, as the intended institutional structures may not be suited in the local 

setting (Englebert and Tull 2008: 110). As such, the idea of implementing institutions generally 

takes little consideration of local power structures (Chesterman 2004: 237). Furthermore, the idea 

of reconstructing state institutions relies on the premise that these institutions existed in the first 

place. Many colonial institutions “provided only shallow basis for the state” and were never 

consolidated (Englebert and Tull 2008: 112). Therefore, there may be no ‘western institutions’ to 

rebuild. Rather the institutional framework that exists has to be entirely reconstructed to meet the 

western standard of institutions. It is evident that the institutional approach is insensitive to the 

internal and external politics of state formation and fails to apprehend that the creation and 

consolidation of institutions is a political, rather than a neutral technocratic process. This neglect 

                                                      
19 For an overview of how ‘failed states’ are ‘threatening’ the global community, see François and Sud (2006). 
20 This point will be elaborated when reviewing the critical approach to state failure.  
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 leads to the more fundamental problem facing the institutional approach.  

2.4.2 It is what it is: The Tautology of Institutions 

In order to overcome the insensitivity to politics in relation to institutions, Acemoglu and Robinson 

(2012: 79) assert that, “political institutions determine who has power in society and to what ends 

that power can be used”. This is because narrow and unconstrained political institutions give 

opportunities for individuals to set up extractive economic institutions that will benefit these 

individuals at the expense of society. On the other hand, pluralistic political institutions distribute 

power in society; these institutions when combined with a “centralised and powerful state”, 

defined as inclusive political institutions, are the recipe for inclusive politics. The decision to form 

inclusive or extractive economic institutions is part of the political game. In turn, political 

institutions dictate the political game and its outcome (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012: 79). Thus, 

there is a synergetic relationship between political and economic institutions. Political institutions 

give elites power to choose economic institutions and this allows elites to restructure political 

institutions (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012: 81).  

The main weakness of Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2012) argument and the institutional 

approach more broadly, is that it treats politics as dependent on institutions and vice versa. Political 

willingness and elite sentiments are endogenous to the institutional system. In other words, 

institutions form elite behaviour and elite behaviour forms institutions. “[E]mbarrassingly 

obvious”, is that if political decisions are endogenous to the system, and mutually constitutive with 

institutions, “[t]hen institutions have no autonomous role to play” (Przeworski 2004b: 166). 

Consequently, variables other than the institutions themselves shape the system. Institutions 

merely generate the effect of these variables through the system (Przeworski 2004b: 166). It is 

evident that malfunctioning institutions cannot be seen as a cause for state fragility.  

The epiphenomenal characteristic of institutions has little analytical merit, as the 

institutional approach cannot separate the causes of institutions from the consequences of them. 

The effects of institutions become tautological (Hameiri 2007: 128, Przeworski 2004a: 527; 

Goldsmith 2007: 167). The institutional approach has attempted to overcome the issue of 

endogeneity by introducing indicators that measure capacity, however, most often indicators for 
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 institutional capacity are confused with variables for development (Goldsmith 2007: 167). In 

other words, it might be that institutional capacity is a consequence of development rather than a 

cause (Khan 2003: 174). This reduces the ability to detect what conditions are essential for 

institutional capacity (Fjelde and DeSoysa 2009: 6). 

The normative underpinning of the institutional approach, grounded in a western centric 

epistemology, has veiled the historical and social context of the state and thereby the conditions 

that increase institutional capacity. The idea that certain institutions are better than others in 

implementing development ignores the importance of society and its relation to the state. As the 

process of capacity enhancement lends itself to technocratic solutions for state failure, it reduces 

the ability to apprehend the political and social nature of capacity building (Hameiri 2007: 123). 

In other words, by ignoring the importance of state – society relations, the institutional approach 

suggests a state building process that is highly “scientific, technical and administrative”, thus 

discounting that state and nation formation are complex processes underpinned by historical, 

political and social relations (Lemay-Hébert 2009: 27). The issue of this technocratic objectivity 

is that political and social conflicts are seen as exogenous to the institutional system, thus conflict 

reduces the strength of institutions. This ignores the fact that conflict may form and shape 

institutions. Hence, the institutional approach does not apprehend “why certain institutions emerge 

in the first place and why they operate the way they do” (Hameiri 2007: 126). Consequently, 

treating the state, based on its institutions, as an independent variable in causing state failure gives 

little analytical purchase.   

Przeworski (2004b: 179) suggests that there must be a “background condition” to 

institutions. Furthermore as institutions develop, even if one accepts the premise that institutions 

reproduce themselves, there must be conditions, other than the background condition, that shape 

institutions as institutions give rise to these conditions. This leads Khan (1995) and Przeworski 

(2004b) to suggest that the capacity of institutions has to be analysed in the context of power 

struggles. Likewise, attempts to improve institutions have to realise that not only is the background 

condition political but intervention in institutions has to take a political position (Khan 1995: 71). 

Thus institutions are better understood as a “contingent outcome of conflicts that occur under given 

historical conditions and are more or less likely to persist given these conditions” (Przeworski 

2004b: 183). This gives way to the realisation that outcomes of conflicts are dependent on the 
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 institutional system through which they transpire, however the institutional system does not 

“predetermine” these outcomes (Przeworski 2004b: 183). In other words, comprehension of power 

struggles within society and their reciprocal relationship to institutions enables a greater 

understanding of the state and its historical disposition.21  

2.5 Hobbes and the Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing: The Social Contract and State Failure 

The neglect of state–society relations in the institutional literature has generated focus on the 

legitimacy of state institutions and their relation to failure.22 These Hobbesian social contract 

approaches acknowledge the importance of institutions and sees their legitimacy as the key for the 

transition out of fragility. This thesis suggests, as do others (see Hameiri 2007, and Goldstone 

2008), that this move is not a fundamental change to the institutional approach. The Hobbesian 

approach still maintains a western-Weberian understanding of the state that leads to western 

prescriptions for how to ‘fix failed states’. Furthermore, the Hobbesian approach maintains 

institutions as the crucial supplier of public goods; hence the legitimacy of the state depends on 

the service delivery of institutions. Finally, even though the Hobbesian approach attempts to 

highlight state–society relations, it sees society as a passively acted upon by institutions and the 

state remains the unit of analysis.  

Lemay-Hébert (2009: 22) suggests that the Hobbesian approach fundamentally differs 

from the institutional approach as the institutional approach emphasises the capacity of institutions 

and the Hobbesian approach focuses on their legitimacy in terms of public goods provision. In 

other words, collapse of legitimate authority is not a product of the collapse of institutions but a 

parallel process (Lemay-Hébert 2009: 28). Further Lemay-Hébert (2009: 22) contends that 

shedding light on state–society relations generates a different approach to state building; when a 

state fails, it is not merely its institutions that fail but also state–society relations. Such realisation 

shifts the foci to nation building processes. As will be demonstrated throughout, the Hobbesian 

approach has not “reconsidered” the policy failures of the institutional view, it has merely 

                                                      
21 This thesis will not address what causes an unstable elite structure; to some extent it therefore also suffers from 

similar tautologies. However, this thesis explains how once a certain structure emerges it may reproduce. Thus, here 

structures are seen as fluid and able to change and not fixed units like institutions. 
22A more elaborated discussion regarding the relationship between elites and society which also aligns with 

Migdal’s (1988) contribution to the state failure literature will be discussed in section 3.6 in chapter 3. 



- 29 - 

 reinvented them (Duffield 2002: 1049). In a similar way as the institutional approach fails or 

neglects to account for the emergence or non-emergence of institutions and their underlying 

conditions and power structures, so does the Hobbesian approach, as it cannot adequately explain 

the development and the break down of the social contract. Before moving to this point a brief 

overview of the literature and how it relates legitimacy to institutional capacity is necessary.   

2.5.1 Unveiling the Wolf 

Call (2011: 306) maintains that the recognition of legitimacy as a factor for state failure, and that 

the consequential divergence in the state failure literature, is questioning the “universalizing 

impulse” of state fragility. Most Hobbesian influenced literature claims that it is more sensitive to 

the particularity of failure, than is the institutional approach (Hameiri 2007: 133).23 The UNDP 

(2012: 17) for instance, upholds that due to “shifting and fluid dynamics of fragility, it is therefore 

a conceptually tricky proposition to reduce entire states to as reified a category as ‘fragile’. 

Therefore, according to the literature, the move from the universalistic to the specific allows for a 

“bias-free” comprehension of state failure in a social context that emphasises a citizen based 

approach (Rotberg 2004: 72; see also Ghani and Lockhart 2008: 7; Lemay-Hébert 2009: 28; Call 

2016: 195).  

Despite the desire to shift the epistemological understanding of state failure, the Hobbesian 

approach still maintains a western holistic apprehension. Goldstone (2008: 286) emphasises that 

even though the capacity and legitimacy of institutions are seen as separate, in order to understand 

the dynamics of the state, it is essential to analyse these concepts as interrelated; in other words 

Goldstone (2008) directly admits to the flaws of the institutional approach. While most other 

scholars are not as candid as Goldstone (2008), their approach to state failure ends up suffering 

the same fundamental deficiencies as the institutional approach.  

The Hobbesian social contract approach to state fragility upholds institutional capacity as 

essential for the operational success of the state. An Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development report (OECD 2008: 12) calls this success “resilience”. For a state to be resilient it 

needs a combination of capacity, legitimacy and effective institutions, “all of which are 

                                                      
23 For example: UNDP (2012); Rotberg (2004: 72); Ghani and Lockhart (2008: 7) and Lemay – Hébert (2009: 28). 
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 underpinned by political processes that mediate state – society relations and expectations” 

(OECD 2008: 12). The foundation of this mediation is the social contract. Most Hobbesian 

approaches (see Fjelde and DeSoysa 2009:5; OECD 2008: 15; and Carment et al 2013:149) stress 

the importance of recognising the trust or expectations society has of state institutions, and these 

are met when the state provides public goods. These goods “give substance to the social contract 

between ruler and ruled that is at the core of interactions between states and their citizenries” 

(Rotberg 2004: 75). Failed states are those who are unwilling or unable to uphold this social 

contract (Gros 1996: 456; Dorff 2005: 23; Ismail 2016: 514). 

It is claimed that institutions and political processes that fail to represent society are reasons 

for state fragility (Lemay-Hébert 2009: 30; OECD 2008: 16; François and Sud 2006: 147; UNDP 

2012: 29). The social contract is not merely demonstrated through the delivery of public goods but 

how these goods are negotiated, accessed and delivered. The social contract is “credible” if it 

increases social relations and reduces marginalisation (UNDP 2012: 37). In sum, institutional 

capacity is dependent on legitimacy, which is gained through service provision and/or through 

political processes. At the same time, the absence of legitimacy is due to weak institutions and 

unfavourable political processes (Dorff 2005:24). It appears then that there is a symbiotic 

relationship between legitimacy and capacity. 

There are three problems with the above assertion, all of which relate to the substantialist 

assumptions of causality and the western normative conceptualisation of the state. First and most 

obviously, there are many states, Saudi Arabia and China come to mind, that do not necessarily 

represent the whole society and still are not experiencing failure. It is also questionable if increased 

legitimacy actually reduces the risk for failure. For instance, Cederman et al (2008: 519) find that 

democratisation increases the risk for civil war in fragmented societies. A democratic state is not 

necessarily a variable for success. In addition, research has shown that non-state actors have 

engaged in service provision and some form of legitimacy has been obtained in states which are 

considered failed (Kode 2013: 9). Furthermore, if the capacity of institutions is dependent on their 

legitimacy and this legitimacy stems from how well institutions provide services, then the capacity 

of institutions is dependent on its own capacity. This circular reasoning leads Halvorson (2013: 

23) to assert that, “domestic [political] legitimacy precedes any imagined or contrived social 

contract. It is not a product of it”. It thus becomes clear that there must be other ways in which 
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 institutions gain legitimacy and capacity.  

The second issue facing the Hobbesian approach is that the move toward conceptions of 

legitimacy as an explanatory factor for state failure is still a focus on capacity. In other words, “the 

conception of capacity has not changed”, merely the focus on “approaches to developing it” 

(Hameiri 2007: 137). Thus the approach still suffers from the tautological problems relating to the 

institutional approach as it emphasises the performance of the state (Hameiri 2007: 133, 137). 

Hence, the approach is not as it claims to be, more ‘bias-free’ and sensitive to domestic variations. 

Finally, the Hobbesian approach, in a similar vein as the institutional approach, emphasises the 

functionality of institutions and evaluates these according to the Weberian condition of statehood. 

Eriksen (2011: 231) points out that normative claims diffuse the understanding of ‘stateness’, with 

the idea of how states ought to be. As a result, by defining the state based on public goods provision 

the Hobbesian approach makes the same normative claims as the institutional approach, which 

leads to justifications for intervention.  

2.5.2 Crying wolf? 

The Hobbesian approach to state failure still maintains that external intervention is needed in order 

to increase the legitimacy of institutions. It differs from the institutional approach in that it suggests 

that international assistance should focus on legitimacy building. This includes not only the 

implementation of democracy, but also a diversion of focus aimed at fostering local participation 

in democratic processes (Lemay-Hébert 2009: 36; UNDP 2012: 29). The literature emphasises the 

need for local ownership in the state building process. Society has to be part of “monitoring, 

assessing, mediating, and responding to social conflict and political crises” (UNDP 2012: 38; 

Lemay-Hébert 2009: 37). Only then can the social contract be upheld and wealth redistributed 

(Carment et al 2013: 150).  

Examples of such state building process are Afghanistan, Sierra Leone, and Liberia. In 

these instances aid is provided by civil society made up of Non-Governmental Organisations 

(NGOs) (Howell and Lind 2009: 732). This public goods provision transforms civil society away 

from its other main purposes, such as demanding and observing transparency and accountability. 

As such, civil society becomes a depoliticised instrument to enhance state legitimacy. The political 
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 enterprise of civil society is disregarded in favour of service provision (Howell and Lind 2009: 

727). Thus, society not merely becomes objectified, it is seen as an instrument of the state. Despite 

its attempts to shift focus to society, the Hobbesian approach remains state centric. This state-

centrism translates into the neglect of power relations. It appears that legitimacy alone cannot be 

ascribed as a reason for state failure.  

If there are other reasons for low legitimacy and institutional capacity than the two in 

symbiosis, then these reasons should better explain the breakdown of the social contract. Scholars 

such as Gros (1996), Call (2011), Ghani and Lockhart (2008) and Goldstone (2008) in their 

analyses, recognise a number of reasons for low legitimacy, such the threat of insurgency, elites 

capturing the state or mismanagement of social division. Rotberg (2002: 93) claims that “state 

failure is man-made”, hence, the leadership of the state influences its failure. All these variables 

relate to power struggles among various actors in society.  It does not, as the Hobbesian approach 

suggests, relate to “the impossibility for, or unwillingness of” society, including its leaders, “to 

arrive at a social contract to exit the state of nature” (Schouten 2013: 564). In order to clarify this 

point the issues facing social contract theorists in general have to be addressed. 

2.5.3 Exposing Hobbes 

The social contract tradition relies on the idea that power is transferred from the people, through 

their consent, to the state. Rubin (2006: 178) contends that state formation take places through the 

mobilisation of coercion, capital and legitimacy. This occurs when “the state claims to exercise its 

power as the delegate of an imagined community—the nation” (Rubin 2006: 178). For Foucault 

(1980: 88) in the social contract tradition,  

power is taken to be a right, which one is able to possess like a commodity, and which one can in 

consequence transfer or alienate, either wholly or partially, through a legal act or through some act 

that establishes a right, such as takes place through cession or contract. Power is that concrete power 

which every individual holds, and whose partial or total cession enables political power or 

sovereignty to be established.  

The essence of the state is thus dependent on the social contract. And as the words ‘delegate’, 

‘transfer’ and ‘alienate’ suggest, the “authority and obligation” of the state, that forms the social 

contract, is dependent on the consent of society (Riley 1973: 549). Consent stems from will. Riley 

(1973: 549) highlights two understandings of ‘will’ within the social contract tradition. Either will 
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 is an autonomous moral act or an act affected by antecedent causes. If consent is depending on 

morality, agents behaving according to morality will need a moral code to maintain the contract. 

If a moral code does not exist there would be no reason to uphold a contract. That is to say, “people 

cannot rationally feel committed to keep any contract unless they have already accepted a moral 

code requiring them to keep contracts” (Harsanyi 1987: 343 – 4 emphasis in original). Thus the 

social contract cannot generate a moral code of society. Then, according to this logic, if the 

legitimacy of state institutions depends on the social contract, the legitimacy of state institutions 

must depend on a moral code rather than a social contract. Institutional legitimacy can therefore 

not be grounded in the social contract.  

If conditions, other than moral, shape will – such as the anarchy of the Hobbesian state of 

nature – and will shapes consent, why does the social contract not emerge everywhere? The answer 

to this question leads to two possible conclusions. The first conclusion would be that the social 

contract does not exist and by extension legitimacy is not a condition that explains state failure. In 

reminiscing history, Hume (1987: II. XII.9) suggested long ago that states are founded “either on 

usurpation or conquest, or both, without any pretence of a fair consent, or voluntary subjection of 

the people”. As such the social contract does not correspond to historical processes.  

Another possible conclusion is that there are structures other than pure anarchy that erects 

the social contract or any social alliances. In other words there may be other foundations of the 

state than legitimacy, and other ways to attain legitimacy than through the state (Hume 1987: II. 

XII.20; Taylor 2013: 2). In order to understand these potential structures, Foucault (1980: 102) 

argues that the “model of Leviathan” and the “limited field of juridical sovereignty and State 

institutions” has to be eschewed, in favour of analysis of “techniques and tactics of domination”. 

Hameiri (2007: 123) suggests in a similar manner that state capacity should be understood in terms 

of conflict. Capacity is then seen as “a socially constituted” process (Hameiri 2007: 123). This 

point of departure allows for the recognition of the importance of political and social structures. 
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 2.6 The Critical Approach to State Failure: “Cut off the king’s head”!24 

The critical approach to state failure elaborates many of the aforementioned conclusions. These 

approaches argue either that the social contract does not exist, and as such is not a variable for 

failure, or that global or domestic ‘techniques and tactics of domination’ generate failure. In 

relation to these arguments, the critical approach to state failure makes two different but 

interrelated critiques, which sums up the issues facing the institutional-Hobbesian approach. One 

criticism contends that the state failure literature makes normative claims, which disregard the 

historical context of the state, and provide a pretext for western imperialism. Furthermore, that the 

state failure literature ignores the global political structure and international political economy 

contexts (cf. Bøås and Jennings 2005; Newman 2009; Atzili 2006). Secondly, criticism has been 

raised that the state failure literature dismisses the possibility that a more sound analytic approach 

would be to not approach the ‘state’ as the unit of analysis (cf. Wolff 2011). In sum, these critiques 

are laid at both the epistemological and ontological underpinnings of the state failure literature by 

questioning the western idea of statehood and the state as the referent object for analysis. 

2.6.1 Exposing the King: The World Order Arguments 

Following Hume (1987), the literature focusing on the non-existence of the social contract points 

out that the emergence of the European state did not depend on a social contract. According to this 

literature, which is influenced by the work of Charles Tilly (1990), state formation took place 

through power struggles. The state increased its capacity due to the imminent threat of conflict. 

The idea of a national identity was one way in which elites sought to mobilise society in order to 

increase resources for war. If a state did not have enough capacity, other states conquered it. In 

sum, war, not an imagined social contract, increased institutional capacity (Eriksen 2011: 231 n 

6). This line of reasoning has led scholars such as Atzili (2006: 140) to argue that colonisation and 

the universalisation of the state system has not allowed for the consolidation of fragile states in the 

same manner as the violent European history allowed for its states.25  

                                                      
24 This refers to Foucault (1980: 121) who stated that we need “a political philosophy that isn't erected around the 

problem of sovereignty, nor therefore around the problems of law and prohibition. We need to cut off the King's head: 

in political theory that has still to be done”.  

25 For similar arguments see Wai (2011). Also see p. 39 below.  
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 In a similar vein, Ayoob (1995: 59) suggests that instability in an African context is a 

function of the postcolonial state never being fully consolidated. Odhiambo-Abuya (2005: 265) 

highlights that the creation of the African state during colonisation has direct implications on 

contemporary security. The European states delineated their colonial states and spheres of 

influence in Africa without regard for the cultural and societal differences of the indigenous 

inhabitants (Odhiambo-Abuya 2005: 273). Thus, the “fixed borders” as an historical replica of 

colonial times are “perpetuating and exacerbating state weakness” (Atzili 2006:140). Because of 

the nation state system inherited with decolonisation, state formation could not take place along 

the lines of the European model, nor could states cease to exist. As a result, states ‘fail’ rather than 

being conquered and absorbed by others. The existing liberal world order intensifies the denial of 

state consolidation that was implemented during the colonial era. In relation to this, Leander (2004: 

69) suggests that due to the current world order, state building takes place in a global context and 

“wars at present do not make states, but rather unravel them”.  

Berger (2007: 1212 – 13) further elaborates the consequences of globalisation in relation 

to state failure and argues that the universalisation of the nation state and the liberal world order 

has marginalised certain states. Due to globalisation, political practices are not bound to territory. 

Consequently, social and political relations “that constitute the complex linkages between wealth 

and poverty” are transnational (Berger and Weber 2006: 202). Kaldor (1999: 2) observes that these 

social relations have generated a ‘new’ form of violence that gives way to ‘new’ forms of war. The 

globalisation process facilitates these wars which do not constitute conventional state against state 

conflict. Rather these wars involve non-state actors, transnationalisation, and civilian targeting 

through human rights violations. ‘New’ wars are a consequence of “the erosion of the monopoly 

of legitimate organised violence” (Kaldor 1999: 70). Because of this erosion, political actors use 

identity politics as a means to mobilise the masses. In a similar way, when resources are scarce, 

identity politics is used to legitimise shadow economies (Kaldor 1999: 79). The motivations behind 

this are political survival and the accumulation of private wealth (Kaldor 1999: 78). In sum, new 

wars are different in terms of methods, their aims and the way in which they are financed (Kaldor 

1999: 6). Due to an increasingly interconnected world some states lose legitimacy and actors of 

these states ‘invent’ new ways of attaining power. 

Duffield is highly critical of Kaldor’s (1999) terminology; he suggests that the “new wars” 
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 doctrine differentiates ‘us’ from ‘them’, the “metropolitan” from the “borderland”. Such 

discourse is used to justify ‘our’ legitimacy against the ‘other’. This discrimination thus conceals 

our similarities and responsibilities (Duffield 2002: 1052). Even though Duffield makes a valid 

point, he subscribes to the same theoretical approach as Kaldor (1999). Duffield (2002: 1055) sees 

‘new’ wars as “reflexive modernization”, that is, as a consequential part of globalisation or 

“modernity” that represents “hidden potentialities and capacities for adaptation and survival”. The 

strain on the state in the process of globalisation, according to Duffield (2002: 1059), has given 

way for “shadow networks” that adopt new ways to gain legitimacy through unconventional forms 

of public goods provision. Thus, Duffield (2002: 1059) apprehends the paradoxical nature of 

globalisation which gives non-state actors increased autonomy. In the end, both Kaldor (1999) and 

Duffield (2002) see globalisation as the reason for state failure, and new wars as its consequence. 

Globalisation is also seen as prolonging failure, where actors benefit from disorder. This research 

project does not ascribe to the ‘new war’ logic, however as will be demonstrated, agrees that failure 

is prolonged when local elite benefit from disorder.   

The ‘new’ wars doctrine has contributed great insights into the dynamics of civil wars.26 

However, the main problem with the new war doctrine is its ahistorical understanding of war, as 

the characteristics of wars described as ‘new’ are not necessarily new. The Armenian genocide 

stipulates that civilian suffering occurred well before 1945, so does the Mexican revolution in 

1910-1920, among many more examples (Newman 2004: 181 – 182). In his critique of the new 

wars doctrine, Newman (2004: 185) comes to the conclusion that war has not changed the 

scholarly community has merely gained more understanding of conflict.  

Even though the recognition of the global in the neo-Tillean and new wars’ arguments is 

shifting from a focus on the state in isolation, they ignore how local agency and structure enables 

the engagement with the transnational (see Hampel 2015). For a more sound analysis, emphasis 

should be given to how certain local structures combined with transnational forces form the nature 

of the ‘state’. If, as the new war argument upholds, globalisation is a new occurrence, but the so-

called ‘new’ wars, representing a consequence of state failure are not actually new, then 

                                                      
26 Much of these insights are also achieved by the neo-patrimonial approach to state failure and some of them will be 

critiqued when discussing said approach. 
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 globalisation cannot be a sole factor explaining state failure. 

2.6.2 Turning the King on his head: The Discourse argument 

While ‘new’ wars, as a consequence of state failure, are not new, it might be that state failure is 

being used as a ‘new’ discourse of ‘techniques and tactics of domination’. For the critical discourse 

approach, the move to put state failure within the domain of global security is seen as a discourse 

to ethically justify intervention, with the west seen as being on a crusade for “a new civilizing 

mission” (Charbonneau 2006: 221). Following this reasoning, Newman (2009: 421) highlights that 

the concept of state failure is highly politicised and underpinned by a western understanding of the 

state that has led to “threat inflation” and interventionist impulses. As the idea of failed states as 

threat is a political construct, it enables western leaders to impose the “securitization” of certain 

states (Newman 2009: 434; see also Bilgin and Morton 2002: 56; Menkhaus 2016: 110). This 

discourse is an illustration of what Walker (2002:13) terms “modern politics”, which is based on 

a “system of discriminations”.  

‘Systems of discriminations’ is prevalent in the new wars, Hobbesian and institutional 

approaches. Failed states are dichotomised as lesser, illegitimate, unruled or lacking in function. 

This in turn affirms the western state and international system – in other words it legitimises the 

western state (Walker 2002: 13). Thus, conflict within failed states is seen as driven by internal, 

apolitical, irrational forces. Consequently, as the use of violence is declared illegitimate in the 

failing state, it propagates the intervening forces use of violence as legitimate (Charbonneau 2006: 

221). Such discourse according to Charbonneau (2006: 224) masks that interventions are a tool for 

maintaining a western liberal world order. It thus becomes clear, that due to these normative 

implications, a focus on what failed states are lacking in relation to the ‘western ideal’ gives little 

analytical soundness (Eriksen 2011: 234). 

These critical approaches to state fragility argue that colonialism and/or the liberal world 

order are the major factors for failure. The critical approach further holds that by treating the state 

in isolation, the Hobbesian-institutional approach evades a contextual understanding of the state. 

Such arguments highlight that the state has to be viewed in its historical, regional and global 

context. State failure does not merely take place within borders; actors and power relations 
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 transcend any such borders. Such understanding leads to a welcome and subtle shift in the unit 

of analysis, however, the significance of local agency and power structures remains elusive in most 

of this literature.  

The major shortcoming of the discourse approach to state failure is that it ignores the 

agency of local actors. Just as the discourse of ‘discrimination’ depoliticises internal actors, so 

does the literature suggesting that the focus should lie on western policy makers and their agendas 

for maintaining a liberal world order. The idea of a western agenda to maintain a certain order does 

not explain why some societies are experiencing hardship and others less so. It may be that the 

international order perpetuates this hardship but it is not, in the context of discourse of 

discrimination, the reason for it. As Price and Reus-Smit (1998: 264) suggest, critical approaches 

often fail to develop coherent theoretical methods that can necessarily transcend into “real” world 

practice. This according to Gibbs (2000: 17) “resolves into political and social nihilism”. To see 

state failure as external to the state thus leads to the conclusion that failed states will remain failed 

as long as the international order remains the same (Gros 1996: 465). This is not only a pessimistic 

view of change but also highly ahistorical. States have escaped ‘failure’ despite a certain global 

order. Eriksen (2011: 235) points out that the state has to be viewed in its historical context and in 

relation to how the discourse of the state informs state development. However, at the same time, 

the state has to be viewed as structures of power that are local in nature. One attempt to combine 

the local with the international order is exemplified by the neo-patrimonial literature and its 

approach to state failure. 

2.6.3 Local tactics of domination? The neo-Patrimonial Argument 

Building on Weber’s idea of the patrimonial state, neo-patrimonialism sees elite behaviour as a 

reason for, or aggravation of, state failure. Weber (1978: 1006-10), through the concept of ideal 

types, defines patrimonialism as traditional domination where a leader uses personal ties and the 

state apparatus for private means. A neo-patrimonial approach to state failure adds to Weber’s 

understanding of the patrimonial state and “helps to explain in which ways the operation of the 

political system is no longer entirely ‘traditional’– hence the weight of the prefix neo” (Chabal and 

Daloz (1999: 9). The literature thus takes into account domestic political agency and how it relates 

to the current world order. Liberalisation of the world economy combined with geopolitical 
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 changes after the Cold War has, according to the literature, “encouraged incumbents to discount 

their political futures more heavily” (Bates 2008: 304; see also Reno 2005: 130). In other words, 

a newly emerging world order has facilitated elites to prey on the state and its institutions. Even 

though the neo-patrimonial literature is an attempt to ascribe agency to political actors and to 

include the historical and external disposition of the state, a brief overview of the literature reveals 

an unsound disconnect with history and a depoliticisation of agency.  

Most of the adherents to the neo-patrimonial literature suggest that state elites are using the 

state apparatus to attain more private power. In the absence of functioning institution, rulers can 

use and abuse the state for their own benefit (Englebert and Tull 2008: 120; Dimick 2015: 162). 

Thus, state failure occurs because rulers consciously undermine the state and choose to ‘fail’ it 

(Bates 2008: 298). With reference to postcolonial African states, Reno (2005: 131) argues that 

leaders who feel that their security is threatened prey on the state to gain legitimacy among groups 

within the state. This comes at the expense of their capacity for broader public goods provision 

(Reno 2005: 131). In other words, the state is reduced to “no more than a décor, a pseudo-Western 

façade masking the realities of deeply personalised political relations” where “legitimacy is firmly 

embedded in the patrimonial practices of patrons and their networks” (Chabal and Daloz 1999: 

16). This leads to what Reno (2010: 61) calls the “criminalization of the state”. As the predatory 

behaviour of elites eventually disallows them from attaining resources through taxation, elites will 

turn to illicit markets and thereby transcend power into clandestine networks (Reno 2010: 61). In 

sum, the neo-patrimonial literature contends that the state fails when the political elite benefits 

from state failure. 

The neo-patrimonial literature allows analysing the state and its failure in a historical and 

binary local-transnational context. It recognises the agency of local state and non-state actors and 

their relation to society. However, it assumes that actors act predatorily but does not explain, 

without relating to the state, how this predatory behaviour comes into being (cf. Reno 2005). The 

literature can therefore not explain why this behaviour occurs in some cases but not in others, and 

why the behaviour of leaders changes in “some post-war contexts such as in Uganda and 

Mozambique” (Di John 2010: 20). This is a consequence of the reliance on Weber’s ‘ideal type’ 

and the substantialist assumptions of causality. As Woods (2012: 727) points out, ideal types assist 

in understanding “core aspects of a phenomenon, but do not constitute empirical benchmarks of 
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 these things in the real world”. As these types do not represent a theory in themselves, they need 

to be accompanied by frameworks of power and agency. In sum, the main critique against the neo-

patrimonial literature is twofold and is aimed at the inability to position neo-patrimonialism within 

a framework of state failure and the conceptual nature of elite behaviour.  

The first critique suggests that the neo-patrimonial approach has insufficient analytical 

ability. As the literature does not consider that colonialism may have led to different forms of 

governance in various states, it generalises that there is one form of “African politics” (Di John 

2010: 21). This leads to assumptions of a universal feature of the African state, which fails to credit 

various elite behaviours as the main factor for failure. Due to this generalisation the neo-

patrimonial literature cannot explain why some states have been able to increase development 

under clientelism and some not (Di John 2010: 20; Kelsall 2011: 84). As such, the approach 

ignores the fact that states such as Rwanda (post-2000) or Netherlands during the 17th century, 

managed to turn “patrimonial arrangements” to become developmental in nature (Vom Hau 2012: 

7). Wai (2012: 33) (following similar line of reasoning as the discourse approaches mentioned 

above) highlights the western bias in the neo-patrimonial literature suggesting that its “vulgar 

universalism that disregards specific historical experiences while subsuming them under the 

totalitarian grip of a Eurocentric unilinear evolutionist framework” has become normalised to the 

extent that it has maintained the hegemony of the state failure concept by “creating a reality that 

is in the service of” such hegemony (Wai 2012: 41). Furthermore, the main geographical focus on 

the African state makes it problematic to extend the neo-patrimonial concept outside the African 

continent (Bach 2011: 276). Lindermann (2008: 14) points out that most developing states 

experience some form of rent seeking system, but not all are considered to be failing. In this sense 

it appears that a ‘criminalised state’ may not be a reason for low capacity and that such concepts 

have little analytical ability as they merely explain how particular states in certain contexts 

operates.  

The second critique can be laid at the conceptualisation of human nature and how it forms 

elite behaviour. In an attempt to explain the behaviour of leaders, Bates (2008: 299), as do most 

neo-patrimonial scholars, admits to a rational choice understanding of human behaviour by 

arguing that when the elite no longer benefit from providing public goods (in this case security), 

in other words when equilibrium is destabilised, it will start preying on the population. Due to the 
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 portrayal of elites as rational agents their behaviour is largely seen as predetermined. It is the 

neo-patrimonial logic that dictates actor’s behaviour. Hence, the interest of actors is merely defined 

in terms of material gain, which makes agency apolitical (Mkandawire 2013: 45). The “state and 

politics is reduced to rent” and no other motivations for behaviour are considered (Beckman 1993: 

24; see also Olukoshi 2003: 241). Even though the neo-patrimonial scholarship has attempted to 

stress the importance of elites as political actors, their agency is already determined and their 

politics reduced to material gains.  

In sum, the neo-patrimonial literature has developed features of what Mkandawire (2013: 

48) calls “an elite anti-elitism”. Elites are defined in terms of their quality and compared to that of 

western elites. Such assumptions ignore the vast diversity of elites and veils how power relations 

operate through society (Woods: 2012: 726; Beckman 1993: 24; Olukoshi 2003: 241). In a similar 

manner to Hobbesian-institutional approaches, the neo-patrimonial approach dwells on circular 

arguments due to the failure to see background conditions for failure. For the neo-patrimonial 

approach, state failure occurs due to the predatory behaviour of elites. This behaviour in turn is 

due to the neo-patrimonial nature of social relations, which is a characteristic of failure. Hence, 

the reasons for state failure are also its consequences. It becomes clear that the neo-patrimonial 

literature is unable to recognise the political and historical nature of state failure.27 In addition, the 

comparison between elites operating in the state failure condition to western elites assumes that 

western elite are the ideal type. This assumption as Risse (2011) highlights ignores that conditions 

such as “‘limited statehood’ is here to stay” (Risse 2011: 2). Risse (2011) goes further to highlight 

that western states are also at times suffering limited statehood. Therefore instead of focusing on 

the state he advocates for research relating to how governance (including public goods delivery) 

can be conducted under limited statehood. Risse’s argument is part of a wider research project 

which asserts that in areas of limited statehood politics is non-hierarchical and characterised by 

bargaining and competition (see Chojnacki and Branovic 2011b).  

In a novel attempt to understand these forms of politics and to overcome the issue of why 

elites act predatorily, Lindermann (2008: 2) suggests that attention should be directed to how 

inclusive or exclusive elite politics are. Exclusionary elite bargaining will increase social cleavages 

                                                      
27 Further elaboration of the neo-patrimonial literature and its applicability to the current analysis will be examined in 

more detail in Chapter 3. 
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 and perpetuate violence in a neo-patrimonial manner. Inclusive bargaining, on the other hand, 

allows for social cohesion and non-violent resolution of conflict (Lindemann 2008: 2). In the 

immediate post-colonial era, and this is where Lindermann (2008) departs from the neo-

patrimonial literature, ruling political parties of states, which because of exclusionary policies did 

not manage to accommodate social fragmentation, were more likely to put their society in a 

condition of violence (Lindemann 2008: 19).  

Even though Lindermann (2008) presents a more nuanced model for understanding elites 

and their relation to state fragility it still remains unclear how elite bargaining takes place and what 

affects this has on the state. The inclusive – exclusive dichotomy as advanced by Lindermann 

(2008) is not enough to demonstrate that a certain elite structure leads to state failure, as it does 

not explain why and how inclusive/exclusive elite bargaining takes place. Inclusive elite 

bargaining cannot be seen as the sole factor for ‘failure’ as a number of ‘functioning’ states around 

the world, such as South Africa during apartheid, have been subject to exclusionary bargaining 

without developing into conditions generally defined as failure. Lindermann’s (2008) focus on 

intra-elite relations is in accordance with the purpose of this research project, however it appears 

that the inclusive-exclusive dichotomy is not enough in apprehending intra-elite relations and their 

influence upon society.  

The current literature review of state failure has achieved several conclusions which 

justifies that further research on intra-elite relations is warranted. In sum, a western understanding 

of the state generates an ahistorical and depoliticised interpretation of state failure. In addition, the 

eagerness to establish causality to state failure has led to logical fallacies. What these fallacies help 

to highlight, and what is evident in all approaches to failure treated in this section, is the recognition 

that power is highly relevant to the state fragility phenomena. 

2.7 Conclusion: The State Failure Literature and Substantialism 

The neglect of local elite power struggles and relations in the state failure literature can be 

attributed to its substantialist assumptions. This is in contrasts with relationalism which focuses 

on social relations, and which will be elaborated in the next chapter. Substantialism sees units, 

such as the state, as the object of inquiry (Jackson and Nexon 1999: 293). Consequently, the 
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 literature presumes the modern state form and its institutions before any social relations. The 

substantialist approach either acknowledges units as generating “self-action” or “inter-action” 

(Emirbayer 1997: 284 – 85).  

The latter of the substantialist perspectives recognises the “inter-action” among units; seen 

as such the unit does not generate its own action, action only occurs when the unit is among other 

units (Emirbayer 1997: 284 – 85). This is prominent in the institutional approach to state failure. 

This approach evaluates ‘state failure’ in terms of state capacity: these states are seen as “not [to] 

change their constitutive properties; they remain states with the requisite attributes. Rather, what 

changes are some of their variable attributes’ such as institutional capacity” (Jackson and Nexon 

1999: 293). Institutional capacity is seen as a ‘variable attribute’, while the state remains the object 

of inquiry. This has generic costs for the literature because, as a number of scholars have pointed 

out, the causes of state failure are also portrayed as the consequences (Hameiri 2007: 128, 

Przeworski 2004a: 527; Goldsmith 2007: 167). The academic eagerness to find variables for 

failure has led the Hobbesian-Institutional approach to commit itself to logical fallacies. 

Dysfunctional institutions, be it those of the state or an imagined social contract, are not a reason 

for failure; they are characteristics of failure. What these fallacies help to highlight, and what is 

evident in all approaches to failure treated in this chapter, is the recognition that power and how it 

relates to political agency and structures is highly relevant to the state failure phenomena. 

The Global power structure approaches to state failure also fall within the ‘inter-action’ 

understanding of the substantialist tradition, as the state is ‘failed; due to the perceptions or 

discourses in the liberal order thus its ‘variable attributes’ may change, however the ‘constitutive 

properties’ of stateness remain the same due to the current world order. The global power structure 

approach leads to a pessimistic view of change and a disregard for actual human suffering, as in 

this view, the state failure condition can only change with changes in world order. This also leads 

to a highly ahistorical comprehension of the reality of ‘state failure’ as states have developed out 

of the ‘failure’ condition despite the current global order. 

For the second perspective within the substantialist tradition, units act, as the neo-

patrimonial literature contends, according to a self-motivating maxim. The actors’ “underlying 

interests, identities, and other characteristics remain unaltered” and their behaviours are 
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 independent of the actions of others (Emirbayer 1997: 284). Due to the portrayal of elites as 

rational agents their behaviour is largely seen as predetermined. It is the neo-patrimonial logic that 

dictates actors’ behaviour and the interest of actors is merely defined in terms of material gain, 

which makes agency apolitical (Mkandawire 2013: 45). Consequently, for the neo-patrimonial 

approach, state failure occurs due to the predatory behaviour of elites. This behaviour in turn is 

due to the neo-patrimonial nature of social relations, which is a characteristic of failure. Hence, 

the causes of state failure are also its consequences. This circular reasoning hinders the neo-

patrimonial literature from recognising the political and historical nature of ‘state failure’. 

Because the state failure narrative is drawn, in various ways, from substantialism and 

therefore presupposes the state, it cannot account for fundamental changes to it. As the state is the 

unit of analysis, the characteristics of the state are perceptible to change but the unit of the state is 

not. Consequently, for the state failure narrative, changes in the characteristics of the state do not 

lead to changes in the underlying nature of the state, here considered as local historical power 

struggles among elites. The state failure literature, even though recognising the absences of the 

state, assumes that it was once there or envisages its revival. This, according to Jackson and Nexon 

(1999: 296) leads to “theoretical paradoxes”. Changes in “stateness” are thus explained through 

changes of state characteristics rather than the fundamental “essences” of “states”, which are here 

considered to be fields of elite power relations that are not necessarily coterminous with the 

recognised physical and ideational boundaries of the state. Thus, the state failure literature has to 

“choose between ahistorical denial or logical contradiction” (Jackson and Nexon 1999: 297). Most 

state failure literature, as has been demonstrated, suffers from either or both of these 

‘substantialistic’ consequences. Chapter 3 will account for how relationalism together with elite 

theory will assist in analysing local power struggles under the condition commonly referred to as 

state failure without adhering to the substantialistic assumptions in the state failure narrative.  
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 CHAPTER 3 

A Conceptual Framework for Unstable Elite Structures and their 

Reproduction 

 

“The major effect of historical evolution is to abolish history by relegating to 

the past, i.e., to the unconscious, the lateral possibles that it eliminated” 

(Bourdieu et al. 1994: 15). 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The power structures and struggles that occurred a priori and are still occurring as an evolving 

force of state formation and dissolution is neglected in most state failure literature. The adoption 

of the conceptual and theoretical foundations of contemporary elite theory will expose the 

historical and occurring evolution of the power structures that shape the state. It also enables the 

determination of the ‘sensitivity’ of these power structures in a more cohesive fashion than the 

state failure literature allows due to four reasons. First, contemporary elite theory allows, by 

definition, for multiple social actors to be considered, and not merely state actors and their power 

relations as the unit of analysis. Second, elite theory does not lead to normative judgments and will 

allow for a sounder analysis of the capabilities of state and non-state elites. Third, as opposed to 

the state failure literature, elite theory enables the investigation of structural and historical factors 

shaping state institutions. Finally, and related to the first reason, ruling elites are not autonomous 

in the context of failed states, indicating that state-society relations are more complex than merely 

a top-down approach. The following sections explore the aforementioned reasons. However, to 

further justify the focus on elite relations the theoretical foundation of this research project, 

relationalism, needs to be accounted for first.  

3.2 Relationalism 

This dissertation adopts a methodological position that suggests, in contrast to the state failure 

literature, that a sounder approach to ‘state failure’ is not to assume the state form as pre-existing. 

Instead, relationism focuses on how social relations shape constructs like the state. Such an 

approach allows for studying elite relations and how these are constitutive of the condition known 

as ‘state failure’. Relationism does not study units but rather their complex and dynamic relations 
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 as “it makes no sense to envision constituent elements apart from the flows within which they 

are involved (and vice versa)” (Emirbayer 1997: 287, 289). As such, relationism asserts that the 

social world cannot be understood without accounting for relations among individuals. Individual 

action must be seen in relation to that of other individuals, groups, and society as none of these 

components alone can explain individual action (Ritzer 2001: 133).  

For relationism, the individual is seen in a reciprocal interaction with the “real world” and 

at the same time with structures and “significant others” (Tsekeris 2010:142).28 The self is not 

reduced to the ontological object but at the same time is not lacking agency. This allows us to 

avoid seeing “concepts symbols and ideas” as operating in a world of their own, focusing instead 

on how these transcend into “material conditions of society” (Tsekeris 2010:141). Accordingly, 

“the self-in-relation with-others” (Tsekeris 2010: 143 emphasis in original) links objectivity with 

subjectivity, and ontological questions are not, as for the state failure literature, reduced to 

epistemology (Ritzer 2001: 133). In other words, relationism views “[t]he relation between the 

social agent and the world” as “not that between subject (or a consciousness) and an object, but 

[as] a relation of ontological ‘complicity’ – or mutual ‘possession’” (Bourdieu cited in Bourdieu 

and Wacquant 1992: 20). Therefore, relationism highlights the material foundations of relations 

as well as their ‘symbolic’ aspects (Ritzer 2001: 133). These symbolic and material aspects in turn 

shape and are shaped by social interactions.   

The selves “derive their meaning, significance, and identity from the (changing) functional 

roles they play” in social interactions (Emirbayer 1997: 287). The ‘other’ and the ‘self’ have a 

reciprocal relation, which for relationism is an essential aspect of social relations (Ritzer 2001: 2).  

Such a view on social relations allows interpreting the complexity of elites and how their intra-

relations are constitutive of ‘state failure’. This is because adopting relationism generates 

“hyperbolic doubt” about the state, or other presupposed units, which enables the recognition of 

symbolic and material power struggles that underpin these units (Bourdieu 1998: 100). 

Consequently, instead of using the state as the point of departure for the current analysis 

relationism, in tandem with the state failure literature reviewed in the previous chapter, suggests 

                                                      
28 The significant other does not only signify the other person but also other perspectives and ideas of the world (see 

Tsekeris 2010:142). 
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 the field of inquiry to be intra-elite relations.  

Relationism acknowledges both the agency of elites and how elites respond to power 

structures (cf. Emirbayer 1997: 294 – 96). By allowing for relationism the mutually constitutive 

nature of agents and structures is not ignored. In other words, “[o]ne does not have to choose 

between structure and agents” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 23). Relationism enables 

understanding of how agency and structures are in a reciprocal association. To understand the 

dynamic processes of ‘state formation’ and ‘deformation’ it is therefore possible to assert elite 

intra-relations as the field of inquiry without neglecting either structure or agency. Having justified 

the focus on elites in Chapter 2 and their power relations in the current chapter a definition of the 

concept of elite is in order.  

3.3 Elite theory 

To attain a definition of elites it is essential to account for the scholarly debate surrounding it. 

Classic elite theory drawn from Mosca (1939) and Pareto (1935) concerns itself with 

demonstrating that certain groups within society rule over others (Daloz 2010: 1). The early elite 

theorists further claim that variations in elite structure occur “independently of social, economic, 

and cultural forces” (Burton and Higley 1987: 296).29 Even though it agrees that some actors have 

more resources at their disposal than others, classic elite theory rejects the Marxist notion that class 

struggle determines history (Evans 2006: 39).30 Rather, it argues that “[i]n all societies … two 

classes of people appear – a class that rules and a class that is ruled” (Mosca 1939: 50). Hence, 

classic elite theorists focus on a coherent group that is resistant to social pressure and change 

(Evans 2006: 40). Elite theory turns Marxism on its head by suggesting that elites through their 

power struggles shape political and social orders (Higley and Pakulski 2000: 321). Classic elite 

theory was not only a critique of Marxism but also of the pluralist democratic ideal.   

The classic elite theorists’ rejection of society’s importance, sparked debate among 

scholars regarding the structure of elites. On the one hand, pluralists have argued that a coherent 

elite does not exist and that elites are merely specialised in various sectors (cf. Dahl 1958). Elite 

                                                      
29 For an extended overview of the development of elite theory, see Pakulski (2008). 
30 For a comparison of the historical development of elite theory and Marxism, see Higley and Pakulski (2000). 
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 theorists, on the other hand, have argued that there is strong elite integration and concentration 

of power in society (see Mosca 1939; Michels 1993). Thus, the classical elite theorists’ claims are 

in stark contrast to the democratic idea of ‘power plurality’. The elite concept has therefore had a 

negative normative connotation within the scholarly community (Field et al 1990: 151). However, 

it is possible to supersede this connotation and approach the elite concept with analytical soundness 

(Daloz 2010: 1). By studying power structures, it is possible to move away from the western centric 

understanding and categorisation of the state (Williams 2012: 48). It also allows the recognition 

that actors other than those holding formal positions within the state apparatus can influence 

political outcomes (Hagmann and Péclard 2011: 7). Such realisations have been postulated by 

contemporary elite theory.  

Since the 1980s contemporary elite theorists appreciate that different constellations of elite 

networks have various degrees of specialisation and integration (Dogan 2003: 5). The adherents 

to this development have focused their attention on the importance of elite structure for democracy 

(see Burton and Higley 2001; Etzioni-Halevy 1993). This is in stark contrast to classical elite 

theorists who argued for an inherent tension between elites and democracy (Engelstad 2010:61; 

see Michels 1993: 121 – 22). Contemporary elite theory has also influenced a recent upsurge of 

scholarship within development studies; scholars of historical political economy have brought to 

the forefront the importance of elite settlement and structure for economic development and 

societal stability (see Khan 2010; Di John and Putzel 2009). This had led to the realisation that to 

move away from the slightly “conspiratorial tone” of classic elite theory, there needs to be an 

apprehension of how elite structure is formed and how elites relate to society (Engelstad 2010: 

76). Both of these developments in the literature will assist in such apprehension, and the following 

parts of this chapter will account for the merits and shortcomings of these approaches. These 

developments have impacted how elites are defined.  

3.3.1 Defining elites 

Elites are commonly defined in terms of power. Putnam (1976: 4) distinguishes two ways in which 

power is defined either as power over others, or power to affect outcomes. Elite theorists most 

often adhere to the latter definition. The outcomes neo-elite theorists refer to need to engender 

substantial social and political change (Markowitz 2008: 564). To affect outcomes elites may need 
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 to access power over resources or subjects. However, the control over resources and subjects is 

not a necessary condition by itself to affect outcomes.31 For elite theorists, organisations are 

usually an effective way in which resources can be extracted (Etzioni-Halevy 1989: 222). Close 

to this elaboration of elites is Burton and Higley’s (1987: 296) definition, which situates elites as 

“people who are able, through their positions in powerful organizations, to affect national political 

outcomes individually, regularly, and seriously”. Political elites then, as defined by Burton and 

Higley (1987), are not merely incumbents of a ruling party, but may be people within any societal 

organisation capable of influencing political outcomes (Moore 1979: 674, note 2).  

However, the idea that power affects outcomes suggests a substantialist reasoning of cause 

and effect. To understand the nature of relations is not to comprehend how they produce an 

outcome, but rather how an outcome is a result of relations just as much as relations are a 

consequence of the outcome. Thus, instead of studying outcomes of power, this study situates 

power in fields of relations. Further, the outcomes or the field of inquiry may not necessarily be 

situated, as Burton and Higley (1987) claim, on a national level; the idea of the nation implies a 

state which, for the purpose of this paper, already has been demonstrated as redundant. Moreover, 

according to relationism which will be elaborated further below, resources do not have to be 

material but can be ideational as well. Considering these reflections, the definition adopted here is 

that elites are people, who, because of their relational power to other actors in a social and/or 

political field, have access to resources, material as well as ideational, which may significantly 

influence the social and/or political field.  

This definition overcomes the critiques laid at classic elite theories. Dahl (1958: 463) 

criticises classic elite theory for being subject to an “infinite regress of explanations”. In other 

words, it is challenging for elite theorists to identify exactly who has power within society, it might 

be that the “‘real’ political elite is so powerful as to be hidden from” analysis (Zuckerman 1977: 

327). Due to the ambiguity of the classic conceptualisation of elites, it encompasses a wide variety 

of actors, thus decreasing the analytical ability of the concept (Scott 2008: 28). By defining elites 

in terms of their relations to other actors and their ability to influence social and/or political fields, 

                                                      
31 Putnam (1976: 5) gives an example of farmers. When speaking of the power of farmers one does not refer to their 

ability to control others but rather their power to affect political outcomes.  
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 it is possible to determine who they are.32 Adopting this definition therefore allows recognition 

of power struggles that occur among elites and how elite relations are mutually constitutive of the 

field of power they are operating in. In relation to the condition of ‘state failure’, it would be 

assumed that certain intra-elite relations generate an elite structure that is more constitutive of 

‘state failure’ than others. To comprehend how elite relations may be constitutive of what is 

commonly known as state failure, the next section will identify different forms of elite structures.  

3.4 Elite Structure 

Scholars adhering to neo-elite theory focus on elite structures and their relation to regime type and 

institutional design to determine prospects for peace and development (see Cunningham 2016; 

Lindermann 2008, 2011; and Sharan 2011). This scholarship contends that it is not institutional 

design that determines economic and political outcomes, rather the structure of the ruling elites, 

which is formed through elite bargaining (Di John and Putzel 2009; Burton and Higley 2001: 190; 

Khan 1995; Sharan 2011). Hence, in understanding the power dynamics that underpin elite 

settlements or non-settlement, it is possible to comprehend the performance or lack of performance 

of states (Di John and Putzel 2009: 6). To identify various elite structures and their relation to 

stability, it is essential to clarify what elite settlements are.   

3.4.1 Elite Settlements 

Lindermann (2011: 1843) defines elite bargaining as “the distribution of positions of state power 

between representatives of contending social groups”. Defining elite bargaining in terms of 

distribution of state power ignores that elite bargaining does not necessarily have to concern state 

power. Khan (2010: 4) more explicitly states that a political settlement occurs when formal or 

informal institutions and power are “mutually compatible” and “sustainable in terms of economic 

and political viability”. For a settlement to endure the various power factions in society must accept 

and benefit from the institutional structure, hence, institutions and power must be compatible. In 

addition, institutions have to be sustainable by achieving some form of political and economic 

performance (Khan 2010: 4). This is similar to Lund’s (2016: 1201 - 2) assertion that institutions 

                                                      
32 If there is a covert actor behind the leader of the organisation, the power of this leader will be symbolic of the power 

of the visible actor (cf. Burton and Higley 2001: 190). 
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 are underpinned by political authority which is constituted and reproduced through the provision 

and negotiation of rights such as citizenship and property rights. In sum, a political settlement 

allows various factions of elites to acknowledge a certain institutional structure. Thus, an elite 

settlement underpinned by elite bargaining may occur and is most likely to occur within the 

framework of the state. Yet, it is important to recognise that other institutions than those of the 

state are subject for elite bargaining. 

Another way scholars have defined elite settlements is in terms of democracy. According 

to Higley and Burton (1998: 98) elite settlement “tames politics”. This occurs when the rules of 

the game generate elite accommodation and elites share norms compatible with democracy. 

However, Higley and Burton (1998: 99) contend that settlements are not the only way politics can 

be tamed. Taming politics is also possible through either restrained elite competition where a semi-

democratic system is introduced or because external factors, such as colonial rule, unify elites to 

seek independence (Higley and Burton 1998: 99). The variation between Lindermann (2011) and 

Khan’s (2010) definition, and that of Higley and Burton (1998), makes the concept of political 

settlements unclear. Higley and Burton (1998) claim that settlements are interlinked with 

democracy. This does not correspond to Khan (2010) and Lindeman’s (2011) definitions which 

characterise settlements in terms of power relations and distribution. According to this view, 

settlements do not necessarily have to be related to democracy. Contrarily, for Higley and Burton 

(1989) a settlement is a semi-definite state, it can evolve but it does not reverse and this eventually 

allows for democratic consolidation through elites.  

It is important to mention that this static approach to settlements has been criticised for 

disregarding that once an elite agreement has taken place, the institutional agreement reinforces 

the structure of the elite network developed through the agreement (Engelstad 2010: 74). At the 

same time, if elites are benefiting from a certain structure they will attempt to reproduce such 

structure through both “socio-material and discursive mechanisms” (Reed 2012: 22). As will be 

elaborated below when discussing elite and society relations, this dissertation does not dismiss that 

political settlements other than democratic ones may occur and that settlements may not be 

everlasting. Therefore, a non-static view of political settlements will be adopted as elaborated by 

Khan’s (2010) definition. This allows for the recognition that other institutions than those of the 
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 state are subject for elite bargaining and, simultaneously, that a political settlement enables elites 

to legitimise their power in their field. 

Burton and Higley (2001) in tandem with other neo-elite theorists have developed a 

conceptual framework for how to determine certain elite structures. Even though the authors and 

the elite literature in general have mainly focused on how elite settlements are essential for 

democracy in a western context, this model leads the way for realising how various forms of elite 

structures are influential for what is defined as state failure. To distinguish various elite structures, 

Burton and Higley (2001: 187) characterise them by their level of differentiation and integration. 

3.4.2 Elite Differentiation 

High differentiation is apparent when elite groups are distinguished by social heterogeneity, 

organisational diversity and autonomy. In other words, high differentiation generates elite plurality 

(Burton and Higley 2001: 187; Dogan 2003: 5). Low differentiation, on the other hand, implies 

“interchangeability” suggesting that elites move back and forth between various sectors within 

society (Dogan 2003: 6). Thus, fragmentation within the elite group as well as broader inter-elite 

fragmentation should be an indicator for high differentiation. In sum, low differentiation does not 

generate elite specialisation and autonomous sectors. In the context of Sub-Saharan Africa, Daloz 

(2003: 277) argues that many societies are experiencing low differentiation between 

administrative, economic and political sectors; this is explained through what Daloz (2003) calls 

“the big man model”.  As “big men” among the elites attempt to gain support from a vast number 

of clients, they endeavour to control as many sectors as possible within the elite network (Daloz 

2003: 271). It should, therefore, be assumed that low differentiation does not allow for checks and 

balances of elite power, as there is little elite plurality and autonomy. Elite differentiation is not 

the only characteristic defining elite structure. It is equally important to assert how elites interact 

with each other within the elite structure.  

3.4.3 Elite Integration 

High levels of elite integration depend on the unity and inclusiveness among elites. In other words, 

there is a presence of agreed upon rules for how elites compete for power (Burton and Higley 

2001: 183 – 84; Etzioni-Halevy 2010: 86). Referring to ethnic elite bargaining, Rothchild (1995: 
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 69) claims that elites need “pragmatic perceptions” of each other’s intentions, and this can only 

be acquired if the elite have a set of rules for how the power struggle is conducted. In his study of 

elites in the United States, Moore (1979: 674) finds that connections within the elite network, the 

density of the elite, generates more integration as this produces trust and normative consensus (cf. 

Putnam 1976). Furthermore, elite integration produces a certain level of legitimacy for the ruling 

elite. Due to elite unity, the ruling elite can justify through agreed upon rules that they have the 

‘right’ to power (Reed 2012: 38). Thus, high integration generates elite bargaining that tends to be 

inclusive and various elite factions have “balanced access to positions of state power” (Lindermann 

2011: 1845).33 High elite integration leads to inclusive bargaining, which depends on whether 

actors can participate in bargaining and the distribution of “rights and entitlements across groups” 

(Di John and Putzel 2009: 5). Various elites must have access to state power and the ruling elite 

must confine themselves to the ‘rules of the game’ by not abusing state resources and excluding 

other influential elite actors (Di John and Putzel 2009: 16). 

It is important to note that elite plurality is not a condition for inclusiveness. It may be that 

the elite structure merely consists of one major elite group that enjoys integration (Di John and 

Putzel 2009: 16). However, low levels of integration lead to exclusionary elite bargaining where 

one particular elite faction has access to power (Lindermann 2011: 1845). When the ruling elite 

excludes other elites’ interests, it is more likely, that the state will experience ‘failure’ or collapse 

(Di John and Putzel 2009: 15). An example of exclusive elite bargaining according to Dodge 

(2012: 40) is the political system that was put in place after the 2003 Iraq war, which due to its 

exclusionary nature gave rise to communal grievance and sectarian violence. This reasoning is in 

line with Rothchild and Foley (1988: 233), who argue that the greater incorporation of various 

group interests, the more stable and thereby capable the ruling elite will be. If the ruling elite is a 

threat to another elite groups’ existence, or if the ruling elite fails to maintain the power of the 

state, the initiation of an elite bargaining is less likely (Rothchild 1995: 69).  

 

                                                      
33 It is important to note that access to other institutions than the state should be included in analysis of the failed state 

concept. 
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 3.4.4 Structural Stability 

The endurance and stability of an elite settlement depends on the level of integration within the 

elite structure. The transformation from instability to stability occurs through elite settlement that 

generates democratic consolidation, co-option of elite factions or a sudden and fundamental 

change – “a revolutionary transformation” which leads to structural stability through ideology 

(Higley and Burton 1989: 261). To analytically detect structural stability, Higley et al (1990: 422) 

suggest that the analysis of elite structure should be sensitive to if these events have occurred. The 

presence of high integration and its entitlements should also be considered when analysing elite 

stability (Higley et al 1990: 422). Furthermore, as previously mentioned, Di John and Putzel (2009: 

15) contend that an elite network based on durable elite bargaining allows the state to gain 

monopoly on violence, develop administrative authority and a general acceptance of the 

framework within which the elite operates. Hence, if these indicators are present, it should suggest 

elite stability.  

Instability is indicated by the imminent threat of power seizure by contending elites 

(Burton and Higley 2001: 188; Cunningham 2016: 2). If there are indicators for irregular seizure 

of power, an elite network should be regarded as unstable as the “mode of functioning” of the 

ruling elite “is likely to be temporary” (Higley and Burton 1989: 250). In fact, Reed (2012: 22) 

argues that the “relative effectiveness” of a ruling elite is in jeopardy when other elite factions 

excluded from elite negotiations are challenging the agreed upon power structure. If the ruling 

elites are unable to mobilise against these challengers, it is “likely that their positions within 

established domination structures, and the economic, social and cultural advantages that they 

derive from them will be in serious jeopardy” (Reed 2012: 23).    

An unstable elite structure should, therefore, be an elite network with low differentiation 

and low integration. Burton and Higley (2001: 188) identify two forms of elite structures that are 

classified as unstable. One is experiencing low differentiation and integration, the other merely 

low integration. The former is referred to as a divided elite and the latter a fragmented elite. Thus, 

integration is essential for stability. To account for the framework developed in this dissertation, a 

brief elaboration of the elite structures that can be logically deducted from Burton and Higley’s 
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 (2001) conceptualisation is needed.34  It is important to note that these various elite structures are 

broad generalisations and that within each category of structure there are many differences. 

However, this conceptualisation enables the identification of a general power structure, which can 

be reduced to a field of inquiry that then will be analysed in depth.  

3.4.5 Types of Elite Structures 

One form of elite structure is a consensual elite which is distinguished by high integration and 

differentiation, thus providing a plurality of elites who mutually accept each other and a set of 

rules for how to obtain power. This form of elite structure generates a stable representative elite 

network (Burton and Higley 2001: 188, see Figure 1). The structure of the network is dense and 

all elite factions have access to significant decision makers (Burton and Higley 1987: 296). 

Another stable elite structure is an ideocratic elite. The ideocratic elite is characterised by high 

integration but low differentiation. This structure is unified through ideology or religion and does 

not allow for plurality of elites. This generates a stable unrepresentative elite network (Burton and 

Higley 2001: 188). The recruitment process of elite occurs through the commitment to ideology 

that increases elite integration (Steen 1997: 95). The elite is unified by the same ideology and no 

other elite factions are prevalent (Burton and Higley 1987: 296).  

Figure 1. Types of elite structures 

Integration 

High Low

High Consensual elite Fragmented elite 

Differentiation

Low Ideocratic elite Divided elite 

Modified figure, based on Burton and Higley (2001: 189).  

 

As mentioned above, there are two unstable elite structures. When an elite is fragmented, 

it is experiencing low integration and high differentiation. Hence, there are no agreed upon rules 

for how to attain power. However, pluralism prevents one group of elites from attaining excessive 

                                                      
34 Burton and Higley (2001) call these structures regime types, however, regime connotes that the focus is merely on 

ruling elite, therefore the word structure will be used.  
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 power. This generates an unstable representative elite structure, where power is transferred 

through elections but there are no agreed rules for how politics are conducted. As there is no 

consensus among elites, fraud and deception are common and coups have occurred or are likely to 

occur (Burton and Higley 2001: 188). A divided elite has low integration and low differentiation; 

there are few contesting elite groups that do not agree on the rules of the game. One faction is often 

dominant and uses the state to repress other groups. However, opponents exist “often from 

underground or exile” and attempt to attain power (Burton and Higley 2001: 188). As integration 

is low, violent conflict and distrust among elites is a common feature (Burton and Higley 1987: 

296). This generates an unstable unrepresentative network structure (Burton and Higley 2001: 

188). This is similar to Kode’s (2013) distinction of how politics operates in areas of limited 

statehood. In these areas hierarchal politics (which would result in what Burton and Higley (2001) 

call an ideocratic elite) can be legitimised when public goods are provided which in turn will 

generate trust among elites. Thus, this would see integration increase at the same time as 

differentiation decrease as a small number of elites gain autonomy. 

The static connotations of Burton and Higley’s framework are inadequate in the state 

failure context because, as relationism highlights, elite power relations are fluid. When there is 

uncertainty about how politics is conducted, elites may use ‘unconventional’ ways to attain and/or 

maintain power, thus generating some form of autonomy. Contrary to Burton and Higley, this 

dissertation suggests that differentiation fluctuates over time in unstable elite structures. 

Consequently, to detect the instability of an elite structure it is essential to find if integration is low 

and to study differentiation over time. To uphold these claims, it is imperative to analyse the power 

struggles that occur when an elite structure is experiencing low integration and fluctuating 

differentiation.  

3.5 The Unstable Elite Structure  

As mentioned, elite settlements and bargaining depends on the structure of elites, which in turn 

depends on access to resources. Bourdieu (1997: 46) contends that the “structure and functioning 

of the social world” cannot be understood without accounting for the resources, both social and 

economic, that are at the disposal of agents. What resources elites must have access to for an elite 

settlement to occur is disputable. Putzel and Di John (2012: 2) claim that for bargaining to be 
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 successful the ruling elite must have a monopoly on coercive force to enforce the distributions 

of property rights and rents as these are incentives for non-ruling elites not to disrupt a settlement. 

There must also be a negative incentive for breaking an agreement so that factions of the elite do 

not, in a violent manner, challenge the ruling elite. Furthermore, the ruling elite must have popular 

legitimacy, which reduces grievance and further deters elite factions from disrupting the 

institutional rules acquired through bargaining (Putzel and Di John 2012: 2). However, assuming 

that a monopoly of violence is already established does not assist in analysing elite negotiation 

when the ruling elite have never established, lost, or is in the process of losing their power to claim 

monopoly of violence and authority over the state.  

Difference in various societies of how, or if, the ruling elite has established power suggests 

that resource consolidation is more complex. For instance, Bratton (1989: 409) argues that due to 

colonisation, the African state was never consolidated because of what Atzili (2006: 148) identifies 

as the implementation of “fixed borders”. Rather than assuming that the ruling elite consolidates 

power resources, it is essential to comprehend how these resources are or have been negotiated. In 

negotiating the exercise of the state, various factions of elites are negotiating who is to have 

monopoly on violence, how far the reach of the state within the nation should be, and who belongs 

to the nation by negotiating identity and memory (Hagmann and Péclard 2011: 15). The ruling 

elite must also legitimise monopoly of economic resources of the state or parts of the state, in other 

words, they must avoid resorting to illicit transactions of money flows (Derluguian and Earle 2010: 

72). Thus, the notion of the state is a product of elite negotiations and consolidation of 

socioeconomic resources. By realising that various resources, at different points of time in state 

formation are available for elite negotiation, it becomes necessary to apprehend how the access 

and distributions of these resources shapes elite structure (Malejacq 2016: 91). This thesis suggests 

that there are at least three ways in which elites attain power in an unstable elite structure. These 

relate to elites’ relation to other elites, this alludes to the definition of power adopted in thesis. For 

power over resources to be useful these resources need to be recognised as valuable in the field of 

relations. The way elites form power therefore relates to other elites’ perceptions, as elites enforce 

or reinforce the value of resources through their interaction.  

As the previous chapter highlighted the neo-patrimonial literature is the only state failure 

approach elaborating on elite power. To explain the operation of power in the unstable elite 
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 structure and how it is constitutive of state failure, the following sections will elaborate how neo-

patrimonial behaviour relates to elite relations and power structures rather than to, as the neo-

patrimonial argument suggests, rational agency. The following section will identify three 

operations of power which are mutually constitutive with the unstable elite structure. These ways 

to form power are referred as, symbolic, material and violent power formations.  

3.5.1 Symbolic Power Formation 

The first way elites attain power in an unstable elite structure is through ‘symbolic power 

formation’. In contrast to Weber (2007), Bourdieu (1998: 40) claims that symbolic monopoly on 

violence and power is more important than the actual monopoly of violence. Following such 

reasoning, Daloz (2003: 281) highlights that supporters of certain elite factions expect their leaders 

to display wealth relative to other factions, as this is an indication that supporters will also have 

more relative wealth. Reputation is therefore an important part of symbolic power.  

Another way elites attempt to gain legitimacy is through “repertoires”, these may reference 

conceptualisations as diverse as democracy, religion or identity. These repertoires are used either 

by non-ruling elites to achieve advantage over the ruling elite – in form of public support – or for 

the ruling elite to consolidate power even further (Hagmann and Péclard 2011: 9). In other words, 

repertoires may be used to “place blame” or “suggest action”, enabling the achievement or 

enhancement of legitimacy of certain “political actions” or denial of legitimacy to others (Ahram 

2008: 116).  

Due to low integration, elite factions experience low levels of trust between groups, thus it 

should be expected that group identification is more clearly distinguished. Identity is formed by 

discourses and is a way in which elites may form power. To define the group against the ‘other’, 

gives meaning and legitimacy to the existence of a certain group. Elites mobilise such group 

support through narratives that make certain the reason of belonging to the group. This generates 

an ‘us’ distinguished from the ‘other’ – an “enemy” (Dunn 2001: 56). The means and the ability 

to extract material and political resources are underpinned by social discourses, as discourse makes 

certain actions legitimate and others impossible. For example, discourses may enable territorial 

claims, and in the most extreme sense, such claims may legitimise conflict over certain areas (Dunn 
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 2001: 57). It is then assumed that when an elite is unable to monopolise symbolic power 

formation and/or is challenged in doing so by contending elites, differentiation will fluctuate.  In 

sum, symbolic power formation is dependent on elites’ discursive ability to generate a positive 

reputation with their constituency and the ability to constitute sentiments of group belonging.  

3.5.2 Violent Power Formation 

The second way elites form power in an unstable elite structure is referred to as ‘violent power 

formation’. When no elite faction can monopolise violence, it gives opportunity for elite factions 

to provide protection to social groups in return for resources, legitimacy and eventually the 

establishment of recognised authority (Reno 2005: 129; Baylouny 2010: 137). The short-term 

benefit for the elite of such provision is financial benefits through ‘taxation’, and a long-term 

benefit may be territorial control (Branovic and Chonjnacki 2011a: 554). Branovic and Chonjnacki 

(2011a: 554) argue that the structure of these “security markets” explains if groups resort to 

violence or “invest in provision of security”. The structure of markets is dependent on the number 

of groups competing within the market and the strength and size of these groups. The higher 

number of groups the less ‘important’ is the legitimacy from the society (Reno 2005: 130). 

Therefore, intra-elite relations are also important. Staniland (2012: 17) finds that fighting within 

an elite group to control violence leads to higher differentiation. Dimick (2015: 162) suggests that 

if differentiation increases, ruling elites may have to restrict their security provision which “leads 

to political disorder: a higher incidence of violence and clients devoting a greater share of resources 

to self-protection”. Thus, the relation between non-ruling elite, civilians and the “territorial 

expansion of security provision” defines violent power formation (Branovic and Chonjnacki 

2011a: 556).  

Control over territory is not a guarantee for security provision, as the elite may use violence 

against the population. The elite must be able to exercise control over territory and recognise 

dissent among civilians and thereby the “willingness” of society to “collaborate”, for security 

provision to occur (Branovic and Chonjnacki 2011a: 556). When security governance is 

established, elites do not have to resort to looting as they are able to obtain resources through 

“institutionalized taxation systems” (Branovic and Chonjnacki 2011a: 557). In sum, it is not 
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 merely ruling elite and state institutions that can provide the public good of security, and the 

increased relative power of counter-elites reduces the capacity of the dominant elite.   

The loss of monopoly of violence enables several elite factions to obtain material resources, 

as there is no law enforcement. This increases the risk of conflict as the numbers of groups increase 

to compete for power and there is no authority to demobilise these groups (Reno 2010: 58). Thus, 

integration within the elite structure is reduced even further as trust and consensus of political 

conduct is diminishing. At the same time as integration is reducing, fragmentation and thereby 

differentiation is increasing as new or suppressed elite factions emerge to compete for power.35 

The loss of monopoly of violence may regionalise the elite structure, as Salehyan (2007: 218) 

argues “the use of external sanctuaries is one of the most common strategies employed by rebel 

groups to evade state repression”, as it facilitates mobilisation. Hence, power struggles among 

elites and their relation to institutional capacity is more complex than merely a state centric view 

of institutional failure.  

3.5.3 Material Power Formation 

Lastly elites can form power through material means. ‘Material power formation’ occurs through 

the control of economic resources. Low integration in combination with fluctuating differentiation 

produces a political climate that is not constituted by agreed upon rules and organisational 

autonomy. Such structure allows elites to form power, which often has contradictory outcomes. 

To satisfy supporters, elites must have economic wealth but at the same time elites must compete 

over resources. Eventually, there will be no more resources to extract and the elites will fail to 

provide to their clients and thereby reduce their own legitimacy (Daloz 2003: 280; Reno 2005: 

131).36 This downward spiral is what Migdal (1988: 214) calls “politics of survival”.37 Englehart 

(2007: 134) claims that there is logic behind “such self-destructive despotisms”. Regarding the 

ruling elites in Somalia and Lebanon, Englehart (2007: 138) argues that it is the “strategies of the 

rulers to cling to power” that weaken their power and thereby the state organisation and eventually 

                                                      
35 This is an argument against Higley and Burton’s (2001) static view of integration and differentiation in the unstable 

elite structures. 
36 If there are mineral resources the ruling elite may be able to sustain this process over time (Azarya 1988:16; 

Englehart 2007: 134). 
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 fail the state in a conventional sense. As the ruling elite is eager to maintain its power it will 

attempt to undermine the power of other organisations within the elite network (Migdal 1988: 

214). Therefore, when elites that are dependent on material power formation face a shift in power 

dynamics within elite relations, the elite may experience a reduced capacity to maintain power. 

Thus, the ruling elites’ power in relation to other elite factions is equally important in determining 

their capacity.  

When the elite realises that it has reduced its ability to extract resources, it may turn to 

illicit markets to obtain more resources (Reno 2005: 133). As more organised factions of elites rise 

to compete for power, hence elite differentiation fluctuates from low to high, a dominant elite may 

attempt to arm these factions and play them off against each other. This may be a major 

miscalculation on the ruling elite’s part as the ruling elite may lose its monopoly of violence 

(Englehart 2007: 148). In sum, when the dominant elite is unable to form material power, 

differentiation will increase, as counter-elites will attempt to form material power. This may lead 

the elite to seek international support. This might fluctuate differentiation further as Cunningham 

(2016: 6) finds that external support increases division among the elite (see also Tamm 2016).  

Fluctuating differentiation and low levels of elite integration may therefore be defining 

features of what is commonly referred to as state failure. Despite that the neo-patrimonial literature 

does not to a wide extent recognise how society relates to elites and how this affects elite power, 

the sections above suggest that an unstable elite is dependent on the wider society (Nielsen 2007: 

704). To establish the relationship of this dependency, the following section will account for how 

the broader society relates to the unstable elite structure. 

3.6 Elites and Society 

The most criticised element of elite theory is that it undermines the importance of society in 

influencing outcomes by disregarding the relationship between elite and society and thereby 

overestimates the power of ruling elites (Sellers 2011: 133). However, the interpretation of elite 

theory adopted here enables to overcome these difficulties. Recognising the importance of elites 

does not undermine the importance of society, as elites form power through society or parts of the 

society (Putzel and Di John 2012: 2). 
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 State – society relations have gained significant attention within the ‘failed state’ context. 

The general conclusion is that a state cannot function effectively if it does not have support from 

society (cf. Migdal 1988). Furthermore, this relationship is reciprocal; society cannot collectively 

undertake action without a functioning state (cf. Sellers 2011: 124). The state is an organisation 

whereby elites can attain resources to influence political outcomes. However, as the previous 

sections manifest, it is not the only institution that elites may use to influence political outcomes, 

and state ruling elites are not the only group that can influence such outcomes. Hence, the 

relationship between elite and society cannot merely be regarded in terms of society’s relation to 

the state. In fact, Bratton (1989: 408) argues that the historical and cultural disposition of the state 

and the elite power structures generated through the processes cannot be regarded in absence of 

society’s relation to elites. Chazan (1988: 121) has conceptualised the state as not “the sole magnet 

of economic and political exchange. It constitutes merely one of many foci of possible forms of 

social action”. In other words, society is a “mélange of social organizations”, where a variety of 

“autonomous groups” exercise social control (Migdal 1988: 28). Authority within the nation may 

be present but is not necessarily concentrated in the state (Migdal 1988: 28). This highlights the 

redundancy of regarding the state as the foci of analysis and instigates further analysis of society 

– elite relations. 

In an unstable elite structure, the broader society does not have a close connection to 

uppermost elite. Usually it relies on local elites and are not intertwined with the population 

elsewhere in the nation (Daloz 2003: 278). However, because of the instability of the elite structure 

and the imminent threat of conflict, elite factions must rely on their clientele to attain power (Daloz 

2003: 279). Putzel and Di John (2012: 3) argue that the capacity to mobilise society is essential 

for the stability of a political settlement. Elites that do not have close relations to society, therefore, 

are unable to maintain or initiate a political settlement.38 

A weak elite generates a society that disengages from the state and makes way for other 

elite factions to form power. How responsive elites are to society depends on the elite structure. 

Azarya (1988: 4) points out that when investigating state – society relations it is not only the state 

that should be in focus but also how society copes with the state. If the state is the largest 

                                                      
38 Non-ruling elites are equally dependent on their ability to mobilise their members (Bueno de Mesquita 2013: 347). 
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 organisation in society, elites holding power in this organisation are the ones who control the 

state (Azarya 1988: 10). The achievements of ruling elites are met with either incorporation or 

disengagement by society (Azarya 1988: 5).  

Incorporation is when society “take part in state activities to share its resources” (Azarya 

1988: 6). Society, as a result, seeks a close relation to the ruling elite. The state is perceived as 

legitimate as it distributes resources in society. Societal incorporation strengthens the 

organisational capacity of the state, as it can penetrate society to extract resources (Azarya 1988: 

6). In the context of post-conflict political settlements, Jamal (2012: 7) finds that the higher 

inclusiveness in the political bargaining the greater the possibility to develop a flourishing civil 

society through donor assistance. In turn, when there are low levels of inclusion in the political 

bargaining, donor assistance will divide society even further as one group will be favoured (Jamal 

2012: 16). An unstable elite settlement with low integration is more likely to reduce the level of 

societal incorporation within the ruling elite or dominant elite. On the other hand, when a 

settlement has been reached to form a consensual elite structure, Engelstad (2010: 73) argues that 

elites are not only interacting and negotiating among themselves away from the public. In fact, 

elites are more often using the public sphere as forum for negotiations. Thus, when integration is 

high, elites are more likely to generate a reciprocal relationship with society.  

Reduced capabilities of the elite to provide public goods from the state lead to societal 

disengagement. When the society feels disengagement it “withdraws” from the state (Azarya 1988: 

8) and “narrow bases of community solidarity are reinforced” (Chazan 1988: 123). Baker (1997: 

92) contends that disengagement may be a symbolic societal protest with grave effects upon power 

balances, capacity and legitimacy of the ruling elite. Moderate forms of disengagement can 

produce parallel markets. These markets however, need some form of engagement with the ruling 

elite. This is because there is an acceptance of state monopoly of violence that a disengaged society 

attempts to bypass.  Disengagement does not include ruling elite overthrow as society is attempting 

to bypass and move away from the state. However, extreme disengagement may lead to civil war 

or territorial separation where the aim is not to overthrow the state but rather to separate from it. 

In the case of extreme disengagement, the state no longer has monopoly on violence (Azarya 1988: 

8). The more detached the ruling elite is from society the less legitimacy it can gain, raising 

opportunities for non-ruling elites (Azarya 1988: 15). Leander (2004: 77) argues that a ‘vibrant 
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 civil society’ requires a state that has authority and monopoly on violence. This is because elite 

factions bargaining with a weak ruling elite, rarely bargain for society in general. The major 

problem lies in that some parts of society are not beneficial for any elite faction and their voices 

are not heard. In other words, these parts of society “can offer nothing in exchange and hence are 

not worth extending protection to or organising administration for” (Leander 2004: 78). Thus, the 

security of elites influences the security of society. In sum, due to how elites form power, elite–

society relations are constantly changing and may be different in various levels of society and are 

highly dependent on the security of elites. Elite insecurity is more likely when intra-elite relations 

feature low elite integration and fluctuating differentiation. 

Mitchell (1991: 77) highlights that attempts to find solutions for how to define the state 

vis-à-vis society has either been too elusive or to narrow. He therefore suggests, in line with the 

purpose of this thesis, that it essential to study the “detailed political process through which the 

uncertain yet powerful distinction between state and society is produced” (Mitchell 1991: 77). 

Mitchell (1991: 78) further claims that this distinction is how social and political order is 

maintained. Thus, building on Foucault, the state structure is an outcome of “modern” 

“techniques” to maintain this structure. These techniques reproduces the state as both an ideational 

construct and a material ‘thing’ in form of symbols such as borders and military uniforms (Mitchell 

1991: 81).  

Mitchell (1991:90) also finds that the production and reproduction of the distinction 

between society and the state generates resources of power. These techniques are similar to what 

this thesis defines as power formations and the outcome of these power formations is the unstable 

elite structure. Mitchell’s (1991: 78) approach also align with relationism adopted here. If the state 

structure is an effect of techniques, these techniques can be understood to be formed by interaction 

between actors, these actors for the purpose of this study are elites.  Considering that the state is 

and outcome of reproduced past techniques, it may be that elite can use other techniques than 

“modern” ones to make a distinction between itself and society. Furthermore according to Mitchell 

(1991: 91 -92) political agency depends on the distinction between the state and society. This 

distinction creates permanent structures. However, this thesis maintains that fluctuating 

differentiation disallow elites high levels of autonomy which would maintain permanent 

structures. 
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3.7 Conclusion: The State Decentralised from State Failure  

Part one of this thesis has achieved two objectives. First, it has highlighted that any analysis 

concerning state failure, which holds the state as the object of inquiry, neglects how local political 

power struggles underpin the state. It is therefore essential to decentralise the state from the state 

failure debate. Second, it has provided a framework for understanding the operation of power in 

unstable elite structures, which suggests that certain elite structures and their reciprocal relation to 

power formation are constitutive of what is commonly defined as state failure.  

From the framework developed in this chapter, the argument emerges that intra-elite 

relations experiencing low elite integration and fluctuating differentiation generates perceptions 

among elites that the broader society is a means for forming power. This allows various elite 

factions to take advantage of non-elites. Consequently, the very structure of an unstable elite is 

prone to manipulate society as a weapon to form power. The ways elites interact under an unstable 

elite structure therefore foster certain power formations that may reduce the security of society and 

as such, create or maintain the condition commonly defined as ‘state failure’. It is not only, as the 

neo-patrimonial literature asserts, elite predation of state institutions that fails the state.39 Rather it 

is the defining features of the elite structures that generate certain ways to obtain power amongst 

elites, ways that are not compatible with the western idea of the state. To reconstruct the state 

failure narrative and to highlight how the fluidity of power reproduces the unstable elite structure, 

part Two of this dissertation will analyse fields of elite power relations in Mogadishu, Somalia. 

 

                                                      
39 For a more elaborated discussion about how this thesis view on elite predation differentiates from neo-

patrimonialism see pp.38 – 42. 
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—PART TWO— 

 Reconstructing the State Failure 

Narrative in a sub-Somali Context 

Synopsis 

The chapters in this part will focus on elite relations in Mogadishu, Somalia. It will be 

demonstrates that the in literature conventional emphasis of the state as a fixed unit obscures how 

power operates among local elites. In line with the assumptions of relationism covered in Chapter 

3, the following Chapter 4 will decentralise the state from the Somali state failure discourse. The 

remaining Chapters of Part Two will analyse the fluidity of power among elites. To do so the elite 

structure framework developed in Chapter 3 will be applied to the Somali narrative.  

The Somali narrative starts with the fall of the 22 yearlong dictatorship of General Said 

Barre. Ever since then, fluctuating differentiation (varying degrees of autonomy and diversity in 

elite relations) has been entrenched in the Somali elite structure. In 1994, differentiation increased 

to the point of violent conflict. Violence eventually took less lethal forms when factions in Somalia 

used UN assistance to temporarily decrease differentiation. Chapter 5 thoroughly cover this 

fluctuation. Chapter 6 surveys how elite factions capitalised on lowered differentiation and with 
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 the help of international assistance formed a transitional government. However, the elites within 

the provisional government soon factionalised. This allowed the rise of religious elites. Chapter 7 

investigates how this lowered differentiation briefly allowed these elites to control most power 

formations.  

In Mogadishu, symbolic power formation led to clashes of discourses, which were met 

with counter-discourses. Successful discourses fluctuated differentiation, hampered peace 

processes, and led to violence. Violent power formation was achieved either through security 

provision to society or when elites deliberately instilled insecurity to reduce power formations of 

others. This reproduced the unstable elite structure as it resulted in markets for militant labour and 

weapons. Material power formation included external or domestic dependencies, which, when 

eroded, prompted elites to attempt self-sufficiency. This led to negative consequences for 

Mogadishu society as these attempts often resulted in violent conflict over resources and 

hyperinflation. Low integration and fluctuating differentiation in Somalia pushed elites to attempt 

power formations that reproduced the elite structure. These power formations were incompatible 

with the western idea of the state and constitutive of what is commonly referred to as state failure.  
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 CHAPTER 4 

Decentralising the ‘State’ from the Somali State Failure Narrative  

 

“Son, the tribalism business is the work of the urban people. They cook it 

there and then serve it to us” 

(Issa, Spring 1990 cited in Abdi Samatar 1992: 627). 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In the late 1990s there were approximately 27 political groups operating in the Somalia capital, 

Mogadishu (Fox 1999: 30, note 20). Part Two of the thesis will identify the most powerful of these 

groups, in other words the groups that had the ability to reinforce or change the social structure. It 

will also demonstrate how fragmentation and differentiation between these groups reproduces 

unstable elite structures. Even though scholars, journalists and policymakers agree that Somalia is 

the prototype of state ‘failure’, the state failure literature has failed to thoroughly analyse the 

various elite factions in Somalia. Somalia as a model for state failure is manifested through claims 

suggesting that the state is “most enduring and comprehensively failed state” (Bryden and Brickhill 

2010: 240) in history and thus an “archetypal failed state” (International Crisis Group (ICG) 2008: 

i). In fact, Somalia has been ranked as the most failed state for six consecutive years,40 and remains 

at the top of indexes measuring failure.41 This has led to a plethora of explanations for ‘Somali 

state failure’. Despite this extensive scholarly attention, the Somali state has remained that unit for 

analysis.   

In accordance with the main thesis, this chapter suggests that state failure is a poor term to 

use for Somali case. The term suggests a point in time when the state failed and ignores historical 

processes, hindering the understanding of the diverse social structures and power struggles that 

have and are taking place in Somalia (Dehéz and Gebrewold 2010: 2 – 3; Simons 1995: 5). This 

neglect is a consequence of the state failure literature’s adherence to substantialism which has also 

made it commonplace to treat Somalia and the Somali people as a homogenous entity (Fox 1999: 

11). In the north-western part of Somalia lies the internationally unrecognised republic of 

                                                      
40 Somalia scored highest on the Fund for Peace Failed States Index between 2008–2013, and again in 2016.   
41 From 2014–2015, Somalia rated second on the Fund for Peace Index. 
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 Somaliland where democracy and economic stability has been on the rise (Maedl et al 2011: 66). 

This is in contrast to the central-south part of Somalia where elites other than the Transitional 

Federal Government (TFG) have more power and where ‘disorder’ prevails (Menkhaus 2014: 162; 

Menkhaus 2016). Because of this variation, Dehéz and Gebrewold (2010: 2) describe the Somali 

case as “order beside the state”, which recognises that political structures do not have to emerge 

from the state and its institutions, and may vary depending on the context through which they 

emerge. This is in line with Simons (1995: 195) reasoning, which suggest that it is redundant to 

focus on the state since “Somalia as ‘an’ entity may never have existed for most Somalis, except 

as an ideal, floating in the imaginations of some” (Simons 1995: 195). As will be demonstrated in 

later chapters in Part Two, this imagination of the state held by the elites and the international 

community has paradoxically reproduced an elite structure that is incompatible with the western 

idea of the state.  

The main purpose of the following sections is to analyse the scholarly narrative of the 

Somali state failure and to suggest that this narrative suffers major shortcomings due to its focus 

on substantialist concepts such as the state and/or global power structures which dismisses the 

importance of local agency and structure. The remaining chapters of Part Two will then proceed 

to analyse three distinct power struggles in Mogadishu which correspond with the Somalia Civil 

War, the implementation of a Transitional National Government (TNG) and its ‘failure’, and the 

consecutive attempt of restoring state institutions through the TFG.42 These power struggles were 

chosen because they are instances where the elite structure could have been critically altered and 

state institutions implemented. As Part Two will demonstrate, this was not the case as the defining 

features of the unstable elite structure (low integration and fluctuating differentiation) together 

with the power formations elites adopted, continued to reproduce the unstable elite structure. The 

narrative of Part Two ends with the rise of al-Shabaab as this clearly signifies the ‘failure’ of the 

TFG. Before analysing the power struggles of the Civil War in Chapter 5, a brief review of the 

literature, which will deconstruct the state failure narrative in a Somali context, and a summary of 

the pre-‘failure’ history, are needed.  

 

                                                      
42 See Chapter 2 for a justification of this geographical restriction. 
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 4.2 The State Failure Narrative in a Somali Context 

The state failure literature on Somalia can be divided into two major groups: a traditionalist and a 

transformationalist explanation (Hagmann and Hoehne 2009: 52). The former holds that Somali 

culture and its suitability with the western idea of the state is questionable. The reason for state 

failure in Somalia is as such attributed to the incapability of the Somali culture and tradition to 

adopt modern state institutions (see Lewis 2004). This view suffers from apparent western centric 

connotations and ignores the fact that Somalia has not always suffered from the conditions 

attributed to state failure. The latter approach suggests that colonisation, de-colonisation and the 

integration into the global market are causal factors for failure in Somalia (see Ahmed Samatar 

2000; Abdi Samatar 1992). As with most global structure approaches these arguments struggle to 

explain why not all disadvantaged states in the world order are experiencing the same challenges 

as Somalia. The following sections will deal with these approaches and their inadequacy in 

portraying the complexities of the Somali state failure.43 

4.2.1 The Transformationalist Approach: The Importance of Externalities 

The transformationalist approach can be categorised into two interrelated arguments namely, first 

that the failure of the Somali state can be ascribed to how colonisation changed the social structure 

of Somalia and thereby rendered it unable to cope with international and domestic challenges when 

decolonisation took place. Second, that integration into the world economy exacerbated failure. 

What both these arguments have in common is that they are a critique of the traditionalist approach 

as they both rely on the premise that Somali society is no longer ‘traditional’ in regards to the 

importance of kinship, as colonisation and/or globalisation have changed the ‘traditional’ social 

structure (see Besteman 1999: 983). 

4.2.1.1 Colonisation 

The first part of the transformationalist argument holds that when the colonial powers introduced 

the concept of ‘central authority’ and the ‘state’, they critically altered social relations. For this 

approach the Somali state, due to the colonising powers lack of appreciation of Somali social 

                                                      
43 It should be noted that some of the proponents of these argument adopt a holistic view of the matter and therefore 

do not dismiss the importance of other contributing factors. 
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 relations, was set on the path to failure as soon as the ‘modern state’ was introduced (Doornbos 

and Markakis 1994: 84). The introduction of this modern or western state assumed the newly 

empowered political elite to undermine traditional authority and political institutions (Doornbos 

and Markakis 1994: 84). Therefore, as Ahmed Samatar (2000: 49 – 52) suggests, the destruction 

of the pre-colonial social order, which was based on kinship and Islam, is the reason for failure. 

This contrasts with the traditionalist approach that holds that the pre-colonial order remained 

mostly unchanged throughout colonisation (Lewis 2004: 507). Ahmed Samatar (2000: 52) 

highlights two critical junctures that led to destruction of the pre-colonial social order, namely 

colonisation and decolonisation. The introduction of the colonial state led to the development of 

class differentiation, facilitated manipulation of clan differences, privatised Islam, reduced the 

Somalia people to subjects of the state and compelled clan elders to become clients of the state, 

thereby weakened their authority (Ahmed Samatar 2000: 52 – 53; Hesse 2010: 250). The 

imposition of the state also altered pastoral production and “the relationship between nomadic, 

sedentary and urban communities” (Bøås 2010: 452). In other words, there was a clash between 

the pre-colonial “highly decentralised pastoral structures and the highly central nature of the 

postcolonial state” (Ahmed and Green 1999: 115). This tension increased as power was transferred 

from the farmland to a centralised urban power (Ahmed and Green 1999: 115). Thus, colonisation 

changed pastoralism from being perceived as way of life to be recognised as a source for political 

capital in material and symbolic terms.  

The second critical juncture and reason for failure is the rapid unification of Somalia. The 

unification was greatly disadvantageous for the northern region as southern Somalis obtained most 

of the government positions. Consequently, tension between the south and north grew, as the 

postcolonial state was perceived as a device of the south. In addition, when the Somali state 

decolonised the new local leaders were not equipped to unite the people and to engage in the, at 

the time, bipolar Cold War order (Ahmed Samatar 2000: 53). The political structure was therefore 

characterised by three components namely competition among elites over state resources, 

unification of Somalia, and appeals to the international community for financial support to attain 

more resources to the state (Ahmed Samatar 2000: 53). Combined, the first two components were 

contradictory. On the one hand the people were asked to unite and attain nationalistic sentiments, 

and on the other, they perceived their leaders to take advantage of the state and its resources. The 
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 third component made Somalia dependent on external aid and at the same time vulnerable to 

superpower competition (Ahmed Samatar 2000: 53). These critical junctures may describe how 

the social structure changed between colonisation and decolonisation. However, they cannot alone 

explain how and why this social structure has continued and how the concept of the state differs in 

critically altering social relations in Somalia compared to other formerly colonised states.  

4.2.1.2 Globalisation 

Focusing on how the postcolonial world order has had a negative impact on political and social 

structures within Somalia, the second argument within the transformationalist approach, attempts 

to explain the continuation of the Somali social structure. With the fast-tracked integration into the 

global capitalist system, social structures in Somalia changed rapidly. This is characterised by 

“new relationships between pastoralists, merchants, and the state [which] have entailed the 

emergence of different social relations and the demise of communitarianism” which resulted in 

conflict between the business class and state elites (Abdi Samatar 1992: 632). Hence, according to 

this literature state failure is not ascribed to the breakdown of the Somali society but rather to how 

external forces have generated the breakdown of state institutions and how external aid and 

institution building have exacerbated this failure by neglecting the structural characteristics of 

Somali society (Hagmann and Hoehne 2009: 45 – 46; Menkhaus 2014: 161).  

Bryden and Brickhill (2010: 240) claim that rebuilding of the state in the Somali case is 

paradoxical as the state is the cause and the cure for failure. They suggest that external state 

building efforts often have exacerbated and prolonged the ‘failure’. The main conclusion that can 

be drawn from this approach is that institution building cannot be imposed (Menkhaus 2014: 162). 

As such the transformationalist explanation often calls for a donor-oriented “building block 

approach” which is sensitive to domestic trajectories (Bøås 2010: 445; see also Hagmann and 

Hoehne 2009: 54), or that Somali society needs to be left alone to develop its own domestic state 

structure (Ahmed and Green 1999: 125). These realisations suggest that institution building 

depends on the general will of elites. If elites merely use the process to generate more political and 

material capital, it is doomed to fail (Menkhaus 2014: 169). This raises the obvious question, when 

and why will elites be invested in productive institution building. As already established, the main 

thesis here is that this depends on elites’ relations to each other. Even though the globalisation 
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 argument is important as it highlights the importance of social structures and their relation to 

global power structures, it is, as Menkhaus (2014: 162) points out, neglecting the agency of local 

leaders and their involvement in failure.  

To overcome the issue of undermining local elites’ agency the Globalisation approach 

focuses, to some extent, on how clan manipulation is integrated by elites into their relations with 

the global market. Hussein (1992: 12) points out that scholars adhering to the transformationalist 

approach to state failure in Somalia, emphasise that clan antagonism is merely a product of the 

Marxist concept of false consciousness. Clan belonging is thus treated as something that the masses 

get involved in while the elite integrate into the global economy (see Abdi Samatar 1992). For 

example, Little (2003: 55) contends that urban-based traders and “mafia-type warlords” 

manipulate clan relations, allowing them to exploit and dominate certain factions in society. Using 

clan ideology these ‘warlords’ “disguised to some extent what was markedly class-based relations” 

(Little 2003: 55). Most policy makers and particularly the United Nations (UN) have often seen 

the Somali conflict in terms of clan relations. This allows elites to manipulate clan ideology and 

belonging to get involved in the peace-making process and thereby accessing material resources 

that come with it, and as such, the UN may have exacerbated clan proliferation and conflict (Little 

2003: 155). This demonstrates that the western commitment to the narrative of the state intensifies 

political tension. However, Hussein (1992: 12) upholds that to use ‘clan consciousness’ as a single 

variable for state failure in Somalia makes “significant and complicated political behaviour […] 

crudely reduced to the more or less straightforward project of a particular fraction of the petty 

bourgeoisie”. In other words, these scholars ignore how and why elites manipulate the clan 

structure and external markets to achieve power. In addition, these arguments are neglecting the 

political and symbolic aspects of power by focusing on the petit bourgeoisie, such as the trade 

merchants of Mogadishu. This approach is also state centric, as it perceives the state either as an 

instrument for the bourgeoisie to integrate into global markets or as a consequence of world order. 

As the transformationalist literature focuses on how external forces have broken down social 

structures, it neglects elite or bourgeoisie relations in the social structure and how these are 

constitutive of ‘failure’ in the Somali case. This is due to the ‘inter-action’ understanding of 

causality within the substantialist tradition. For this approach, the state remains the unit of analysis 

and only its ‘variable attributes’ (such as its ‘capacity’) change due to discourses in the liberal 



- 74 - 

 order. The importance of social structures and their historical development is to some extent 

highlighted in the traditionalist approach.  

4.2.2 The Traditionalist Explanation: The Importance of Clan and Political Culture 

Doornbos and Markakis (1994: 82) claim that any analysis seeking to understand the current 

situation in Somalia should realise “that the past is always with us”. Indeed, the past is a part of 

the present and any analysis should recognise it. However, to assume that social structures are 

frozen in the past ignores that history and politics are evolving, even if interlinked, processes. The 

appreciation of history and the development of the state is a major shortcoming for the traditionalist 

approach. This approach, in relation to the Somali state failure, makes two arguments. The first 

argument suggests that the clan system and its incompatibility with western institutions is the 

reason for state failure. The second argument suggests that the political culture in Somalia has led 

to the collapse of the Somali state.  

4.2.2.1 The Clan System 

The ‘clan system’ argument suggests that the political culture Somalia’s political culture is 

characterised by segmentary clanism, pastoralism and nomadism. Clan loyalty and association 

therefore defines politics in Somalia. Such a political system, it is argued, is incompatible with 

western state institutions (Lewis 2004: 489 – 90). It is further held that clanism has challenged the 

Somali state since its independence, even when the Somali state was doing well the society was 

divided according to clans (Dehéz and Gebrewold 2010: 4). When the Somalia state eventually 

failed, the clan system was the only viable option for stability. The crux was that the state and 

President Said Barre (1969 – 91) had undermined the authority of clan elders and at best a fragile 

peace rather than long-term stability could be achieved. The clan system thus only provides 

temporary stability but cannot be attributed as a replacement for government (Dehéz and 

Gebrewold 2010: 6). The Barre regime had also undermined mediation processes, which was based 

on insurance-like diya paying groups. When the state fell, these groups had little influence in 

negotiating peace processes (Hesse 2010: 251). Thus, the argument goes that as Barre undermined 

and antagonised the clan structure, when the state failed and he was removed, clan structure 

resurged without its regulating facets (Hesse 2010: 251). This is because of the amount of distrust 
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 Barre had managed to generate among the various clans. However, as the trust between clans 

diminished, trust within clans increased (Little 2003: 10).  

It is apparent that the clan system is a defining feature of the Somali society, however, as 

Bøås (2010: 451) claims, it is not a determining feature as clan relations and values change over 

time. It can therefore be argued, in line with a relationalistic understanding of societal interaction, 

that conflict and clan identities are in a reciprocal relationship. Clan identities form conflict just as 

much as conflict forms clan identities. The clan system has operated as a conflict management 

system, as a deterrent to violence, and as a source for safety. But at the same time the clan system 

has been manipulated by elites to achieve power (Bøås 2010: 451). Fox (1999: 9) points out that 

the focus on clanism as the source of conflict fails to explain why the northern part of Somalia, in 

particular Somaliland, is not experiencing conflict but the southern part is. In addition, the 

traditionalist approach neglects that the clan system has been around for centuries and has not 

always generated the levels of violence that the Somali people have witnessed in recent decades. 

It is therefore redundant to focus on the clan system as a variable for conflict and by extension the 

prolonging of state failure (Fox 1999: 10; Hussein 1992: 12). Furthermore, clans have been 

reduced to sub-clans, and sub-clans into sub-sub-clans to the extent that the concept of clan has 

arguably lost its meaning, evidence also suggest that within clan hostilities occur and that group 

formation does not merely occur along clan lines (Marchal 2007: 1098). Therefore, as Little (2003: 

46) proposes “[i]nstead of searching within ‘traditional’ social structures for explanations each 

time a new clan identity or alliance is expressed, one needs to examine the external power relations 

and the material benefits associated with such changes”. Consequently, these changes “are shaped 

by the political context, not primordial ridged allegiances” (Little 2003: 53). A more nuanced view 

is then that clan identity in the context of conflict in Somalia is characterised by “elite 

manipulation”, “struggle for social justice” and is a result of past conflicts where struggle for 

recognition has been eminent (Hussein 1992: 15).  

4.2.2.2 Political Culture 

The second argument of the traditionalist approach suggests that Somali, which is distinct from 

the clan system, has generated and maintained state failure. In a comparative analysis between 

northern and southern Somalia, Fox (1999: 27) upholds that the two regions developed different 
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 political cultures. In the pre-colonial era, northern Somalia capitalised on the trade in the region 

whilst southern Somali was under great influence and dominance of Zanzibar. In addition, southern 

Somalia, unlike its northern counterpart relied heavily on the slave trade something that, according 

to Fox (1999: 27), facilitated increased social hierarchies in the region. The two regions also had 

different colonial experiences; the north was under British administration, which did not impose 

on the Somali society. On the other hand, Italy colonised southern Somalia where it exacerbated 

already existing hierarchies and allowed for less autonomy of its Somali subjects (Fox 1999: 27). 

Fox (1999: 28) thus concludes that “the inherited political culture of a people” may explain why 

the southern part of Somalia has ‘failed’ while the northern region has managed to maintain limited 

core functions of governance. Fox’s (1999: 11) study is welcome as it realises that Somali society 

cannot, as conventional scholarship has done, be analysed as a homogenous entity. However, the 

wider implications of this type of analysis are contentious.  

The focus on political culture as the reason for failure ignores the significance of economic 

transformation, such as urbanisation, in influencing culture. This is at the expense of “systematic 

analysis of any mutations of the social structures and the governing ethos that might have taken 

place in the last century” (Abdi Samatar 1992: 627). In other words, the focus on political culture 

leads, as with most substantialist approaches, to a “single variable” explanation of Somali history 

(Abdi Samatar 1992: 628). It is also obvious that the focus on culture ignores that Somalia has not 

always been a ‘failed’ state even if it has, according to the cultural argument, maintained the same 

culture. The political culture argument can therefore not explain deviations from what it holds to 

be Somali culture such as why there are “non-traditional” power holders in the Somali society 

(Abdi Samatar 1992: 627). The prominence of culture also discredits the agency of social actors 

and the possibilities of social change. State failure is perceived as “part of the normal ebb and flow 

of traditional politics of descent” (Ahmed A Samatar 2000: 40). Ahmed Samatar (2000: 41) 

contends that this point of view has been eminent in the operationalisation of UN-led assistance 

and intervention in Somalia. Attention has been payed to leaders claiming to represent certain 

clans, this at the expense of other power holders in the Somali society (Ahmed Samatar 2000: 41). 

Ahmed Samatar’s (2000) view that the UN has, due to its involvement in Somalia, given 

legitimacy to certain actors is demonstrated in this chapter. However, to not discredit the agency 

of local actors, it is important to realise that these actors have managed to take advantage of the 
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 involvement of the UN and other international actors.   

In relation to political culture is the argument that political institutions have been 

undermined by a predatory political culture developed since Somalia’s independence. The state 

after decolonisation held the “production and distribution of material and social resources” 

(Doornbos and Markakis 1994: 85). Therefore, political power and wealth became conflated into 

the state organisation. As resources became scarce, the struggle for state control intensified 

(Doornbos and Markakis 1994: 85). In addition, the presence of the international community has 

given some groups more legitimacy and resources, as such these actors benefit from the 

dysfunction of the Somali state. Therefore, “[c]onflict in Somalia can be interpreted as a struggle 

for political posts that promise private gains” (Webersik 2014: 279). This in conjunction with a 

disintegrated Somali society, is according to this literature “the essence of the Somali problem” 

(Doornbos and Markakis 1994: 86). Control over resources such as water, land, administrative and 

legal institutions are thus essential in understanding state failure in Somalia (Besteman and 

Cassanelli 1996: 4). Besteman and Cassanelli (1996: 201) maintain that as long as conflict over 

these resources persists “the conditions for renewed strife will remain and peaceful productivity 

will again be subordinate to power politics”. In other words, as long as the predatory behaviour of 

elite remains, the Somali state will remain failed. In order to fully comprehend the predatory 

culture argument, the reason for this behaviour needs to be elaborated.  

Reno (2003: 6) maintains that successful informal institutions favour “old informal 

patronage networks and clandestine economic channels” which restrain the opportunistic 

behaviour of new elites and thereby reduces the risk of conflict. The adoption of these institutions 

depends, according to Reno (2003: 1), on the relation elites had to pre-war elites, the nature of pre-

war informal (local) economies and the authorities’ ability to mediate conflict and regulate 

international commerce. To explain why some leaders would turn to predatory and opportunistic 

behaviour while others focus on long-term goals, Reno (2003: 4) suggests that this depends on 

their relation to the Barre regime. Actors who were integrated into the Barre network would rely 

on rent seeking, whilst those who were excluded had to build their own networks which, as 

mentioned, restrained opportunistic behaviour and explains the relative stability of Somaliland 

(Reno 2003: 4). That elites and their relation to the pre-failure regime would be the reason for 

failure does not hold in the Somali context. Many new actors have been introduced that did not 
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 have any relation to the pre- existing regime and still eventually submitted to the same behaviour 

as the rest of the elite in the structure. In addition, this is still a highly state-centric view of failure 

as the underlying reason is traced to the failure of the state during the Barre regime. This argument 

falls under the “self-action” approach in the substantialist tradition as the actors’ “underlying 

interests, identities, and other characteristics remain unaltered” and their behaviour are 

independent of the actions of others (Emirbayer 1997: 284). As a result, neo-patrimonial relations 

are assumed without a satisfactory explanation for how these are reproduced or altered. Despite 

these shortcomings, the flaws of the predatory culture argument highlight the importance of 

understanding how certain elite behaviour occurs and why it maintains the condition of ‘state 

failure’.  

Hagmann and Hoehne (2009: 52) develop a more nuanced approach, as they suggest that 

Somalia should be seen in the context of political orders and that institutions should be analysed 

in relation to the interaction between “militias”, “traditional authorities” and “state and party 

officials”. Somalia has developed some forms of “statehood” where Islam and traditional norms 

have merged. This statehood is characterised, as for most states, by the decentralisation of politics 

through the integration of the local economy into the world economy. However, in the case of 

Somalia, ‘state failure’ has generated this process (Hagmann and Hoehne 2009: 52). As such the 

political culture that has developed since ‘the failure’ is in contradiction to the state convergence 

thesis, the idea that all states are developing towards the western democratic state, as it “def[ies] 

western models of the state in many respects” (Hagmann and Hoehne 2009: 53). This argument is 

in close relation to studies focusing on the Somali society during ‘state failure’. 

4.3 The Paradox of Informal Institutions: Spoilers and Society 

Several scholars have highlighted that the Somali society is not as anarchical as conventional 

literature suggests (see Mubarak 1997; Powell et al 2008). This is the “ultimate paradox” of “the 

Somali dilemma” (Little 2003: 2). This literature stresses that even though the society is 

experiencing great hardship, there is governance in Somalia, albeit not in the conventional sense 

of the definition. In fact, Leeson (2007: 691) claims that “Somalia is doing significantly better 

under anarchy than it was under government”. This is because the state under the Barre regime 

failed to provide public goods and infrastructure for markets (Leeson 2007: 691). For the business 
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 elite, the ‘pre-failure’ state was viewed with much suspicion due to its repressive nature. These 

elites therefore prefer the maintenance of the state failure condition in which they can thrive 

economically (Menkhaus 2007: 76). However, Little (2003: 124) points to the trend where the 

business community started to support the TNG suggesting that ‘spoilers’ will not always remain 

spoilers. Both approaches to the Somali state failure have great difficulty explaining these changes 

in elite behaviour. To understand why ‘spoilers’ maintain the condition of failure, their relation to 

one another and the way power is structured in Somalia needs to be studied. Menkhaus (2007: 77) 

therefore suggests that “analyses that pay special attention to the role of shifting interests and 

strategies of risk management in Somalia are likely to produce better explanations of both changes 

and continuities in the political landscape”. The following sections of this chapter will conduct 

such analysis.  

In sum, the literature on the Somali ‘failure’ is suffering most of the same deficiencies as 

the general state failure debate and this is mostly due its substantialist assumptions. The focus on 

the state, be it through its incompatibility with the Somali society or with the world order, leads 

scholars to neglect the importance of the agency of local actors and local power structures. The 

literature on Somalia is however, and perhaps not surprisingly, more nuanced than the general state 

failure literature. The transformationalist assumption that the introduction of the ‘state’ and/or that 

the international community’s emphasis on institution building may have exacerbated failure is in 

accordance with the findings of this chapter. However, to assume, as the transformationalist 

approach does, that these factors are somehow externally imposed fails to explain how and why 

the Somali political structure has been susceptible to them. This neglect is much due to the 

emphasis on global power structures where sovereign states are the main actors and Somalia as a 

state is thus shelved as a ‘weaker’ actor in this structure. Instead of treating the state as an 

institution or an actor, this chapter will demonstrate that a more balanced approach is to focus on 

local elite relations and how these may be constitutive of using the idea of the state in a manner 

that leads to suffering for the broader society. The predatory culture argument also presents some 

important insight as it highlights that the significance of focusing on elites as the main actors of 

inquiry. However, the assumption that elites act predatorily due to the introduction and the neo-

patrimonial behaviour of state elites does not explain how and why elites started and/or continued 

to adopt certain behaviours. Thus, the critique of the state failure debate in Chapter 2, which has 
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 justified the focus on elite relations rather than the state, is still warranted within the context of 

Somalia.  

4.4 Elite Integration and Differentiation During the Barre Regime 

To detect how elite relations in Somalia are constitutive of what is commonly referred to as ‘state 

failure’, this section will determine the characteristics of the elite structure in the era leading up to 

the point in time which conventional scholarship has attributed as the ‘failure’ of the Somali state, 

namely with the fall of the regime of President Siad Barre. It will be demonstrated that elite 

relations took on their unstable nature when integration decreased and differentiation slowly 

increased, and that while this occurred, elites attempted to deploy the power formations outlined 

in Chapter 3. The focus will be on the Barre regime as this period critically altered elite relations. 

However, first a brief overview of the immediate post-colonial era will be provided.  

The state narrative was introduced in Somalia with decolonisation from Italy and the 

United Kingdom and the unification of the Somali Republic in 1960 (Ahmed Samatar 1988: 48). 

Various independence movements had formed during the colonial era and after decolonisation 

these groups organised into political parties. A legislative assembly was set up where the 

independence movements voted the Somali Youth League (SYL) to undertake transitional rule 

until popular elections were held.  Fragmentation, thus high differentiation, was a defining feature 

of this era. From 1964 to 1969 the number of political parties multiplied from 24 to 62 (Abdi 

Samatar 1992: 634). With popular elections held in 1968, vote buying and changes of electoral 

legislation occurred to the benefit of the SYL (Ahmed Samatar 1988: 71). Due to the lack of an 

alternative power structure than to the one of the regime, the election outcome was accepted and 

the opposition merged with the ruling party (Davidson 1975: 27). This suggests relative high 

integration, as there was some form of consensus for how politics was to be conducted. However, 

the short-lived attempt at parliamentarianism ended in 1969, when a member of the police force 

assassinated the newly appointed President Abdirashid Sharmaarke. The SYL failed to nominate 

a new President and after six days, the military descended on Mogadishu and without bloodshed 

they successfully staged a government coup (Ahmed Samatar 1988: 75).  

When Siad Barre, the leader of the coup, came into power in 1969, he abolished the 
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 parliamentary system in favour of a Supreme Revolutionary Council (SRC) (Ahmed Samatar 

1988: 75). Together with factions of the military and Somali intellectuals, Barre opted that regime 

change was necessary. This started cooperation between the military elite and the intelligentsia. 

As such the “government had the [military] power and it also had the ideas” (Davidson 1975: 31). 

However, Pestalozza (1974: 30 cited in Ahmed Samatar 1988: 86) suggests that at the start of 

Barre’s rule, there was friction within the regime. Division emerged between a left faction that 

wanted radical socialism, a nationalist faction that urged for a strong centralised state, and a right 

faction that opted to maintain the colonial institutional structure. Thus, initially there were 

indications of disagreements within the SRC but through marginalisation of counter-elite, Barre 

secured his power (Ahmed Samatar 1988: 109–110). This suggests that integration was high within 

the group as the opposition was eradicated. In addition to removing the opposition, Barre took 

other measures to make certain that his power was consolidated.  

One such measure was introduced in 1971. With the influence of the Soviet Union, the 

Barre administration adopted ‘scientific socialism’ (Leeson 2007: 692). This allowed Barre to ban 

all parties except for his own. This was justified by suggesting that political parties were merely 

vehicles for clan antagonism. Barre therefore also banned any reference to clan ties (Ahmed and 

Green 1999: 117). Davidson (1975: 29) suggested at the time that this was a significant change in 

the Somali social structure, a move away from the ‘traditionalist structure’ of the pre- and neo-

colonial periods towards “egalitarian modernization”. At least in theory the idea was that socialism 

would unite the Somali people, while tribalism was the foe that would disintegrate society. Another 

way for Barre to consolidate power was through the introduction of an oppressive state structure, 

which exercised “extreme and systematic repression” (Africa Watch Committee (AFW) 1990: 7). 

This included a National Security Service whose objective was, through surveillance, to detect 

dissent (AFW 1990: 16). To further sustain the restrictive regime most of the state budget was 

invested into the military. By 1977 military expenditure represented 26 per cent of the budget 

(Bryden and Brickhill 2010: 242). Barre also consolidated power through the usage of propaganda. 

The use of scientific socialism to undermine the clan structure, in combination with myths, poems 

and songs written to glorify the leadership, are examples of how the regime attained symbolic 

power (Ahmed and Green 1999: 117). Thus, Barre had consolidated both violent and symbolic 

power formation.  
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 To consolidate material power formation, the regime nationalised banks, other financial 

institutions, schools and businesses (Davidson 1975: 28; Ahmed and Green 1999: 117; Leeson 

2007: 693). Imports by private businesses were banned and the regime was the only institution to 

allocate contracts for the private sector (Ahmed and Green 1999: 117). Furthermore, by changing 

the land laws in 1975, the ruling elite indirectly expropriated most of the arable land (Luling 1997: 

291). As result the Barre regime had successfully formed material, violent, and symbolic power 

and thus controlled all sectors of society. This suggests that differentiation of the elite structure 

decreased, as there were no autonomous groups, and that through the elimination of counter-elites 

Barre had managed to increase integration within the state party. This elite structure resembles the 

ideocratic elite structure elaborated in Chapter 3. However, this structure was not fully 

consolidated and eventually integration decreased. 

At first Barre attempted to accommodate the major clan families into his rule, however, in 

the 1970s state resources declined and Barre could not sustain rents to all the included clans, and 

some clans had to be excluded from state power. Barre therefore started favouring his own clan 

the Daarood, which consisted of the sub-clans Mareehaan, Ogadeni and Dulbahante (Hesse 2010: 

251). Within and between these clans there was competition to become the main beneficiaries of 

the Barre regime’s patronage (Luling 1997: 293). In addition to the regime’s failure to deal with 

the drought affecting the northern parts in Somalia,44 which eventually led to famine, the major 

reason why Barre started favouring the Daarood clan was due to the loss of the Ogaden War against 

Ethiopia in 1978 (Dehéz and Gebrewold 2010: 5; Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 364; Ahmed and 

Green 1999: 118). The Ogaden War resulted in a withdrawal of Soviet funding because of Barre’s 

invasion of Ethiopia (Kimenyi et al 2010: 1350). The regime was dependent on Soviet patronage 

and without Soviet funding the military forces could not be sustained (Ahmed Samatar 1988: 128). 

With the Soviet withdrawal, Barre capitalised on Cold War rivalry, and financial support started 

coming from the United States. This relationship also allowed for the World Bank and other 

western organisations to get involved in Somalia (Hussein 1992: 17). However, the amount of 

revenue Barre could attain through these sources was limited. 

Barre had now lost control of both material and symbolic power and had to turn to the 

                                                      
44 The failure was much due to price control of food stuffs and the break down in trade relations between Ethiopia 

and the Arab region (Ahmed and Green 1999: 118). 
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 violent form (Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 364). This suggests not only a change in power 

formation but also a change in integration of the elite network. As the ‘superficial’ structure for 

elite interaction characterised by neo-patrimonial rules of the game diminished, so did elite 

integration (Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 364). At the same time as integration decreased, 

differentiation increased. As Barre was unable to manage the national economy, informal markets 

grew which allowed for the most marginalised clan, the Isaaq, to acquire the major share of this 

market (Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 365). The relations between the Isaaq and the Barre 

administration therefore were no longer characterised by dependency and the Isaaq (and to some 

extent other clans) could achieve some form of autonomy, hence differentiation increased. To 

reduce the growing influence of the Isaaq, Barre marginalised the clan. Most of the refugees from 

the Ogaden War settled in areas where the Isaaq lived, and the regime purposefully supported and 

armed the Ogadani refugees to attain power back from the Isaaq. Thus, the Isaaqs became refugees 

in their own region (Hussein 1992: 17). The Barre regime also attempted to ban informal markets, 

however as most of the people in the north’s livelihood depended on these markets, this gave more 

leverage to the Isaaqs to organise into a resistance movement (Simons 1995: 55).45  

Due to the regime’s divide and rule tactics, and its manipulation of clan relations, distrust 

not only of the regime but also among clans grew and as a result integration decreased (Kimenyi 

et al 2010: 1350). As clan identification grew stronger, so did the ability for elements within the 

clans to capitalise on symbolic power formation and thereby initiate violent power formation. This 

relationship between decreased integration and power formation is exemplified by the 

development of clan based insurgent groups. Members of Barre’s clan and the Majerteen united 

in the Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF) (Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 365).46 In parallel, 

the Somali National Movement (SNM) was formed through recruitment from the Isaaqs (Bakonyi 

and Stuvøy 2005: 365).47 This suggests even further disintegration, not only in inter-elite relations 

but also within the ruling elite as clan members of Barre joined the SNM resistance movement. 

Thus, it appears that the neo-patrimonial consensus by itself cannot be attributed to development 

of an unstable elite structure, but rather that if integration decreases while differentiation increases 

                                                      
45 The Isaaqs and later the SNM were heavily involved in the trade of Khat (for the funding of weapons), which the 

government also banned (Simons 1995: 55).  
46 A sub-sub-clan of the Darood clan, not to be confused with the Mareehaan, a sub clan of the Darood.  
47 The SNM was initially founded in London in 1981 (Hussein 1992: 19) 
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 it generates accommodation to the various power formations. This is further exemplified as the 

insurgent groups attempted to attain power.  

In 1978, senior military officers attempted a fruitless coup. One of the men initiating the 

coup, Abdullahi Yusuf, and many of the military leaders fled to Ethiopia, were they established 

the SSDF and together with the Ethiopian army continued cross border attacks (Ahmed and Green 

1999: 118).48 Within the SSDF integration was low. For example, as when the group had its first 

meeting in 1983, there was dispute over the leadership with Yusuf arresting members that called 

for elections of the groups’ presidency. As a result, 200 members left the organisation (Ahmed 

Samatar 1988: 154). Low integration among the resistance groups was a common trend, and 

according to Simons (1995: 62) is because the groups most often relied on symbolic power 

formation through manipulated clan belonging. In doing so, they also undermined their own power 

as intra-elite disputes occurred which “weakened their overall purpose and structure” (Simons 

1995: 62). 

Because of the 1978 failed coup, the Barre regime started to marginalise the Majerteen 

sub-clan (Ahmed and Green 1999: 118). At the time, many members of the Majerteen were part 

of the army, which criticised Barre for the loss in Ogaden. The sub-clan was also holding power 

positions within the Barre administration. The regime had suspected a Majerteen underground 

movement, and the failed coup allowed their removal from positions in the regime (Ahmed 

Samatar 1988: 138). In addition, in the aftermath of the coup 17 officers were executed on treason 

charges.  The coup indicates “a new fissure and cleavage among the ruling elite” which suggests 

an increase in differentiation as well as a decrease in integration (Ahmed Samatar 1988: 138). The 

more opposition to Barre grew, Simons (1995: 52) maintains, “the more he relied on people he 

knew he could trust namely his relatives and the more he rewarded them the more distrust this 

sowed within the population at large”. Consequently, it appears that when differentiation fluctuates 

it has a deleterious impact on integration, as distrust increases.  

The other newly formed resistance group, the SNM, did significantly better and by 1988 

were in violent conflict with Barre and his administration (Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 365). The 

                                                      
48 According to Hussein (1992: 18) the group failed due to Yusuf’s “dictatorial leadership”, dependency on funds 

from Libya’s Colonel Gaddafi, and Barre’s ability to appeal to most members of the SSDF to return to Somalia.  
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 regime’s counteraction to the formation of clan-based insurgent groups was according to a divide 

and conquer tactic where, for example, members of the army belonging to the Isaaq clan were 

placed in Majerteen regions to attack the population (Ahmed and Green 1999: 118). Rumours also 

suggested that the Barre administration provided weaponry to the Ogden refugees in the Isaaq 

areas so they could fight the SNM (Simons 1995: 70). In addition to the conflict with the SNM, 

by the late 1980s Barre and his administration found it increasingly difficult to attempt violent 

power formation, for two reasons. First, new insurgent groups were formed (Bryden and Brickhill 

2010: 243) among them the Somali Patriotic Movement (SPM), lead by Colonel Omar Jess 

(Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 365; Ahmed and Green 1999: 119). Second, as violence between the 

Barre administration and the various insurgent groups increased, some of the military defected as 

they refused to fight their own clan members. Most of the military, especially from the Hawiye 

clan, who defected, did so to the United Somali Congress (USC), a resistance movement formed 

in Italy in 1987 and led by General Farah Aidid (Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 365; Ahmed and Green 

1999: 118). This suggests not only that the Barre regime’s capacity to attempt violent power 

formation was vastly diminished, but also that the ability to achieve power formation was 

dependent on the integration of its own elite group.  

When integration within Barre administration decreased, as exemplified by army 

defections, so did integration in the whole elite structure. As various clans now had acquired capital 

in the form of both violent and material power formation, and competed to achieve more 

autonomy, differentiation increased. Simons (1995: 78) maintains that the success of the various 

groups may have increased differentiation even further, as many groups in society saw the 

resistance groups’ success, they wanted to be in a favourable position if the Somali power structure 

was to change and as result these social groups gave their support to the resistance movements. In 

addition, intra-elite relations in the Barre regime were weakening as there was increasing tension 

within one of Barre’s clans, with some elements criticising Barre’s rule (Simons 1995: 68). The 

internal breaking point of the Barre regime came when some elements of his clan in 1989 

demanded Barre reinstate a democratic political structure (Simons 1995: 77). The regime refused 

and the disagreement escalated into two days of fighting in Mogadishu (Simons 1995: 88). 

Eventually, in 1991, the USC in conjunction with the SPM ousted the Barre regime (Hussein 1992: 

19; Little 2003: 44). None of the various resistance groups could ‘restore’ the state organisation 
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 and civil war broke out (Kimenyi et al 2010: 1351).  

Bakonyi and Stuvøy (2005: 364) maintain that the regime under Barre “represented a 

typical neo-patrimonial system, in which the traditional Somali clan-structure was integrated into 

the modern state apparatus”. Similarly, Besteman and Cassanelli (1996: 22) suggest that Barre 

maintained power through his ability to attain resources and satisfy his clients. Thus, according to 

Reno (2003: 17 – 18) “the primary cause of Somalia’s disruption” is attributed to “the internal 

configuration of patronage politics and state collapse”. Reno (2003: 20) further maintains that the 

reason for the lack of ‘state institutions’ in Somalia is that the violence that was directed towards 

overthrowing the Barre regime was manipulated in a way that allowed Barre to maintain power 

for so long and victimised society which left “victim and predator unable to construct an alternative 

stable political order”. 

 However, patronage politics and its neo-patrimonial nature is not the main reason for the 

reproduction of the elite power structure in Somalia.  It is true that the neo-patrimonial political 

instruments Barre used enabled him to stay in power and did to some extent shape counter-elite 

reactions. However, Barre and neo-patrimonial behaviour did not single-handedly shape the elite 

structure. The elite relations and their, at the time, defining feature of decreasing integration and 

increasing differentiation, in tandem with the accommodation of the power formations described 

in Chapter 3, appear to be more significant in shaping the elite power structure. The nature of elite 

relations and “shared norms of rival elite” that this period brought about has made “impunity, 

corruption, and collusion” part of elite behaviour and “become the ‘new normal’” in elite power 

struggles (Menkhaus 2014: 157). As such, scholars that see warlordism or neo-patrimonialism as 

prolonging the Somali ‘failure’ ignore the significance of political power structures in the Somali 

context (Menkhaus 2014: 157). Having set out the elite structure during the Barre regime and 

established that low integration and increasing differentiation characterised elite relations at the 

fall of the regime, the following chapter will analyse how the unstable elite structure in the Civil 

War led to power formations that through fluctuating differentiation reproduced such structure, 

and therefore Somalia’s continuing ‘state failure’.  
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 CHAPTER 5 

Prototype for State Failure? Elite Relations during the Civil War 

 

‘The medicine for fire is fire (dawa va moto ni moto)’– Swahili idiom  

 

5.1 Introduction: Integration and Differentiation during 1991 – 1995  

When the Barre regime eventually collapsed, low integration and low differentiation characterised 

elite relations. The United Somali Congress (USC), the group that exiled Barre, was founded on a 

loose alliance of various factions. The group suffered low integration, evident through the absence 

of consensus. For instance, there was disagreement within the USC between ‘the Manifesto group’ 

(a coalition of businessmen led by Ali Mahdi) who initially wanted to force Barre to resign by 

peaceful means, and a more violent faction (led by General Farrah Aidid) who saw no other means 

than force to oust the President (Bradbury 1994: 26). After the removal of the Barre regime, the 

leaders of each faction proclaimed themselves President. Both faction leaders together with their 

respective groups perceived the other group’s claim as a power grab (Bradbury 1994: 14; Ahmed 

Samatar 2000: 58). This suggests that differentiation increased within the USC as elites formed 

alongside two coalitions, the Somali National Alliance (SNA) led by Aidid and the Mahdi led 

collation, the Somali Salvation Alliance (SSA).49 None of the factions could provide a foundation 

for governance and neither of them were willing to compromise which further cemented low 

consensus (Little 2003: 152). The USC’s disintegration demonstrates not only that integration 

among the Barre opposition was low; it also suggests that when integration is low, differentiation 

fluctuates. In the Civil War differentiation fluctuated from low to high. Low differentiation was 

evident as there were only two factions that attempted group autonomy. However, due to low 

integration within the two alliances, eventually they would suffer further fragmentation and as a 

result differentiation would increase in the elite structure. Eventually, at the end of the Civil War 

differentiation started to decrease. To explain this decrease, the following sections will briefly map 

elite integration and differentiation during the Civil War and then relate this to how elites formed 

                                                      
49 These groups were both officially part of USC, however became the main opponents in the Civil War. They are at 

times referred to as USC/SSA and USC/SNA and at times only USC. For the sake of clarity, they are here referred 

to as SSA and SNA. 
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 power during the same period.   

After Barre was forced out of power, integration among the elite was so low that the means 

to try and achieve power resulted in violence.  In May 1991 tension between the SSA and SNA 

factions increased and escalated into violent confrontation (Hussein 1992: 21). In the same month, 

the Italian government initiated peace talks in Djibouti. Further demonstrating low levels of 

integration in the elite structure, neither Omar Jess, leader of the Somali Patriotic Movement 

(SPM), nor Aidid were willing to participate in the talks (Bradbury 1994: 14). Violence broke out 

once again in November leading to four months of fighting and the death of 25,000 civilians 

(Hussein 1992: 21). Not only did the groups fight each other, they also fought forces loyal to Barre 

who attempted to retain power over Mogadishu (Bradbury 1994: 14). The fighting stopped on 3 

March 1992, coinciding with the USC defeating Barre’s forces, which had closed in on Mogadishu 

(Bradbury 1994: 14). Meanwhile, Aidid and his SNA were fighting the Somali National Front 

(SNF) led by Mohammed Said Hersi Morgan in southern Somalia. Consequently, Aidid lost the 

strategically and economic significant town of Kismayo in March 1993 (Bradbury 1994: 27).  

Most confrontations during this time were limited to a few days as the factions merely had 

small stockpiles of ammunition and therefore had to “regroup and resupply, either from the internal 

market […] or with deliveries from their external patrons” such as Ethiopia and Eritrea (United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) 2003: para 24). This further suggests that the groups enjoyed 

little autonomy, as the various factions were dependent on other sectors of society, which indicates 

high differentiation. With the increase in violence the international community saw the need to 

intervene.  

The United Nations (UN) extended its presence in Somalia and through its peacekeeping 

mission, United Nations Operations in Somalia (UNOSOM), it decided in December 1993 to 

deploy 3500 peacekeepers. Due to the dire humanitarian situation, the UNOSOM had to spend as 

much finances on relief supply as it did on security forces protecting such supply. The inability to 

effectively carry out the mission prompted UNSC (1992) resolution 794, which allowed for United 

States’ (US) armed forces to enter Somalia. The UNSC (1992/794: 1) justified the mission, as in 

Somalia “the obstacles being created to the distribution of humanitarian assistance, constitutes a 

threat to international peace and security”. In May 1993, the US led mission was transferred back 
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 to the restructured UN mission, UNOSOMII, which was granted an extended mandate from the 

UNSC (1993/814).  

Simultaneously, as this transfer of international involvement occurred, donor states 

together with the UN had set up a peace conference in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The conference was 

criticised as among the proposed signatories and delegates were 15 faction leaders. As a response 

to the criticism, the conference was extended to include members from civil society but the faction 

leaders were still the only signatories to the resulting peace accord. The UN and the international 

community had, “out of a need to protect its own forces”, acknowledged and legitimised the 

various faction leaders (Bradbury 1994: 23). The agreement reached in Addis Ababa included a 

ceasefire, commitment to disarmament and the creation of a Transitional National Council. 

However, most elites had little legitimacy to enforce the agreement (Menkhaus 1998: 221). The 

inability to enforce the peace agreement was further exacerbated, as consensus remained low 

within the elite structure.  

Low consensus, and thereby low integration was amplified when factions from both the 

SNA and SSA left their alliance for the opponent. This was exemplified when, during the peace 

negotiations, the Somali Democratic Movement (SDM), a faction included in the SNA, split into 

three groups (Bradbury 1994: 27). The SDM supporters fragmented along the lines of those who 

wanted to align with SSA and those who favoured SNA. A third faction of the SDM maintained 

that the group should be an independent force against the SNA and SSA (Luling 1997: 294). Not 

only did this realignment, in combination with the territorial defeats of the SNA, reduce Aidid’s 

power base, it also increased differentiation as more elite factions in the elite structure emerged 

(Menkhaus 1998: 221). The SPM also split into two factions with one of the faction’s leaders, 

Omar Jess, and his supporters joining alliance with SNA (Little 2003: 63).  

Integration within both the SNA and SSA was significantly low, as when a faction within 

one of the alliances was discontent they would leave and join the other alliance (Luling 1997: 294). 

These realignments put into question the traditionalist argument, as it appears that the 

“genealogical grid, far from being a fixed framework [according to clan lineage] which imposes 

itself on people’s behaviour, [was] manipulated according to political exigencies” (Luling 1997: 

294). This is also supported by the fact that Aidid had strict control over his own clan, which was 
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 not allowed to have meetings without him (Marchal 2007: 1099). One observer suggested that 

Aidid maintained support from his clan due to “fear or loyalty” (Press 1993). The opposite is true 

for Mahdi who had little say within his clan (Marchal 2007: 1099). As such, clan structure cannot 

be an explanatory variable for the situation in Somalia, rather it appears that factions emerged and 

dissolved (hence fluctuating differentiation) due to the structure of the elite. This structure in turn 

was reproduced, partially, through the realignments of the various factions, which was due to low 

levels of integration.  

Low integration of the Somali elite structure was further cemented as the agreement of the 

Addis Ababa peace conference failed. Aidid together with Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed (Yusuf), leader 

of the Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF), initiated an independent peace conference. 

Mahdi and the SSA counterbalanced this move and commenced their own conference. The UN 

endorsed Mahdi’s initiative (Bradbury 1994: 28). Already being weekend by the loss of Kismayo 

and the split with factions of SDM and SNA, Aidid saw this as a direct threat to his power base 

and initiated a radio propaganda campaign against the UN, claiming that the UN was “acting like 

a ‘colonial power’, deciding what process political negotiations should follow” (Bradbury 1994: 

28). In June 1993 the UN troops stormed, under the guise of routine weapons control, the radio 

station Aidid used to transmit his propaganda. The UN had forewarned Aidid, who it is alleged 

had his men open fire on the UN forces. This resulted in the death of 23 UN peacekeepers and at 

least 28 Somalis (Clayton 1993; Huband 1993). The international community condemned the 

actions and the UN and the US issued a warrant for Aidid’s arrest. As a result, extensive fighting 

between the UNOSOM and Aidid escalated with SNA stating that the alliance and its supporters 

would “continue [their] struggle until [they saw] the last U.N. colonial soldier leave Somalia” 

(Agence France Presse (AFP) 1993as). 

In October 1993, the conflict was erupted with what has been dubbed the ‘Black Hawk 

Down’ incident, where a failed attempt to arrest Aidid led to the death of 18 US soldiers and 

hundreds of Somalis (International Crisis Group (ICG) 2004b: 1). This changed the engagement 

of both the US and the UN. The US promptly withdrew from Somalia, while the UN forces 

remained until 1995 but with little to no control over the security situation (Menkhaus 2003: 5). In 

March 1995, UNOSOM II’s withdrawal, the SNA and the SSA agreed to reconcile, with Mahdi 

and Aidid signing a peace agreement (UNSC 1995: 17). The two factions also agreed to set up two 
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 committees to administrate the operations of Mogadishu’s airport and harbour (UNSC 1995: 18). 

In June 1995, there was a split within the SNA with Osman Atto, Aidid’s main beneficiary, and 

his supporters allying with SSA (Ali 1995). As a result, Aidid once again declared himself 

President and clashes between the factions continued. The violence stopped in August 1996 when 

Aidid was assassinated (Hesse 2010: 256). Hussein Aidid, Farrah Aidid’s son, took over the SNA 

leadership role (Menkhaus 1998: 222). The following year Hussein and Mahdi agreed to attend an 

Egyptian brokered peace conference. In January 1997, SNA and SSA signed a ceasefire 

agreement, which later led to negotiations in Ethiopia regarding implementation of a ‘national’ 

government (AFP 1997b; AFP 1998b). Atto eventually opposed the agreement and in 1998, 

violence broke out once more (AFP 1998b). 

This brief overview of the Somali Civil War indicates low integration defines the unstable 

elite structure. It further implies that differentiation during the time was extremely volatile, as it 

would not remain either high or low for long periods of time. The split of the various factions 

suggests that low levels of trust and consensus fluctuates differentiation. This is because group 

fragmentation renders any one group able to control the various sectors in society and achieve 

significant autonomy (ICG 2004a: 3). This indicates that the groups would have to attempt the 

power formations outlined in the framework of this thesis.  

Before analysing the power formations during the Civil War, it is important to note that 

differentiation did stabilise from 1995 onwards as conflict became more localised and the intensity 

of violence decreased (Menkhaus 2007: 88). One reason for lessened intensity and duration of 

violence is due to the decreased powerbase of faction leaders who were challenged by a rising 

business elite (UNSC 2003: para 33). The business elite of Mogadishu, weary of paying taxes to 

the factions in return for protection when transporting goods, recruited the faction fighters 

themselves and gave them employment under the Sharia courts, thus undermining faction leaders’ 

ability to form power (Menkhaus 2007: 88). To understand how and why there was a power shift 

from the armed factions to the business elite, and a decrease in differentiation, it is essential to 

comprehend how power formation occurred during the war.  
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 5.2 Symbolic Power Formation 

The focus of the various faction leaders during the Civil War was not merely to win the war through 

violence, but also to use propaganda, alliances and weapons to achieve more wealth and influence 

than their rivals (Besteman and Cassanelli 1996: 15). Consequently, the perception faction leaders 

held of their own and opponents’ power was influential in the manner they formed power. In 

relation to this Simons (1995: 4) suggests that the war in Somalia, which she defines as dissolution, 

“begins with misunderstanding”. The West misunderstood the Somali situation and “all sides 

mistook the extent to which they could or could not influence events and each other” (Simons 

1995: 4). How various actors perceive their position therefore may not match reality. Either way, 

these perceptions led to certain discourses, and produced power formations that are incompatible 

with the western perceptions of the state.  

One way elites formed symbolic power was through external recognition. The international 

community’s focus to (re)establish the Somali state, exacerbated the unstable elite structure. The 

UN, when entering Somalia, to avoid resistance to their mission, made the factions the main 

objects in negotiating peace settlements to the Civil War. This gave the elite factions’ opportunities 

to form symbolic power, as the UN and by extension the international community recognised these 

actors as essential for peace. Dehéz and Gebrewold (2010: 9) claim that elites “would have found 

it difficult to establish legitimacy in the first place, but with the de facto backing of the UN they 

could no longer be ignored”. In fact, Webersik (2014: 278) observes that peace negotiations “have 

become part and parcel of Somalia’s war economy”. The legitimacy gained through participating 

in peace negotiations was a way of attaining foreign recognition and thereby symbolic power, but 

also material power as faction leaders were granted foreign aid and thereby could sustain support 

from their followers. Most faction leaders portrayed themselves as being for peace, not only within 

the international community but also in Mogadishu. Aidid’s success in doing so is exemplified by 

how protesters at his rally hailed him while chanting, “Aideed is peacelord” (Esipisu 1993). This 

came after Aidid claimed that he was committed to reconciliation processes stating that Somalis 

should not “blame one another for our pain. Let us heal these wounds, hasten to build a new 

Somalia” (Esipisu 1993). This in combination with the events that transpired during the Civil War 

merely demonstrates that Aidid did not have any ambition for peace but rather used his standing 

in the peace talks to form symbolic power. Thus, the western idea of the state generated discourses 
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 among faction leaders, who attempted to demonstrate that they were the deserving party in the 

negotiations and their opponents were not.   

One example of discourses used in this way is when the western idea of the state translated 

into both SNA an SSA declaring governments. As mentioned, Aidid and Mahdi had both declared 

themselves President. This prompted the opponent faction to proclaim the other faction’s claim as 

illegitimate and demand that they renounce the presidency (AFP 1995f). This occurred on 

numerous occasions and both the SNA and the SSA refused at least once to enter peace 

negotiations due to their opponent’s claim to the presidency (AFP 1995f; AFP 1995bs; AFP 

1996b).  In 1995, Aidid claimed to have formed government and the Kenyan President, Daniel 

Moi (1978–2002), voiced his support for Aidid. To undermine the legitimacy Aidid could achieve, 

Mahdi then warned Kenya to “refrain from interfering in [Somalia’s] internal affairs and siding 

with the enemies of peace” (AFP 1995cs). Similar accusations were directed towards both 

Malaysia and Libya (AFP 1995g; AFP 1996a). Mahdi insisted that “[s]omebody who represents 

less than two percent of the Somali people cannot hold a national conference, let alone a 

government” (AFP 1995as). Mahdi and Atto did eventually proclaim their own government and 

Aidid responded by threatening that anyone supporting the government would be charged with 

“treason” (Hassan 1997). In sum, to operate within the discourse of the state, these ways of forming 

symbolic power provoked violence and hindered the peace process. 

Faction leaders taking advantage of the international community used the ‘state’ discourse 

to form power. In favouring Mahdi over Aidid, the UN also “paved the way for manipulation of 

successive peace processes by faction leaders with peace initiatives between 1992 and 1995 that 

were often directed against one faction leader or another” (ICG 2004a: 10). This adds to the 

elaboration in the previous sections, suggesting that differentiation decreased as Mahdi 

successfully formed symbolic power. It also suggests that power formation, including international 

recognition, reproduced the elite structure in Somalia. The UN unintentionally verified to the 

Somali elite that reliance on external support was an efficient way in which power could be formed. 

One example of this is when after the withdrawal of the UN, Ethiopia attempted in 1996 to form 

a coalition against Aidid, which prompted Egypt to respond by initiating a peace conference to 

“derail that initiative” (ICG 2004a: 10). The involvement of regional powers and the international 

community, as will be elaborated in the following sections, was to be detrimental to how elites 
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 formed power. However, international recognition was not the only way to achieve symbolic 

power. Factions that did not achieve power through peace negotiations used discourses to 

undermine the power formation by factions who did.  

The use of discourses as propaganda was an important part of symbolic power formation 

during the Civil War. The SNA used three forms of narratives to achieve support among its 

followers and to undermine the legitimacy of any external actor who the SNA perceived as 

favouring the SSA. The first narrative was depicting international actors as having neo-colonial 

intentions for Somalia. The SNA frequently issued statements in which the UN was accused of 

“colonialist and racist policy” (British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 1993a). The group, after 

the withdrawal of the UN also warned, on different occasions, of Egypt, Ethiopia and the 

Organisation of African Unity “meddling in Somali internal affairs” (Reuters News 1994; see also 

AFP 1995h, 1997c). These discourses were often transmitted through either leaflets or via Aidid’s 

radio station by which he successfully portrayed the UN mission as imperialistic (Adebajo 2003: 

70; Reuters News 1993as). The support Aidid achieved is exemplified by how the SNA rallied 

thousands of people in Mogadishu, on numerous occasions, to protest the U.N. mission, with the 

demonstrators shouting slogans such as “Down, Down Boutros-Ghali [the then UN Secretary 

General], Boutros-Ghali mafioso”, (Arnold 1993a) and “Yes to peace, no to Howe [the then UN’s 

special envoy to Somalia]” (Reuters News 1993as).  

At times the propaganda campaign against the UN led to calls for violence with the SNA 

encouraging followers to “sacrifice themselves for freedom” in fighting “what goes against their 

dignity” (BBC 1993a). These sentiments encouraged violence and assisted in the recruitment of 

militia. One Somali child solider exemplified how successful the campaign against the UN was by 

stating that he and the Somali people “thought the [UN] soldiers had come to restore peace […] 

but now we know that they want to colonise our country”, further claiming that Somalis would 

“not accept their wicked actions” (Arnold 1993b). A US solider elaborated on the SNA’s use of 

propaganda as a means to instil violence against the UN mission, stating that the war “started as a 

political and propaganda conflict and then became a military one, which was inevitable because 

the SNA wanted it that way” (Smerdon 1994). The neo-colonial narrative also included allegations 

that the West had geo-political interests in the area. In the campaign against US’ involvement in 

Somalia, the SNA claimed that Washington had illegally extracted valuable resources from 
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 Somalia. One SNA official stated that “[t]wo of our mountains have disappeared. People have 

seen columns of trucks” used by the US to transport the minerals out of Somalia (Wright 1993). 

This narrative may also have been successful as one Somali man, after losing his job as a security 

guard when the UN mission arrived, stated that the UN and the US “do not come here to help 

displaced people. They come just to do commerce and make money” (Wright 1993).  

The second narrative was to highlight the incompetence of the UN and its mission. 

Statements often implied that the UN had insufficient knowledge of the Somali culture. One 

example of this is a statement suggesting that the UN had “failed time and again to demonstrate 

any understanding of the intricate political situation in Somalia” (Reuters News 1993as). This 

narrative also thrived on demonstrating how the UN had been unsuccessful with its mission in 

Somalia (Reuters News 1993as). Even though the failure of the UN mission became a reality after 

its withdrawal, it had wider implications for the peace process in Somalia. The US and the UN’s 

focus on capturing Aidid may have given him more legitimacy, with one Mogadishu resident 

stating that “[e]verything was Aideed, Aideed, Aideed” and that it was a “mistake” to pay “him 

this inordinate attention” (Richburg 1993). One observer, involved in the peace process, 

highlighted this stating that “[t]he UN ha[d] not done its political homework in Somalia and this 

[was] going […] [to] further marginalise the UN at a time when it [was] critical for it to regain the 

confidence of Somalis” (Financial Times 1993). The US and UN’s focus on capturing Aidid did 

to some extent give him more legitimacy. The excessive use of violence in their search for the 

SNA leader led to civilian casualties which the SNA capitalised on, portraying the operations as 

an “inhuman and cowardly massacre [which was] a historical mark and turning point to the Somali 

people, the Moslem world, the peace-loving world” (Reuters News 1993bs). The support Aidid 

achieved and the mistrust of the UN he instilled through this rhetoric is exemplified as one resident 

of Mogadishu highlighted that Aidid’s “gunmen will fight till they die. There are many many of 

them, and they are united for Aideed” (Huband 1993).  

The third narrative Aidid used was to portray himself as the liberator of Somalia. He used 

his involvement in the ousting of Barre and later the withdrawal of the UN to demonstrate that he 

was for the Somali people. One example of this discourse is when Aidid, speaking on the third 

anniversary of the ousting of Barre, claimed that “[t]he strugglers who defended Somali dignity 

and nationhood had been recognized as heroes who became the symbols and defenders of human 
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 rights, peace and international progress” (BBC 1994b). The success of this narrative may be 

evaluated against the fact that from when the US and UN issued a warrant for Aidid’s arrest, and 

Aidid implemented the liberation narrative, two factions of the SSDF and the 

Southern Somali National Movement joined the SNA (Dowden1993).   

The SSA implemented two discourses to counterbalance Aidid’s narratives against the 

UN’s mission. The first was to attempt to portray the UN mission as successful. This ‘counter-

discourse’ involved claims that UNSOM mission had achieved great success and that the “Somali 

people would never ever forget the work of Unosom [sic] and it would be remembered in the years 

ahead” (BBC 1993b). The SSA also maintained that the mission needed further support, with 

Mahdi frequently urging “the need to strengthen cooperation between Unosom [sic] and the SSA” 

(BBC 1993d). However, when the warrant for Aidid’s arrest was withdrawn and the UN was 

retreating from Somalia, the SSA’s discourse changed, verifying that this ‘counter-discourse’ was 

merely a tactic to form power.  

The alliance accused the UN of giving Aidid a political veto in the peace negotiations and 

that “UNOSOM insisting or calling for consensus as the base for any acceptable settlement” was 

a “dangerous and lamentable trend” but at the same time the group invited Aidid to take part in the 

negotiations so that a “reasonable settlement” could take place (Arnold 1993c). When Aidid 

refused to attend a peace conference in 1994, the SSA issued a statement urging the UN to “clarify 

for the Somali people and the world as to who is actually responsible for the delay of the 

conference” (BBC 1994c). Aidid set up his own peace conference, with 12 factions participating, 

something that Mahdi alleged was “to sabotage the efforts of the international community and of 

the Somali people to come together” (Abdi 1994). Mahdi also accused the UN of having 

“interfered in Somali affairs” by letting “self-appointed chairman of the Somali Salvation 

Democratic Front (SSDF), Colonel Abdulahi Yusuf” sign the agreement, further stating that if the 

UN did not ratify its mistake the SSA would request its “expulsion from Somalia” (Abdi 1994).  It 

might not only be that SSA’s perception of the UN changed but also that, as a US diplomat claimed, 

the UN was “getting more and more desperate for a political settlement” and was “trying to broker 

a deal in which Aideed [could] announce a government” (Press 1994). The eagerness to form 

symbolic power through the various peace conferences led to violence, with clashes in relation to 

the disagreement over Aidid’s conference killing at least 37 civilians (Ali 1994). 
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 The second way the SSA attempted to counterbalance Aidid’s discourses was by 

portraying him as an obstacle to peace. The SSA often described itself in favour of peace while at 

the same time suggesting that Aidid was a war criminal. Mahdi explained that there were “two 

schools” in Somalia and that Aidid was “following the Siad Barre school of establishing a 

dictatorship based on clan hegemony”. He further suggested that “the core of [their] difference” 

was that the SSA was fighting for democracy (Richburg 1994b). When the SNA split and Atto’s 

faction joined the SSA, Atto embraced the rhetoric of portraying Aidid as having “despotic 

characteristics” (Ali 1995) and depicting the supporters in the SNA as “bandits” (Reuters News 

1995b) while portraying the SSA as “forces of peace” (Ali 1995). However, both Mahdi and Atto 

displayed similar traits of which they accused Aidid. For instance, when Mahdi’s term as chairman 

of the SSA expired, he renewed it for six months. This raised dissatisfaction within the SNA, with 

three faction leaders criticising Mahdi saying that if he “wanted to enjoy the faction[’s] power, he 

must seek the approval of his people” (AFP 1998a). Atto’s rhetoric of reconciliation shifted when 

Aidid and Mahdi eventually agreed on a peace settlement (AFP1998b). This suggests that most of 

Mahdi’s and Atto’s rhetoric was merely a means to form power through having a ‘good’ reputation 

within the international community with no real incentive for peace and reconciliation thus 

reproducing the unstable elite structure by fostering low levels of trust. These discourses were not 

the only way the SNA and SSA formed power, both factions also used discourses that appealed to 

identity in attempts to portray an ‘us’ against ‘them’, the enemy.  

In relation to the characterisation of an enemy, another way the factions formed symbolic 

power was to portray themselves as ‘liberators’ of certain areas controlled by other elite groups. 

This to some extent justified conflict over strategically and economic important land. Upon 

acquiring land however, the various factions often “perpetuated the exploitative practices of their 

predecessors” (ICG 2003s: 7). Discourses were used in a similar way to undermine the 

‘conquering’ group’s legitimacy. When Aidid captured the town of Baidoa, Osman Atto, then in 

alliance with Mahdi, stated in an interview that the “people will fight back and eventually defeat 

the invading forces led by” Aidid (Smerdon 1995a). ‘Invading forces’ was thus used to render 

Aidid’s actions as illegitimate. However, the SNA upheld that its move was not an invasion but 

rather portrayed it as an Aidid “delegation” which was visiting various regions in Somalia and 

“was received warmly by residents” (Reuters News 1995a). The manipulation of discourses in 
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 relation to identity and clan affiliation was as influential as discourses of ‘land entitlements’ and 

‘imperialistic suppression’.   

Clan identity was an efficient way for elites to mobilise support (Webersik 2014: 289). The 

World Bank (2005: 15) notes that in the case of Somalia, conflict did not occur due to clan hatred 

rather that “deliberate manipulation creat[ed] and exacerbate[d] divisions” among clans. As such, 

clans cannot merely be viewed in the context of “traditional social structures” but must be analysed 

in regards to “external power relations” (Little 2003: 46). The fact that clan association became 

more prevalent, and abused by faction leaders, when the UN and aid organisations implemented 

the discourse of clan hostilities to settle land disputes is a case in point. In the Jubba Valley for 

instance, clan and sub-clan identities more than doubled within 10 years as a response to the 

western conception of how peace was to be restored (Little 2003: 47). In 1994, various clan leaders 

attempted to broker a peace treaty between the SNA and SSA, which the former refused to 

recognise. Mahdi, using the respect for the clan structure as means to form power, stated that “[w]e 

are a clan society […] If the clan of a given political figure or leader opts for peace and chooses 

the road of reconciliation and pacification, I believe that leader has to comply with the wishes of 

his people” (BBC 1994a). However, later Mahdi was quoted saying in a rally that the “Somali 

people should distance themselves from practising tribalism and instead endeavour to build a 

nation to once again take steps to resolving any existing problems” (BBC 1993b). The West’s focus 

on the ‘indigenous’ was quickly capitalised on by elites who used the discourse of clan identity to 

make territorial claims, thus forming both symbolic and material power (Little 2003: 155). Once 

again, the western view of the state mismatched with, and was abused in the Somali elite structure. 

Another way elite factions formed symbolic power was through preventing certain 

discourses from emerging. This was often achieved through the control of information. For 

example, in the Aidid controlled areas of Mogadishu, only journalists that were uncritical of the 

SNA were allowed to operate. Journalists not affiliated with Aidid were often threatened (Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs the Netherlands (MFAN) 1998: 18). Over radio Aidid instructed his followers 

that journalists were not to be targeted, however claiming that “invited journalists” would enjoy 

SNA protection (Arnold 1993a). In addition, Aidid stated that journalists and aid workers had to 

go through the “immigration system”, and without “having legal residence permit” would “face 

severe punishment” (Reuters News 1997). On another occasion Aidid claimed that the BBC 
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 Somalia Service was attempting to “introduce neo-colonialism in Somalia” by “dissension and 

misinformation about the real situation in Somalia” (BBC 1995b). In a similar way did Atto claim 

that the BBC had “a habit of deviating from the path of objectivity by using, or fabricating, non-

existent situations” (BBC 1998). Mahdi also requested that “editors of private newspapers in the 

country to stop fanning local hostilities, to resolve their differences and publish articles which 

strive for unity among the Somali newspapers” (BBC 1995a). Later Atto and Mahdi warned the 

BBC from “quoting individuals who are not in a position to talk about the real situation in Somalia” 

(BBC 1997b). Thus, elites formed symbolic power through the control of information. Not only 

was this done due to low levels of integration exemplified by mistrust, but also due to the discourse 

of the state which allowed the elites to ‘justify’ their censorship.  

It appears that in an elite structure where differentiation is fluctuating (as no one group has 

enough power and autonomy) the use of discourses is a cost-efficient way for elite groups to form 

power. The UN bias towards Mahdi and the power this provided, reduced differentiation. The Atto 

faction joining the SSA is a case in point. So is the power Aidid formed by portraying the UN 

mission as imperialistic which resulted in factions of the SSA joining the SNA thereby once again 

increasing differentiation. However, this way of forming power is also destructive and 

manipulative as it instils hatred and justifies violence. The Black Hawk Down incident and other 

clashes, ultimately fuelled by the discourses various factions attempted to implement, led not only 

to more violence and suffering in society but also to, as has been demonstrated, fluctuating levels 

of differentiation and low levels of integration, as trust was reduced, all of which reproduced the 

unstable elite structure. Violence was not only a consequence of symbolic power formation but 

also a means to form power. 

5.3 Violent Power formation 

Violent power formation occurred when elites gained revenue through providing security to the 

society. For instance, factions put taxation on yields of harvest and gave in turn protection to the 

local population (Menkhaus 1998: 223). Factions also sat up roadblocks, and provided protection 

for businesses to collect taxation (Leeson 2007: 705). Two other examples of violent power 

formation are when Aidid had his militia acting as a police force, investigating kidnappings and 

murders of foreign workers (Richburg 1994a) and when Mahdi invited al-Ittihad, a fundamentalist 
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 group, to set up Islamic courts to implement order in northern Mogadishu (Luling 1997: 296). 

Mahdi claimed at the time that the SSA did not “mean to use the religion just as a ladder to cross 

this critical situation, but [would] propagate it throughout the country” (AFP 1995e). Funded by 

Saudi Arabia the court managed to restore order through disarmament (Luling 1997: 296). 

However, in 1996 Mahdi felt threatened by the amount of power the courts had achieved and 

removed “the head of the High Islamic Court” from office (Fox 1999: 8). Mahdi later stated that 

al-Ittihad had to “stop mixing religion and politics” (AFP 1997a). Commenting on the increased 

influence of the courts Mahdi stated that: 

The Somali people are loyal to their Muslim faith and will not allow their religious feelings to be 

provoked or doubts to be cast on their faith because Islamic groups give themselves the right to 

determine Islam in society. This is unacceptable to the Somalis (BBC 1997a). 

This assertion in relation to the statement Mahdi made when hailing the courts, demonstrates that 

ideology and religion were merely a way to form power. It appears that in his bid to form violent 

power, Mahdi transferred power and autonomy to the Islamic courts and thereby decreased 

differentiation as it allowed the courts to control or attempt to control the security sectors of the 

Somali society. Furthermore, Mahdi’s, and the other elites’ quest to increase security to achieve 

financial and symbolic support reproduced the unstable elite structure as it resulted in markets for 

militant labour and weapons.  

Due to high levels of unemployment, faction leaders easily swayed the young to join their 

groups (Bakonyi and Stuvøy 2005: 373). This was confirmed with one fighter explaining 

sentiments of “[i]f I find a job, I’ll give up the guns” (AFP 1993bs). In addition, most factions had 

their own militias but also contracted independent fighters or gangs, “these unaffiliated gangs 

[were] believed to contain more fighters than the more stable groupings and purchasing their 

services [could] therefore shift the military balance in a particular location” (UNSC 2002: para 

22). It therefore seems that the unstable elite structure and the quest for violent power generated a 

market for violence, which is directly in conflict with the western idea of the state. These markets 

also reproduced the unstable elite structure. This occurred as violence became commonplace, 

exemplified through how a militia boy “aged 13, boast[ed] that he ‘killed a Pakistani’” (Arnold 

1993b). Thus, the demand for fighters in order to achieve violent power formation created a culture 
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 of violence among the young, which then generated a greater demand for protection of groups in 

society and gave more opportunities to form violent power. 

The acquiring of weapons also determined the ability to achieve violent power formation. 

When the Civil War broke out Somali was, through UN resolution 733 (1992), put under an arms 

embargo. The UN sent a fact-finding mission (UNSC 2002) to Somalia to investigate if any 

violations to the embargo had occurred. The mission alleged that foreign governments supplied 

the factions with arms to achieve political influence (UNSC 2002: para 30). This would suggest 

that fragmentation was so high in the Somali elite structure that foreign elites could be involved in 

local Somali power struggles. Another way to obtain weapons was through the Somali diaspora, 

in for instance Yemen, which facilitated weapons deals for various factions in Somalia. Sometimes 

these weapons were a means for violent power formation, and at others they provided a foundation 

for material power formation in the revenue they provided (UNSC 2002: para 30). Thus, the 

Somali elite in their effort to achieve power, stimulated yet another market for violence.  

The UN was also indirectly facilitating these markets. The organisation’s implementation 

of the trade embargo at times, such as the raid of Aidid’s radio station, and at times not, such as 

when Mahdi allegedly imported weapons in aircraft disguised to be carrying currency, led to 

perceptions amongst the elites that the embargo was a hoax (Huband 1993 UNSC 2003: para 21). 

In Mogadishu, it was widely known that Mahdi’s planes were carrying weapons. Breaches of the 

trade embargo were de facto accepted, but the UN’S selectiveness in enforcing it also gave 

credence to Aidid’s claims that the UN was interfering in Somali politics. It appears that violent 

power formation generates consequences that eventually reproduce the unstable elite structure. 

Due to fluctuating differentiation, where various elite groups compete to achieve power, the 

Somali society was widely insecure, this generated a means for elites to form power through 

demands for protection, and this at the same time generated demands for ‘violent labour’ and arms 

which in turn resulted in more violence and fragmentation, and thus a reproduction of the unstable 

elite structure.   
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 5.4 Material Power Formation 

To form violent power and to satisfy supporters, the factions also had to form material power. This 

occurred through several financial dependencies, namely funding from external actors or from the 

domestic business elite, remittances from diaspora and/or trafficking of drugs and people (UNSC 

2002: para 31 – 32). One example of such dependency was Aidid’s relationship with businessman 

Ali Atto, Aidid’s main beneficiary. Atto was one of the wealthiest ‘entrepreneurs’ in Somalia, who 

had made a fortune from the construction industry aimed at foreign companies operating in 

Somalia, and through revenues of family businesses in Kenya (UNSC 2003: para 107-111). Atto 

has been portrayed as “a good example of an actor with significant illegitimate property who 

continues to play a pivotal behind-the-scenes role in fanning hostilities [and] in benefiting from 

the wars” (UNSC 2003: para 111). In 1994, Atto withdrew his support from Aidid, and allied with 

Mahdi, resulting in a split in SNA and violent conflict between the two factions over southern 

Mogadishu (Menkhaus 1998: 222). In fact, “Atto switched alliances several times, backed out of 

treaties and betrayed agreements” (UNSC 2003: para 107). The behaviour of actors such as Atto 

demonstrates that elite relations were characterised by low levels of trust and that differentiation 

fluctuated according to the ability to form power. The lack of autonomy of the various factions 

due to the dependence on external or local financiers to achieve both material and violent power 

suggest that differentiation was low, however when a split occurred within or between an elite 

faction differentiation increased as the groups had to attempt self-sufficiency. This often resulted 

in violent conflict as the groups had to compete for avenues to form power. In other words, elites 

attempted to “retain control over targets which [were] economically and financially of strategic 

importance, so as to deny them to others” (MFAN 1998: 13). 

One way to form material power through strategic control was exemplified in what has 

been named ‘the Banana War’. Aidid gained money from Sombana, a banana company established 

as “a subsidiary of the US Dole company”, which started operating in Somalia after the 1993 US 

intervention. Atto was the main beneficiary from Somalifruit, an Italian owned company 

established under the Barre regime (Luling 1997: 288; Mubarak 1997: 2033). The two men’s 

respective militias were hired to provide protection for the logistics of the bananas and they often 

came into violent clashes. When the UN left in 1995, conflict escalated over the trade and much 

arable land was destroyed due to fighting (Mubarak 1997: 2033). In addition, the fighting led to 
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 the closure of Mogadishu’s seaport as Mahdi and Atto’s militia opened fire on any ship 

approaching the port. Atto justified this by accusing “exporting companies of funding Aidid’s 

government, which ha[d] no international recognition […], by paying taxes imposed on each 

carton of the fruit leaving Somalia through the port” (Smerdon 1995a). The SSA further 

maintained that the ports “were important arteries for trade and livelihood, and hence nobody 

should administer them by force as if they were their private property” (BBC 1994d). As a 

consequence of the port’s closure, oil prices allegedly increased by 66 per cent and foodstuffs by 

up to 80 per cent (Smerdon 1995a). Not being able to levy taxes at the seaport, Aidid turned to tax 

the traffic in Mogadishu. Mahdi then threatened that if the “outright extortion continued”, he would 

“close down” the city (Smerdon 1995b). Eventually, Mahdi and the SSA, contrary to their 

commitment of the ports belonging to the people, built their own port to attain a share of the banana 

trade (Fox 1999: 8). This is merely one example of how conflict over infrastructure with strategic 

economic importance was commonplace during and after the Civil War (MFAN 1998: 13). The 

quest for material power suggests fluctuating differentiation as the various factions attempted to 

control most of the sectors in Mogadishu. It also confirms that when doing so society suffers the 

most, directly through violent conflict and indirectly, in this case, by the reduction in food security. 

Two other examples of destructive material power formations are the manipulation of aid and the 

printing of currency. 

The manipulation of aid was also a source of material power formation. When famine 

struck Somalia from 1991-1992 faction leaders in Mogadishu actively prevented aid from reaching 

the affected areas. The famine was locally named dad cunkii (the time of cannibalism), suggesting 

that human actions were responsible (United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2001: 

67). Besteman and Cassanelli (1996: 15) maintain that the “[f]amine was the consequence of 

political circumstances, not of chronic weakness in the countryside”. Some suggest that it was 

beneficial for the warlords to make sure the famine continued (Kiley 1996). Estimates indicate that 

when the famine was at its peak, 50 per cent of aid was intercepted through either looting or used 

as extortion, and never left Mogadishu. The factions controlling the ports also benefitted from the 

aid by levying taxes on boats arriving in their sea and airports (Shearer 2000: 192). Furthermore, 

reports suggest that staff from international organisations administrating the aid were held hostage 

for ransom. In 1998, workers from the International Red Cross were taken hostage at Mogadishu 
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 airport. They were finally released after negotiations with various faction leaders (MFAN 1998: 

13). It appears that international organisations due to their presence or involvement in the conflict 

“willingly or unwillingly offered substantial economic opportunities to new traders” and faction 

leaders “in Mogadishu” (UNDP 2001: 144). One Mogadishu man and Aidid supporter reflected 

on this by stating that the city had “become a single industry town”, consisting of “the United 

Nations and the relief organisations” and that if “you’re not with them you’re a dead man” (Wright 

1993). This also highlights that not all factions were able to capitalise on the aid, and that they 

either needed to undermine the power other factions gained from the ‘aid industry’, or to find other 

ways in which they could form power. 

One such way was attempts in printing currency. The Somali currency was significantly 

devaluated when Mahdi decided to print money in 1992 and 1995. This was done to fund the war 

against Aidid. Aidid printed money in 1995 and attempted to validate his money by receiving a 

license but failed to do so in 1996. Hussein, Aidid’s son printed more money in 1997 (Mubarak 

1997: 2031). Hussein even appointed a central banker to order new bank notes from a Canadian 

currency printing company (UNSC 2003: para 149). Short after Aidid printed money in 1995, a 

fire broke out in Mogadishu’s largest market. SSA claimed that Aidid had started the fire to destroy 

the old currency and accused Aidid of printing “money to pay what he calls government soldiers 

and his government employees” (AFP 1995d). This suggests that the printing of currency enabled 

the faction leaders to produce material power formation within Somalia and at the same time 

reserve their stocks of international currencies for the arms trade (UNSC 2003 para 143). It is 

important to highlight that the printing of money is not only representative of material power 

formation, but should also be interpreted as a way to form symbolic power. If the Somali people 

accepted the new printed money it was a symbolic recognition of the faction leader’s legitimacy. 

This would generate power, as the supporters entered a dependency relationship to the faction 

leader. As a result, printing of currency briefly shifted power to the faction who printed it. 

However, the unregulated printing also led to inflation of the local currency and as a result 

widespread suffering in society. As the UN’s fact-finding mission maintained, “[i]t is certain that 

the introduction of huge amounts of illegitimate currency has enriched the perpetrators while the 

Somali economy, and the average Somali, has been devastated” (UNSC 2003 para 152). Mahdi 
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 and Atto, true to their rhetoric against Aidid, claimed that the money he had introduced in the 

Somali market led to “hyperinflation” and “economic disaster” (BBC 1997c). 

Issuing of fishing licences was also a lucrative source of income for faction leaders. From 

1996 – 1998, this undertaking gave total revenue of between US$600,000 to $1 million a year 

(UNSC 2003: 162). These licences were set up to assure a regulated and sustainable fishing 

industry, however, the revenue from the licences was not reinvested in the industry but instead 

went to provide material power formation for the various factions. According to the UN fact-

finding mission (UNSC 2003: 162) Mahdi, Atto and Aidid all benefitted from the issuing of 

licences. However, Mahdi, perhaps to undermine the revenue Aidid was collecting, claimed 

through his radio that “illegal fishing” was “economically and environmentally destructive” and 

that the international community should help Somalia to protect its shores (BBC 1996). Another 

source of income to achieve material power formation was the trading of the drug Khat. This 

market gained revenue to purchase weapons and maintained the militias loyal to the factions 

(UNSC 2003: para 121). The trade of Khat was not confined to Somalia, and it is alleged that 

Aidid had close connections to a company ‘exporting’ Khat to the United Kingdom (UNSC 2003: 

para 125). It appears then that material power formation was a way for elites to achieve more 

autonomy in the elite structure. When temporarily successful it would reduce differentiation. When 

unsuccessful it increased differentiation and led to violent conflict between various factions. The 

consequence of this fluctuating differentiation was great suffering in the Somali society.  

5.5 The Reproduction of the Unstable Elite Structure in the Civil War 

In conclusion, during the Civil War in Mogadishu power formations reproduced the unstable elite 

structure, and were incompatible with the western idea of the state. In addition, these power 

formations abused and generated suffering for the Somali society. This confirm the arguments that 

most of society, due to the nature of the unstable elite structure, must find ways in which it can 

cope with everyday life. Paradoxically, it seems that often these coping mechanisms reinforce 

power formations. For example, young militia in coping with the unstable elite structure had to 

take up arms, or people in the society had to transfer legitimacy to a faction to ensure personal 

safety, all of which indirectly reproduced the elite structure. These power formations and coping 

mechanisms, however, are a direct result of low levels of integration and fluctuating 
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 differentiation.  

Low levels of trust allowed for ‘destructive’ discourses to emerge, which at times increased 

differentiation, as alliances were formed due to these discourses, and at times reduced 

differentiation as one faction controlled symbolic power formation. Most of the time these 

discourses resulted in violence. Low levels of integration also generated means to achieve violent 

power, which resulted in fluctuating differentiation. Due to the ‘markets for violence’, 

differentiation fluctuated when one elite controlled violent power formation through security 

provision to society. Low levels of trust also generated elites to attempt ‘destructive’ material 

power formations and when one avenue for this material power was blocked or drained, elites 

came up with new avenues to achieve revenue and satisfy their followers.   

By the end of the Civil War, faction leaders found it increasingly challenging to form power 

due to the instability of the elite structure and the unsustainable nature of the power formations 

attempted under such structure. This as mentioned gave rise to a Mogadishu-based business elite. 

It also needs to be highlighted that as faction leaders were unable to secure power formations in 

Somalia they turned to international sponsors (UNSC 2003: 40). With the rise of external and 

internal financial dependencies came a reduction in differentiation as the business elite by hiring 

security personnel could achieve a milieu conducive to commerce in the areas that they controlled. 

As a result, the business elite functioned as a “check on factional power” (ICG 2003s: 16). This 

decrease in differentiation was destined to be short-lived as the business elite to achieve a more 

regulated business environment, called for a state to be implemented (UNDP 2002: 51). This led 

to the first attempt since the Barre regime to (re)build state institutions in Somalia. A Transitional 

National Government (TNG) was formed and installed in Mogadishu in October 2000. The 

operation of power during the TNG will be elaborated in the following chapter.   



- 107 - 

 CHAPTER 6 

The Transitional National Government: the (re)Birth of the State or Politics 

as Usual?  

 

“Year after year, 

Running over the same old ground. 

What have we found?” 

(Pink Floyd 1975). 

 

 

6.1 Introduction: Integration and Differentiation during 2000 – 2004 

The Transitional National Government (TNG) was a result of a peace conference held in Arta, 

Djibouti in 2000 under the auspices of the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD). 

The United Nations (UN), the European Union and neighbouring states all endorsed the initiative 

(United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2002: 53). However, as levels of trust and elite 

integration remained low, the conference was met with local suspicion. Mogadishu elites, 

especially Aidid, denounced the TNG. Hussein Aidid, Farrah Aidid’s son, henceforth Aidid, who 

together with Abdullahi Yusuf, leader of Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF) and by now 

self-proclaimed President of Puntland in northern Somalia, formed the Somali Reconciliation and 

Restoration Council (SRRC) to counterbalance the TNG supporters (Lewis 2003: 218; 

International Crisis Group (ICG) 2004b: 6, note 17). This suggests that differentiation temporarily 

decreased as coalitions were formed among supporters and opponents of the peace conference. 

The reconciliation process was also facing structural challenges, not only was the TNG biased 

towards a faction of the Somali society, the organisation also experienced high levels of corruption 

and internal power struggles (ICG 2002b: 2). In addition, “[t]he UN secretary-general’s special 

representative was personally committed to the TNG enterprise and was clearly determined, 

whatever the reality, to present it as a great success” (Lewis 2003: 219).  

The reality was quite different. Due to the lack of local support two years after the 

formation of the TNG, it had “failed to widen its support or deliver public services in its limited 

areas of control” (ICG 2002a: 6). The government only controlled a small fraction of Mogadishu 

and insignificant areas in the southern inland. The sharia courts, which the business elite had 
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 endorsed to implement security in Mogadishu, were no longer able to maintain order. As a result, 

violent conflict and banditry increased. By 2002 direct conflict broke out between Sudi Yalahow, 

a Mogadishu based faction leader and member of the SRRC, and the TNG. This resulted in “one 

of the bloodiest battles for years” in Mogadishu, calming the lives of 60 and displacing thousands 

of people (Danish Immigration Service (DIS) 2002: para 14). Violent conflict also escalated in the 

greater southern regions with clashes between the TNG and the SRRC over Kismayo (Hassan 

2001d). In addition, the TNG was also experiencing low levels of intra-elite integration. During 

its four years in operation, it saw three different Prime Ministers. The change of Prime Ministers 

was due to disagreements between them and the President (Agence France Presse (AFP) 2001e; 

AFP 2003d). Eventually, the TNG could not be considered anything else but another elite group 

in the Somali power struggle (ICG 2002b: 2). This was something that faction leaders opposed to 

the TNG were quick to highlight. Aidid stated in an interview that “basically they [the TNG] are 

just a new faction” (Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN) 2002). This suggests that 

integration remained low, as there was no consensus over the TNG. It also demonstrates that 

differentiation in the elite structure increased, as the TNG unable to control most sectors of society, 

was challenged in doing so by various counter-elite.  

The failures of the Arta conference eventually led to local and international calls for yet 

another peace conference, which took place in Eldoret, Kenya in September 2002.50 However as 

integration remained low, the various parties could not agree on the nature of a power sharing 

agreement (ICG 2002b: 5). There was conflict among those who wanted a power sharing formula 

based on clan affiliation and those who preferred power to be distributed along faction lines. The 

SRRC would benefit from the latter. The TNG also opposed the clan power sharing solution as it 

realised, according to ICG (2002b: 5) interviews, that it “would effectively be dissolved under 

such an arrangement”.  

The SSRC, which enjoyed backing from Ethiopia gained more influence in the peace talks. 

Most of the peace conference was biased towards the SRRC as Ethiopia imposed its influence. 

Highlighting the increased authority of the SRRC, one observer stated that “[y]ou have to be brave 

to speak in the plenary session if you aren’t an SRRC supporter […] you are just heckled and 

                                                      
50 The peace conference was later moved to the Nairobian suburb of Mbagathi. 
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 shouted down” (cited in ICG 2004a: 4). As a counteraction to the Ethiopian influence, a group 

of faction leaders many of whom were members of the TNG formed the alliance the Group of 

Eight (G8) (ICG 2002b: 5). Mohamed Qanyare Afrah, Minister of Fisheries, led the group; other 

members included Atto and Yalahow (DIS 2002: para 14). The main purpose of the G8 was to 

resist any government formation that would not give the alliance members influential positions 

(Menkhaus 2003: 11). This clearly demonstrates that most of the members of the TNG were not 

committed to a peace process per se, rather that they saw the outcome of the Arta conference as 

favourable to their power base and therefore a challenge to the TNG was a challenge to their power.  

The TNG’s desire to maintain power rather than peace became evident when the President 

of the TNG, Abdiqasim Hassan, withdrew from the conference in March 2003 and summoned his 

delegates back to Mogadishu. Confirming low levels of integration within the TNG, some 

delegates, headed by Prime Minster Hassan Abshir Farah, refused to return which initiated a split 

in the TNG (British Broadcasting Company (BBC) 2003). However, a year after its 

commencement, the conference agreed to a draft transitional charter with a federal state system. 

The charter was strongly biased towards the SRRC, with Abdullahi Yusuf as proposed President 

(ICG 2004a: 5). As a result, faction leaders joined Hassan in boycotting the conference and 

established, the National Salvation Council, which included Yalahow and Atto (Xinhua News 

Agency 2003b). The newly formed coalition between Yalahow and facets of the TNG, who a year 

earlier had been in violent conflict, suggests that the elites were not committed to peace and that 

the previous clashes between them were not because of TNG’s desire to establish law and order. 

Rather it suggests fluctuating differentiation from high, when the conflict occurred, to low as the 

alliance attempted to gain autonomy in the negotiations. With the alliance, Hassan could 

outnumber his opponents in the Transnational Assembly and all TNG delegates had to return to 

Somalia (ICG 2004a: 5). The UN Security Council requested that the TNG return to the talks, 

however they refused stating that they wanted “to avert yet another ghastly failure” (ICG 2004a: 

6). Despite contention from the TNG, the conference signed in July 2003 an agreement for a new 

federal government (AFP 2003b). While negotiations took place in Kenya, the TNG also decided 

to pass a no confidence vote in the President (BBC 2004a). The division within the TNG suggests 

that it became “increasingly meaningless to discuss it as a political entity” (Menkhaus 2003: 11) 
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 that sought to govern, at least in the western sense of the definition, and that its intra-elite 

relations were characterised by low levels of integration.   

While the various faction leaders prolonged the reconciliation process, a new elite group 

emerged and attempted to form power. Islamic courts had been present in Mogadishu since the 

fall of the Barre regime. They were community based and had established security and law 

enforcement in some areas of Mogadishu. The courts did eventually change to become political in 

character and Sheikh Hassan Dahir Aweys, “former vice chairman and military commander of the 

jihadi Islamist organisation al-Itihaad al-Islaam (AIAI)” mobilised the courts into the Sharia 

Implementation Council to influence the TNG to allow the courts to be part of the judiciary (ICG 

2006: 9 – 10). The TNG did not commit to such pressure and the council was spilt up. During the 

second peace conference in Kenya a new alliance of courts, the Islamic Courts Union (ICU), was 

established with Sheikh Sharif Sheikh Ahmed as Chairman and Aweys as his Vice-Chairman (ICG 

2006: 10). It appears that the ICU was established due to fluctuating differentiation and low levels 

of integration, which would have hindered factions from controlling all sectors in society. The 

formation of the ICU was going to briefly shift differentiation in the Somali elite structure from 

high to low. To comprehend the rise of the ICU and the volatility in differentiation, the way elites 

formed power during the TNG era has first to be established.  

6.2 Symbolic Power Formation 

Symbolic power formation took similar shapes as during the Civil War. For instance, all factions, 

including the TNG attempted to prevent certain discourses from emerging by threating or banning 

the media (BBC 2002c; BBC 2002b). Most factions also attempted to undermine the power that 

other factions achieved from the peace talks. During the peace conference establishing the TNG, 

faction leaders from the SRRC accused Djibouti of influencing the peace talks, stating they would 

“have to accept responsibility if any violence erupted in Somalia because of their lopsided 

mediation effort” (AFP 2000as). This rhetoric translated into violence and the death of 18 people 

in Mogadishu. One clan elder affiliated with the opposition justified the violence claiming that the 

peace conference was “manipulated by the Djibouti government and we need to protest against” it 

(AFP 2000d). Another discourse TNG’s opponents used to undermine its legitimacy, was to 

highlight that the TNG consisted of “former Siad Barre’s government officials and groups claiming 
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 to be religious” (AFP 2000bs). According to the opponents, the Somali people “still remember[d] 

the graveyards from mass killing by those people” (AFP 2000c). Some opponents that used such 

discourse to criticise the TNG, such as Yalahow, later joined them, even though Aidid, as a 

spokesman for the opposition had rejected calls that any of its members “could be bought off with 

senior posts” (Murray 2000). This suggests that the critique laid at the TNG was merely used as a 

discourse to undermine the power of the TNG and not a sincere call for justice.  

Another similarity to the discourses used during the Civil War was the claim to the 

presidency. The term ‘President’ as a connotation of the state appears to have been perceived 

among the elites as generating legitimacy. However, as there was no consensus about the ‘political 

game’, hence low integration, faction leaders who did not agree with the operation of power in the 

elite structure attempted to undermine and incite violence to reduce the opponent’s power. The 

SRRC, on numerous occasions, adopted rhetoric to question the validity of the TNG. The group 

for instance declared that if “Hassan is claiming to be a new faction leader, we can talk to him. But 

if he calls himself President then our political allies will combat him” (AFP 2000bs). Eventually 

the opposition stopped referring to the new ‘government’ as the TNG and instead used the term 

the “Arta group” (Murray 2000). The SRRC also undermined other entitlements that come with 

the state. When in 2001 the TNG decided it would issue passports, the SRRC claimed the passports 

to be “forged document[s]” that were “not issued by a legitimate authority” (AFP 2001d). This 

demonstrates that passports were seen as to have symbolic power. It may be, then, that the unstable 

elite structure was so entrenched that there was no understanding of other power relations than the 

ones in an unstable elite structure. Thus, points of reference such as ‘President’, ‘passport’ and 

‘government’ were perceived as nothing but resources to form power.   

The TNG, to minimise the SRRC’s attempts at undermining its power, adopted discourses 

that it perceived would appeal to the international community. For instance, the putative President 

claimed that the government would “fight injustice, nepotism, tribalism and other social ills” (BBC 

2000as). It was further maintained that the TNG was refusing to solve disagreements through 

violence (Dow Jones International News 2001). To demonstrate to the international community 

that it was beneficial to the Somali peace, the TNG assured that it had established security and that 

the culture of violence was diminishing, claiming that in the community “no one can [any longer] 

win power by the gun” (Denyer 2001). Even though there might have been sincere intentions to 
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 uphold its promises for peace and security the TNG eventually started operating in a similar way 

as the other factions by counteracting the SRRC with violence.  

Countering the TNG’s ‘donor appealing’ discourses, the SRRC attempted to portray 

Hassan as undemocratic, reminding him that he was not “a democratically elected president”, 

further stating that he was in breach of the transitional charter “by appointing former senior Somali 

military officials to handle disarmament” (BBC 2000ca) and that the TNG was merely exercising 

“cosmetic politics” (Vick 2000). The group further warned the international community that the 

TNG was not “representing the true wishes [...] of the various national political forces and the 

Somali people” (Andualem 2001). To undermine the TNG’s claims of having achieved stability, 

the SRRC started highlighting the TNG’s inability to establish security and gain support in the 

community. Statements such as the TNG “controls less than [a] few percent of Somalia” were 

common (AFP 2001c). When it was agreed that a second peace conference was to be held in 

Kenya, the SRRC in addition to attempting to undermine the TNG, added similar ‘donor 

appealing’ discourse as its opponents. The 2002 Kenyan peace talks therefore provided new 

avenues for the SRRC to form power. 

By 2002 most faction leaders were struggling to form power. Livestock and banana trades 

were in decline, and the business elite in Mogadishu, in protecting its assets, had established its 

own militia. All these factors hampered faction leaders’ ability to form material and violent power. 

The Kenyan peace talks in 2002 was an ample opportunity for these disempowered elites to gain 

foreign backing and at the same time form symbolic and material power through foreign 

recognition (Webersik 2014: 278). This of course was a threat to the entire peace process, where 

it seems that power formation was more important for the elite than actual reconciliation (Webersik 

2014: 279). Despite apparent Ethiopian bias, and confirming the perceived power that could be 

achieved through the peace process, faction leaders attended the conference in hopes of 

establishing symbolic power. This is exemplified in one faction leader’s explanation of his reasons 

for participating in the conference: “[o]f course we will all go. No one wants to take the 

responsibility for opposing the process” (ICG 2003s: 3). This does not only suggest that there was 

little commitment to the conference, but also that faction leaders appeared to realise that how they 

were perceived by the international community and the Somali society was important when 

forming symbolic power, which had the potential of translating into material power. For instance, 
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 the SRRC started using pro-democratic discourses to demonstrate its commitment to peace and 

reconciliation (di Giovanni 2002). This may be interpreted as a method of generating a good 

reputation in the international community. The fact that the SRRC was in a better position in the 

Kenyan peace talks, due to the backing of Ethiopia, than during the ones in Djibouti suggests that 

these discourses did not represent real commitments to peace.  

Ethiopian support was a cost-efficient way elites could form power but perhaps the most 

contested. Since Ethiopia was increasingly concerned with religious extremism in Somalia, it was 

responsive to anyone claiming to fight ‘terrorism’. Due to high levels of differentiation, as the 

numbers of groups volunteering for Ethiopian patronage increased, faction leaders, at times in the 

same alliance, would accuse each other of adopting Islamic extremist ideologies (ICG 2002a: 17). 

With the events of 9/11 such accusations became more commonplace and elites, including the 

SRRC, wanting Ethiopian support, claimed that Somalia had become a “safe haven” for ‘terrorism’ 

(BBC 2001c). The SRRC asserted in a statement that it was “committed” to join “the international 

effort to fight terrorism in the horn of Africa region” (BBC 2001c).  

The SRRC also attempted to involve the United States (US). Appealing to Washington, 

Aidid warned that “[u]nless the United States” took “urgent and decisive action, the Afghan-type 

situation could easily develop in the region” (Tadesse 2001). However, when the TNG proposed 

that the UN would install a peacekeeping mission, the SRRC claimed that external intervention 

was only going to be accepted if it was aimed at “disarm[ing] the terrorists and […] Hassan” (Dow 

Jones International News 2002). The SRRC also maintained that the TNG was aiding terrorists. 

According to ICG, these claims were “absurdly exaggerated” (ICG 2005: 2). One observer 

commented that “[t]he new game in Somalia is to call your enemy a terrorist in the hope that 

America will destroy him for you” (cited in Maclean 2001). The use of counter-terrorism 

discourses was indeed new, however the way these discourses were used have great resemblance 

to discourses used in the Civil War, where Farrah Aidid rallied people behind his anti-imperialistic 

discourses, and where Mahdi formed power by successfully portraying Farrah Aidid as the enemy 

of peace and stability. 

The TNG on their part maintained that it was willing to cooperate with international 

counter-terrorism efforts (Reuters News 2001b). It further upheld that the accusations were 
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 “rumours being spread by people who do not want the interest of Somali nation, especially TNG” 

(BBC 2001b). Despite the TNG’s efforts, the campaign to portray Somalia as a hub for terrorism 

was beneficial for the SRRC as it could form symbolic power and thereby achieve material power 

from Ethiopia. It was also beneficial for Ethiopia as it by proxy could attempt to reduce the power 

of the TNG. The counter-terrorist discourse was predicted to eventually lead to international 

intervention, with the UN’s Humanitarian Coordinator warning that “external or internal factors 

that might threaten Somalia's fragile stability” would generate “severe humanitarian crisis” 

(Morland 2002). It appears that this form of symbolic power produced even lower levels of 

integration, as trust was diminishing, and at the same time reduced differentiation, as SRRC 

managed to achieve power for itself and deny power to the TNG. In addition, as these discourses 

were rewarded by being accepted by Ethiopia, they paved way future use of similar mistrust 

instilling symbolic power formations, thus reproducing the unstable elite structure.   

The peace conferences allowed for Ethiopian involvement, which some elite factions could 

capitalise on. However, other factions, such as the TNG who did not enjoy Ethiopian backing, had 

to form power by other means. The TNG’s lack of participation in the Kenyan peace talks can be 

interpreted as a means of attempting to deny other factions power formation. The TNG throughout 

the peace process adopted rhetoric to undermine the conference. This often alluded to the 

conference’s structural inefficiencies and its inability to produce a viable solution. Statements from 

Hassan that the TNG was “not optimistic the conference would help the Somali peace process” 

were commonplace (AFP 2002a). In addition, Hassan refused to participate at times due to the 

conference organisers’ failure to refer to him as President (BBC 2002d). This not only suggests 

that the President title per se was perceived by the TNG as a means for symbolic power, but also 

that the TNG’s commitment to the peace process was conditional. Threats from the G8 and the 

TNG to end the peace talks were common and often some form of demand would accompany these 

threats (AFP 2002b). As such ‘the action of leaving’ became a way elites attempted to form power 

by gaining more leverage in the conference. However, this had negative implications for the peace 

process and may have cemented low integration even further as trust among the elites was further 

reduced.  

Eventually, when the TNG recognised its inability to prevent others from forming power, 

it used discourses to undermine the Ethiopian involvement and the counter-elites’ symbolic power. 
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 The form of rhetoric adopted to do so drew on neo-colonial and anti-Ethiopian sentiments. When 

the peace agreement was produced a TNG spokesman claimed that it was “nothing else, but a 

renewed colonial policy of ‘divide and rule’ system” (Xinhua News Agency 2003a). Further 

undermining Ethiopian and the SRRC’s legitimacy, the TNG maintained that Ethiopia was 

“promoting hostilities and rearming anti-peace warlords” (AFP 2001b). These accusations were 

counterbalanced by Ethiopia, which claimed that the TNG was “securing the submission of those 

who were not part of the Arta [Djibouti] process through cultivating international legitimacy and 

recognition” (BBC 2001a) and by the SRRC who accused the TNG of being backed by countries 

such as Saudi Arabia and Libya (Reuters News 2001a; Reuters News 2002). 

As the peace conference in Kenya was coming to an end, differentiation started to increase, 

as there was fragmentation both in the SRRC and the TNG. The TNG split along the lines of the 

President Hassan, and Farah, the second PM of the TNG. Farah maintained that Hassan’s absence 

from the peace talks was “an example of the practice of Somali leaders to hang on to power at any 

cost” (Maclean 2003). Applying similar rhetoric as the SRRC, Farah accused Hassan of 

deliberately failing the peace talks to maintain power (Maclean 2003). Hassan, on the other hand, 

maintained the TNG’s neo-colonial discourse and claimed that the conference was “aimed at 

changing Somalia's culture and religion”, and that Farah by remaining in the talks had “failed” the 

TNG, and “misguided the whole process to pacify Somalia” (AFP 2003a). Neither did the SRRC 

remain coherent as five of its members left the conference in protest, demanding that the numbers 

of delegations should be limited to the main faction leaders and the TNG (All Africa 2004). 

Ironically, after eventually joining the conference Hassan accused the faction leaders who left of 

being “unpatriotic Somalis” who were “sabotaging the peace process in the interest of 

neighbouring Ethiopia” (AFP 2004a). 

All of this undermined the reconciliation process and prospects for the establishment of 

state institutions. The peace conferences and the international community, “whose sole 

preoccupation [was] often with the one structure that actually provides the least amount of rule of 

law to Somalis—the central state”, did once again indirectly provide symbolic power formation 

(Menkhaus 2007: 87). Paradoxically, the western idea of the state maintained the condition 

conventionally defined as state failure in Somalia, and particular in Mogadishu, as it allowed elites 

to form power that was incompatible with the western idea of the state. Yet, the extent of how 
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 much popular legitimacy faction leaders could attain through the peace talks is questionable, 

with Yalahow highlighting that “[i]t [was] unwise that a peace accord should be signed by elements 

who represent nobody” (AFP 2003c). However, later another faction leader complained that it was 

“beyond reason” that civil society was overrepresented in the conference (Hassan 2002).  

These sentiments, even though used by the two faction leaders to undermine the 

conference, is in accordance with the main thesis, as it confirms that the elite did not recognise the 

greater Somali society as an important component in the peace process. Unfortunately, the Somali 

society was once again suffering due to the elites’ formation of power. In this case, symbolic power 

formation hindered reconciliation and entangled Ethiopian involvement even further, both having 

negative implications for the prospect of peace and security in the Somali society. Ethiopia was 

also involved in Somalia as it and Eritrea were using the area as a battleground for conflict 

following a border dispute escalating into war between the two countries from 1998 – 2000 (ICG 

2006: 20).  

6.3 Violent Power Formation 

The proxy war occurring between Ethiopia and Eritrea influenced violent power formation in the 

TNG period. Not only was this an opportunity for faction leaders to achieve regional recognition, 

it was also a chance to achieve violent power. Ethiopia supplied and trained the militias of almost 

all SRRC faction leaders. Eritrea and Libya, on the other hand, supported and supplied the TNG 

(United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 2003: para 58). Noteworthy is that Aidid first attained 

military assistance from Eritrea and later was funded by Ethiopia and then later he would yet again 

become an Eritrean client (UNSC 2003: para 64). This implies that the faction leaders did consider 

alliances as means for violent power formation rather than as a demonstration and commitment to 

a certain ideology or religion. As such the elites’ counter-terrorism rhetoric, highlighted in 

previous sections, can only be interpreted as a way to achieve legitimacy among supporters and 

not as a ‘real’ commitment to the security of Somalis and Somalia. The elites during the TNG did 

not only achieve violent power through external alliances but also, as in the Civil War, through 

taxation.  

The TNG attempted to fund its security operation by levying taxes in the markets in 
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 Mogadishu. The success and approval of these taxes depended on the TNG’s ability to increase 

security in the city. One stallholder in the market explained that “[i]f they will sustain their project 

in securing the market and surrounding areas, we […] will pay the tax with pleasure” to the TNG 

as “[w]e used to pay extortion money for which we received nothing in return” (Hassan 2001e). 

As a result, any attempt by the TNG to disarm faction leaders was perceived as an “aggression” 

(AFP 2001a), a “provocation” (Hassan 2001c) and as means for the TNG to undermine the 

opposition’s power. The TNG’s claim to monopoly on violence and the legitimacy it would entitle 

led faction leaders to make sure that security in Mogadishu would remain low. The conflict 

between Aidid and the TNG forces over a major seaport in Mogadishu exemplifies how violence 

was used to undermine the power of the TNG (Hassan 2001c). Another way was to use violence 

to undermine the TNG’s reputation in the international community. Yalahow’s militia, on one 

occasion, kidnapped aid workers and justified this by stating that what they wanted to “show the 

international community is that Mogadishu is not a safe place” (Hassan 2001b). A TNG official 

explained that these forms of kidnapping are “not just about money, […] [y]ou also have some 

factional leaders who are not important politically who are trying to become important. 

Kidnapping is their way” (Lacey 2002). It appears that the unstable elite structure was reproduced 

as, due to low levels of integration and differentiation, ‘monopoly on violence’ was perceived (at 

least by groups opposing the TNG) as a means for power formation rather than a true commitment 

to peace.   

Most faction leaders, due to high levels of fragmentation and as a result, limited avenues 

to form power, could not sustain their armed forces and achieve violent power through the 

provision of security. Yalahow was during the TNG era the only faction leader, including the TNG, 

which had control over his militia. This was due to the equal distribution of resources he provided 

to his supporters (DIS 2002: para 188). Even though the TNG claimed security to be most 

important for its success, it was not capable of paying its armed forces, which in addition, were 

“unlikely to challenge” faction leaders’ militias (DIS 2002: para 188; see also BBC 2000bs). Other 

faction leaders only paid their militias when they were in battle. Consequently, loyalty amongst 

the militia personnel was low (DIS 2002: para 188). This resulted in temporarily unemployed, 

often young, militia personnel roaming the streets. As a result, there was an increase in rape, and 

assault against women and minorities (DIS 2002: para 187). One faction leader claimed that most 
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 “armed men in a faction are not answerable to a leader” (Abdi 2002). A religious leader explained 

the implications this had for the peace process. He maintained that as faction leaders “want to cling 

to power and sign [disarmament] accords that are not implemented” they are “powerless to seek 

peace” (Abdi 2002). As in the Civil War the unstable elite structure in Mogadishu generated 

markets for violence, which not only reproduced the unstable elite structure but also extended 

suffering in the Somali society.  

The UN’s fact finding mission highlighted this facilitation of violence produced by the 

factions’ quest for power formation, noting that due to the lack of state institutions “armed action, 

by individuals and groups, is the only available recourse […] and violation of the United Nations 

arms embargo is deemed an unavoidable necessity for survival” (UNSC 2003: para 97). However, 

it might not be the lack of state institutions which accounted for the violence, but rather that due 

to low integration (where there are low levels of trust), violent power formation was needed to 

assure safety of life and property. At times the only way to maintain sources of material power 

formation was through violence. Consequently, when achieving a significant amount of material 

power, increased violent power was needed. This resulted in a reproduction of the unstable elite 

structure. The consequence of fluctuating differentiation was that violence was needed sometimes 

more than others. Militias were not always occupied and would engage in criminal activities 

against the population of Mogadishu, which then gave opportunities for faction leaders to once 

again provide security and obtain power, thus reproducing the unstable elite structure.  

6.4 Material Power Formation 

As during the Civil War, elite factions formed material power through dependencies. For the TNG 

this was characterised by the support it obtained from the business community and its elite in 

Mogadishu (DIS 2002: para 73). The business elite issued loans to the TNG through revenue 

gained from contracting awarded by the UN and aid organisations, international remittances, and 

from the supply of currency from import markets. The business elite also had close relations with 

Djibouti and facilitated the TNG’s access to international markets (DIS 2002: para 73). Webersik 

(2014: 295) highlights that the TNG’s dependency on the business elite made “it difficult to 

intervene in business activities in order to raise public revenue”. Thus, due to power formations in 

the unstable elite structure, the TNG was not able to levy taxes on the business community which 
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 would have been required for state institutions to emerge.  

Furthermore, the dependency on the business community and the TNG’s eagerness to fund 

its operation had a negative impact on society. One example of this is when a group of businessmen 

in 2000 imported US$3 million worth of the local shilling to support the TNG. This led to 

hyperinflation, collapse of the shilling, and increased mistrust in and reduced legitimacy for the 

TNG (Little 2003: 146). Rumours were flourishing that the TNG had approved the input of the 

newly minted shilling into the Somalia market, as the money arrived through a TNG controlled 

airport (BBC 2001b). However, “there [was also] speculation that Somali groups opposed the TNG 

played a sinister role in the chaos by funnelling additional notes into the market” (IRIN 2001b 

cited in Little 2003: 147). If these accusations were true then the elite used the currency market to 

undermine the material and symbolic power of the TNG. If they were false, it may have been a 

method by which the TNG (or the business elite) attempted to justify its quest for material power 

and at the same time undermine the symbolic power of its opponents. Either way the society 

suffered economic hardship due to the elites’ quest for power.  

The TNG was also accused of misusing funds. Only five months after its inauguration, 

accusations of corruption emerged.  These were directed at the President who was accused of 

mishandling aid money (BBC 2000ds). Another corruption scandal emerged again in 2001 when 

the finance minister was blamed for misappropriation of donor funds (All Africa 2001).  It appears 

that the TNG was seen by elites as a source for material power formation. The fact that 

business/faction leader Mohamed Qanyare Afrah, originally opposed to the TNG, signed an 

agreement with the TNG giving him and some of his followers seats in parliament may be an 

indication of the material (and symbolic) power formation the TNG was perceived to give (Hassan 

2001a). Later, Afrah publicly criticised the TNG and threatened to leave. One commentator 

explained that “[t]his is part of what passes for political horse trading in Somalia” and that Afrah 

was “simply trying to wring more concessions out of the TNG” (BBC 2002a). 

As indicated above, Afrah has both been considered a faction leader and a member of the 

business elite. The conflation between business and politics appeared to be a common development 

during the TNG era. The business elite had gained significant influence in the Somali society, with 

one businessman claiming that it was “the new power in Mogadishu” and that “[t]he warlords are 
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 nearly dead” (Gough 2000). However, the business elite, which was seen as an agent of ‘national’ 

economic development, had, due to the unstable elite structure, conformed to the actions required 

in such a structure, such as giving in to extortion-like demands from faction leaders and/or give 

them financial support in order to protect their assets. These dependencies “hamper[ed] any 

legitimate business venture” (UNSC 2003: para 101). As a result, the business elite in some 

instances turned to arms trafficking and other illegal business activities to compensate for revenue 

losses (UNSC 2003: para 102). One example is Afrah who controlled an airstrip in Sothern 

Somalia and gained revenue by imposing taxes on aircrafts smuggling Khat. Afrah had a near 

monopoly on this trade, however to maintain such a monopoly he ‘shared’ his revenue with faction 

leaders Omar Finish and Osman Atto (UNSC 2003: para 135 – 137). During the time of the TNG, 

UNSC (2003: para 102) characterised this as a “creeping trend towards corruption”, however this 

should not be interpreted as a new trend – this is what is to be expected from the unstable elite 

structure. The way the business elite attempted to form power during the TNG era is the same way 

faction leaders formed material power formation during the Civil War. The unstable elite structure 

due to the low levels of integration and fluctuating differentiation generates this form of power 

formation and in turn reproduces the elite structure. In addition, the brief shift in power to the 

business elite did not change the elite structure merely the actors able to form power.  

The material power that the TNG formed through its dependencies was counterbalanced 

with the SRRC faction leaders accumulating material power through Ethiopian support. Such 

sponsorship included military training and weaponry (ICG 2003s: 4). In addition, the war on terror 

gave new avenues in which revenue and thereby power formation could be obtained. It is alleged 

that after 9/11 western intelligence agencies employed personnel in Somalia to deter suspected 

terrorist cells operating in the area. To gather intelligence, faction leaders were requested to 

provide intelligence in return for money with rewards allegedly as high as US$5 million 

(Tomlinson 2003). Money that UNSC highlights often was used to purchase weaponry (UNSC 

2003: para 171). This is paradoxical, as the western perception of Somalia as failed state and 

thereby a hub for terrorism, translated into actions by the West, which reinforced the Somali elite 

structure and reproduced what is commonly known as state failure. 
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 6.5 The Reproduction of the Unstable Elite Structure in the TNG era 

As the western idea of the state became increasingly imposed upon the Somali structure, elites saw 

new avenues to form power. The TNG’s claims, and with them a brief decrease in differentiation, 

to all the attributes of what symbolises a state, such as presidency, passport, government and 

monopoly of violence, were undermined by the SRRC who saw these as a mere means for power. 

This suggests that the unstable elite structure was embedded in how the elites perceived the actions 

of others and these perceptions would thus not allow for any real commitment to peace and 

stability. Eventually, due to increased factionalisation within the TNG, various elites attempted to 

use discourses as a means for power. The successful use of anti-terrorist discourse to appeal to 

Ethiopia and form material power demonstrated to the elites that symbolic power formation was a 

cost-efficient means to achieve power.  

Consequently, reconciliation was hampered and the ‘markets’ for violence were fuelled. 

The volatility in differentiation was also, as in the Civil War, a cause for the ‘oversupply’ of 

militias, which reproduces the unstable elite structure. The business elite, who it was hoped would 

be the main agent of peace, had to conform to the power formations that characterised the unstable 

elite structure. This was a result of the political elites’ attempts to form power, which eventually 

conflated business and politics. Therefore, the brief shift in power to the business elite and the 

TNG was not a change in the elite structure, but rather, due to low levels of integration and 

fluctuating differentiation a reproduction of the elite structure. It was due to this, and which will 

be elaborated in the next chapter, that the TNG’s successor, the Transitional Federal Government 

(TFG), was destined to fail from its inception, and something that the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) 

could capitalise on. How the ICU formed power and how this affected the TFG’s power formations 

will be elaborated in Chapter 7.  
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 CHAPTER 7 

The Transitional Federal Government: War by Other Means or Politics as Usual? 

 

“The individual has become a mere cog in an enormous organization of things 

and powers which tear from his hands all progress, spirituality, and value in 

order to transform them from their subjective form into the form of a purely 

objective life”  

(Simmel 1993: 422). 

 

 

7.1 Introduction: Differentiation and Integration during 2004 – 2010 

The Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) continued the peace talks from the 

Transitional National Government (TNG) period and in September 2004 a deal was made between 

various leaders to establish a Transitional Federal Parliament (TFP) (International Crisis Group 

(ICG) 2004b: 3). In October, election for the TFP President was held. The main contenders were 

Yusuf and Hassan (Agence France Presse (AFP) 2004c). It is alleged that Yusuf won the vote 

through bribery and diplomatic pressure from Ethiopia. A Transitional Federal Government (TFG) 

was established in Kenya and was not operating in Mogadishu until June 2005. The political 

structure in Somalia did not change with the establishment of the TFG, it merely gave certain 

factions of the elite an instrument through which they could attempt to increase their power base. 

One indicator of this is when Ali Mohamed Ghedi, a close ally of Yusuf and “a political outsider” 

with a career in Non-Governmental Organisations, was appointed Prime Minister (Dehéz and 

Gebrewold 2010: 13; ICG 2004b: 8). The appointment of Ghedi as Prime Minister generated 

speculation that Yusuf was not committed to a broad-based power sharing formula, indicating that 

trust remained low within the elite structure (ICG 2004b: 8). This not only suggests low integration 

but also that Yusuf, and the Somali Reconciliation and Restoration Council (SRRC), attempted to 

reduce differentiation by controlling most sectors in society.  

Low integration was further cemented as suspicions grew over Yusuf’s close relation to 

Ethiopia, fuelling perceptions that Yusuf was merely acting on behalf of the Ethiopian national 

interest. The delicate power sharing formula was also skewed to reduce differentiation as the TFG 

armed forces were recruited from Yusuf’s own militia. This increased tension within the TFG 

(Dehéz and Gebrewold 2010: 13). The wider population perceived this move as evidence that 
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 Yusuf was prepared to consolidate his power with force if necessary (ICG 2004b: 1). In addition, 

faction leaders from Mogadishu were given seats in the Ghedi-led parliament with the most 

significant ministerial posts awarded to members of the SRRC (Hagmann and Hoehne 2009: 51). 

As “Yusuf and Ghedi opted for divide- and-rule tactics […] they were using the same playbook as 

previous Somali leaders” (ICG 2006: 3). Thus, the establishment of the TFG maintained all the 

characteristics of the unstable elite structure.  

In December 2004, low levels of integration, amplified through accusations that Ghedi was 

disrespecting the power sharing agreement, amounted to a successful vote of no confidence in the 

parliament. However, Yusuf reinstated Ghedi as Prime Minister and most of the ministers (Ngowi 

2004; AFP 2004d). This further confirms suggestions that the parliament was yet another resource 

for elites attempting to form power. The fact that a no confidence vote was held and partly 

respected may indicate that there was an increase in consensus over how politics was to be 

conducted. However, as the ICG (2004b: 1) points out, it is more likely that the vote occurred due 

to the discontent among members who missed out on material power formation when they were 

not chosen for cabinet, rather than their desire to conduct a parliament with the people’s best 

interests in mind. It is important to highlight that many of the parliament members were 

longstanding adversaries. As such, distrust became an attribute of the TFG (ICG 2006: 5). This 

was evident as the “[p]ersonal rivalries between politicians […] prevented leadership based on 

cooperation” within the TFG,  “and the parliamentarians were better known for beating each other 

with chairs than solving problems through consensus” (Hammond 2013: 184). Low integration 

and increasing differentiation is further exemplified through several disputes surfacing with the 

establishment of the TFG. 

The main dispute within the new parliament concerned the location of the government. The 

parliament was divided along “Yusuf’s SRRC wing”, with pro-Ethiopian sentiments and the 

‘Mogadishu group’ a loose alliance in the parliament (ICG 2005: 2) “opposing key policies of the 

TFG” (Menkhaus 2009: 7). The parliament was split over disagreement as to where the 

government should be established. Yusuf and the PM with their supporters claimed that 

Mogadishu was too insecure and that government could not be established without the help of 

foreign troops, while the Mogadishu group lead by Speaker Sharif Hassan maintained that 

Mogadishu was to remain the seat of government. Eventually, this group returned to Mogadishu 
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 and started implementing the government while the President and Prime Minister remained in 

Kenya (All Africa 2005a). In addition to the Mogadishu group, “hard-line Islamists” within the 

Islamic Courts Union gained power as they criticised Yusuf’s close relation to Ethiopia and the 

prospect of Ethiopian intervention. Among the most vocal were Colonel Hassan Dahir Aweys who 

claimed that the courts would undertake armed mobilisation if Ethiopian forces were deployed in 

Somalia (ICG 2004b: 15). In June 2005, the Kenyan government unofficially forced the TFG to 

move out of the country. The TFG then established its seat in the Somali southern towns of Jowhar 

and Baidoa (Rice 2005; All Africa 2005b).  

Both the Mogadishu group and the Yusuf faction were facing power struggles translating 

into fluctuating differentiation as various ‘factions within the factions’ were formed. In a bid to 

exert his power, Yusuf attempted to control regional governance through the allocation of 

resources provided to local governments, political appointments at regional levels and by 

withdrawing regional authorities’ licencing rights to international companies operating in their 

region (ICG 2006: 5, note 16). This suggests that elite differentiation was lowering as Yusuf 

attempted to control more sectors of society. However, as the Yusuf group moved the TFG to 

Jowhar, it suffered increased internal tension and differentiation. Jowhar was the stronghold of 

Mohamed Omar Habeb Dheere, a member of the Yusuf faction, who “used his control of the city 

to demand control over resources, rents and policies” thus undermining Yusuf’s powerbase (ICG 

2006: 5). The international community also initiated tension in the Yusuf group as they favoured 

dealing with Ghedi rather than Yusuf, thereby marginalising Yusuf further. It appears that intra-

elite integration was low and differentiation was fluctuating, not only within the Yusuf group but 

also within the Mogadishu group, which suffered from the fact that long lasting rivalries between 

faction leaders brought tension to the alliance from the start (ICG 2006: 5). The group was also 

divided between moderate and extreme religious interpretations (ICG 2006: 5). This would split 

the Mogadishu group as increased differentiation escalated into violent conflict.  

In February 2006, armed conflict occurred between the Islamic Courts Union (ICU), and a 

newly established United States (US)-supported group of faction leaders, the Alliance for 

Restoration of Peace and Counterterrorism (ARPCT),51 which included Yalahow, Afrah, Finnish 

                                                      
51 The group was also called the Alliance Against Terrorism and the Restoration of Peace. 
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 and most members of the Mogadishu group (Menkhaus 2009: 7; Dagne 2010: 17 – 18; ICG 2006: 

12). Ghedi accused the group of breaking the ceasefire agreement signed in the Kenyan 

negotiations and, in June 2006, dismissed the aforementioned men from parliament. The group 

enjoyed US support mainly due to Islamic extremist bombings of US embassies in Nairobi and 

Dar es Salaam, and the desire to reduce the influence of the ICU (Little 2012: 191). By July 2006, 

the fighting had resulted in 350 civilian deaths and thousands of people internally displaced. The 

ICU eventually, due to al-Shabaab, a militant faction of the ICU, allegedly led by Aweys, forced 

the ARPCT out of Mogadishu (Dagne 2010: 18; ICG 2006: 1; 17). In June 2006, the courts 

obtained total control over Mogadishu and later southern-central Somalia. At the time the ICG 

suggested that: 

[t]he Islamists (ICU) are now the most powerful military and political group in the southern part of 

the country and a force that the TFG can neither ignore nor isolate. Their dramatic victories make 

certain that some form of Islamist administration will be attempted in Mogadishu, the first time 

Islamic governance has been extended over such a large area in Somalia, and the first time that 

Mogadishu will fall under any unified authority in fifteen years (ICG 2006: 1). 

However, this did not transpire, as Ethiopia perceived the ICU victories as a threat to its national 

security (Menkhaus 2009: 7). The hardliners of the ICU were accused of claiming ‘Jihad’ against 

Ethiopia and Christians. Ethiopia alleged that ICU was a terrorist group in close relation to the 

Taliban and that the establishment of a Taliban styled regime in Somalia was more than likely 

(Hesse 2010: 253; Dange 2010: 10). It is worth noting that the leadership of the ICU was later 

integrated in an Ethiopian and US backed government (Dange 2010: 10).  

The ICU, like the TFG and the Mogadishu group, was not a coherent faction, and was 

“prone to internal schisms and realignments” (ICG 2006: 2). This was evident through the 

disagreement on interpretation of Islam, with Sharif Sheikh Ahmed considered more moderate 

than his vice chairman Aweys. The ICU, in attempting to transcend clan alignments, was under 

imminent threat of its own or external faction leaders using clan manipulation to sway supporters 

(ICG 2006: 16). In addition, the relationship between the ICU and the business elite was a 

concern. The business elite, which had obtained much power during the TNG era, was split as to 

whether the ICU was a threat to their power base or not. As with former alliances in Somalia, the 

ICU was predominantly joined together due to a common enemy, which, as has been 

demonstrated, makes the foundation for an alliance highly unstable (ICG 2006: 16). Elite 
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 integration remained low and differentiation, albeit reduced due to the ICU increased control 

over the Somali society, was in a state of volatility, which allowed Ethiopia with the backing of 

the US to once again become directly involved in the conflict. As with the previous intervention 

this generated new capital for power formation.  

In July 2006, Ethiopia invaded Somalia in a successful attempt to oust the ICU. Ethiopia 

remained in Somalia until 2009 while reinstating a new TFG in Mogadishu. Ghedi and Yusuf had 

approved of Ethiopian intervention and some parliamentarians had resigned in protest (AFP 

2006h). Many of the ICU leaders fled to Asmara in Eritrea and the al-Shabaab faction to inland 

Somalia from where it initiated a resistance movement confronting the TFG forces. The TFG 

backed by Ethiopia responded with full force. As a result, 700,000 people in Mogadishu became 

internally displaced. This in addition to insecurity, drought, global increase in food prices and 

hyperinflation led the United Nations (UN) to dub the events in Somalia the “worst humanitarian 

crisis in the world” (Menkhaus 2009: 8). The new TFG was, not surprisingly, met with suspicion, 

as it was perceived to be working for Ethiopia. Fuelling suspicion were reports suggesting that 

the TFG security forces targeted the Mogadishu population through kidnapping and assaults 

(Menkhaus 2009: 7; Little 2012: 192). All of this amounted to radicalisation and anger, directed 

towards the TFG, US, UN, and Ethiopia (Menkhaus 2009: 6). Al-Shabaab capitalised on these 

sentiments. While the group’s legitimacy grew and thereby its autonomy, al-Shabaab no longer 

had to adhere to the ICU. As al-Shabaab gained power, differentiation decreased in the elite 

structure. Further demonstrating a reduction in differentiation was the decline of the powerbase 

of most faction leaders in Mogadishu. In January 2007, prominent faction leaders such as Afrah, 

Aideed and Yalahow all agreed to abandon their arms (United Kingdom Home Office 2007: para 

14.03). Power was thus transferred from faction leaders who used and abused international 

support as a means for power to faction leaders who used religion and anti-imperialistic 

sentiments for the same purpose. With this, power transfer differentiation decreased as al-

Shabaab attempted to control most power formations. By 2008 the group controlled, together 

with a number of Islamic factions, “most of southern Somalia” (Menkhaus 2009: 10). Even 

though al-Shabaab managed to control most power formations, elite relations within the faction 

were suffering low integration, as there was little consensus on the strategies and ideology of the 

group. 
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 In 2010, al-Shabaab was facing increased pressure from the group Hizbul Islam, one of 

its putative allies who criticised al-Shabaab’s way of ruling, including the disregard for clan 

structure, and conservative interpretation of Islam and Sharia (Dagne 2010: 3). Hizbul Islam and 

al-Shabaab came into violent conflict, which resulted in destruction of farming resources and an 

exodus of people living in the affected area (Little 2012: 193). In addition, there was disagreement 

in the leadership of al-Shabaab with two prominent leaders leaving the group together with their 

militias in favour of the TFG (Dagne 2010: 3). Due to intensified fighting in 2010, further 

disagreement among the al-Shabaab leadership occurred and yet another faction left the group 

(Dagne 2010: 3). Even though low integration was a defining feature of al-Shabaab, it still 

managed to gain victories against the Ethiopian and the TFG forces. These victories demonstrate 

according to Menkhaus (2009: 8) the “extraordinary weakness of Abdullahi Yusuf’s TFG” and 

highlights that “Shabaab was winning in large part because it was the only team on the playing 

field”. This suggests low differentiation in the Somali elite structure, as there was only one elite 

group with significant power in controlling various sectors of society. Al-Shabaab was not the only 

group suffering low integration. This was also a defining feature of a newly established group that 

consisted of ICU members.  

After their withdrawal from Somalia the ICU leaders in exile set up the Alliance for the 

Re-liberation of Somalia (ARS), and later officially split with al-Shabaab, however maintained 

that both groups were part of the “Islamist movement” (All Africa 2008a; see also Kimball 2007). 

Like the ICU, an ideological split within the ARS was inevitable and in 2008 when Sheikh Sharif 

agreed to participate in a peace conference in Djibouti under the auspice of the UN, Aweys 

mobilised factions of the group to favour violent resistance. Thus, the ARS split into the “ARS-

Asmara (Aweys) and ARS-Djibouti (Sheikh Sharif)” factions (ICG 2008: 11). Later parts of the 

ARS-Asmara groups realigned with al-Shabaab (BBC 2008b). Due to low integration within the 

ARS, realignments occurred which generated fluctuating differentiation. This was not only true 

for al-Shabaab and the ARS but also for the TFG.  

In 2007, the TFG Prime Minister Mohamed Ghedi was forced to resign due to international 

pressure and internal disagreement with President Yusuf (ICG 2008: 2). In November, Nur Hassan 

Hussein (Nur Adde) was appointed Prime Minister. He maintained that a technocratic approach to 

governance was needed and formed government with ministers that were recruited from outside 
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 the parliament (ICG 2008: 5). In a bid to increase the accountability of the TFG, Nur Adde 

encountered fierce opposition, particularly among parliamentarians backing Yusuf, many of whom 

benefited from the corruption embedded in the TFG (ICG 2008: 5). The new Prime Minister also 

supported peace talks in Djibouti 2008, and the moderate factions of ARS and TFG made a power 

sharing agreement. President Yusuf, al-Shabaab and the ARS-Asmara all rejected the peace 

agreement (Menkhaus 2009: 9; All Africa 2008b). Further confirming low integration, the UN 

envoy to Somalia stated, in relation to the difficulties in gaining consensus in the peace talks, that 

“Somalia has been at war for so long that they don't [sic] see that a major problem now is trust” 

(Mohamed and Yusuf 2008).  

In December 2008 tension within in the TFG grew and Yusuf, in a bid to oust Nur Adde, 

attempted to appoint a new Prime Minister more aligned with the President. Once again the 

parliament, donors and the international community sided with Nur Adde (ICG 2008: 7). Due to 

the tensions between Yusuf and Nur Adde, and under pressure from the US, Yusuf resigned in 

2009 (All Africa 2008c). After Yusuf’s resignation, Ahmed, leader of the ARS and former 

chairman of the ICU, was elected President. The parliament adopted sharia law. However, the TFG 

did not manage to impose law and order (Hesse 2010: 253). As of 2009, the main threats to TFG 

power were al-Shabaab, Hizbul Islam, Raas Kaambooni, and Anoole/al-Furqaan (Hesse 2010: 

254). In 2012 yet another transitional government took over but has faced the same problems as 

the TFG (Menkhaus 2014: 163).  

From its inception, concerns were raised that the TFG merely amounted “to no more than 

a temporary agreement between Somali leaders to continue their war by other means” (ICG 2004b: 

2). These predictions were verified when the TFG was in 2006 considered yet another ‘failure’ 

(Menkhaus 2009: 7). Its inability to consolidate power gave opportunity to the ICU and the 

subsequent Ethiopian invasion of Somalia produced more power for al-Shabaab. The framework 

developed here stipulates that the means for obtaining power did not change even though the forum 

for elite relations, and the actors considered elite, did. The manner elites attained power during the 

TFG, the brief success of the ICU and al-Shabaab’s victories during foreign invasion were still 

related to the nature of integration and differentiation, which allowed for power formations that 

reinforced the unstable elite structure. Thus, differentiation was low during the initiation of the 

TFG, as the SRRC attempted to consolidate power, however, with the rise of ICU and later al-
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 Shabaab differentiation increased as the number of elite groups attempting to attain power 

multiplied. Differentiation would once again decrease as al-Shabaab successfully formed power 

at the expense of the other elite groups. To comprehend why differentiation fluctuated, the next 

section turns to how power was formed from the TFG through to the rise of al-Shabaab.   

7.2 Symbolic Power Formation 

The symbolic importance of the location of the capital translated into power struggles within the 

TFG. The subsequent factionalisation of the TFG increased differentiation and the disagreement 

per se suggests that integration was remaining low. However, Yusuf’s brief success in locating the 

capital in Jowhar indicates a decline in differentiation as he temporarily controlled symbolic 

power. In proclaiming the capital’s location to be Baidoa or Jowhar, the Yusuf coalition hindered 

power formation for most of the Mogadishu faction leaders. If the capital was established in 

Mogadishu, where most faction leaders except Yusuf had their stronghold, the Yusuf faction 

would have little opportunity form power. As a result, the Yusuf faction and the Mogadishu leaders 

all initiated propaganda campaigns for their cause, which at times translated into violence. While 

visiting Mogadishu, it was alleged that Prime Minister Ghedi experienced two assassination 

attempts, something that the Yusuf faction capitalised on in order to locate the capital elsewhere 

(ICG 2006: 4). For instance, when Ghedi attended a rally in Mogadishu an explosion occurred, 

which the Yusuf wing maintained was a terrorist attack aimed at the Prime Minister (ICG 2005: 

16). These allegations have not been confirmed but as ICG points out they exemplify “an emerging 

pattern of spinning tragedy to suit partisan purposes” (ICG 2005: 16) where deaths are “repackaged 

by spin-doctors anxious to demonstrate the capital is or is not safe enough for the TFG to be based 

there and whether or not foreign troops are required for its security” (ICG 2005: 14).   

The Mogadishu group reacted to the Yusuf faction’s discourses by attempting to portray 

Mogadishu as safe. The group, in a bid to maintain the capital in Mogadishu, appealed to 

nationalistic sentiments and portrayed Yusuf as “working for the enemy of Somalia” (O. Hassan 

2005). The group claimed that “constitutionally” the city was the capital and attempted to convince 

its followers to refrain from violence by suggesting that if the security situation in Mogadishu were 

not improved, foreign troops would intervene (AFP 2005a). In March 2005 faction leaders, 

including the ICU leaders, took measures to disarm militias to improve security in Mogadishu 
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 (ICG 2006: 5). When this initiative was considered successful the Mogadishu group claimed that 

the city was safe and that “[a]nybody claiming Mogadishu is still a dangerous city to operate from 

[was] either day-dreaming or [was] up to something else”, insinuating that the Yusuf faction had 

a hidden agenda for not locating the capital in Mogadishu (BBC 2005c). Yusuf, in an attempt to 

undermine these claims suggested that the whole operation was a means to undermine peace with 

the initiative being a farce and that “[s]uch comedies [could] only be used to cheat people who are 

new [in politics] but not an elderly man like” himself (BBC 2005a). Ghedi later insisted that if the 

Mogadishu group would not join the Yusuf faction in Jowhar they would “confront them by force 

with the support of Somali people” (M. Hassan 2005). This goes against a statement made by 

Yusuf two months earlier where he pledged that the TFG would “never pacify Somalia by force” 

(Maclean 2005). 

This should be interpreted as a symbolic power move rather than an attempt to form violent 

power. The main purpose for the stabilisation initiative was not law and order per se but rather a 

way to return the state narrative to Mogadishu and thereby undermine Yusuf’s symbolic power 

formation. The lack of commitment to stability was materialised as the attempts to disarm 

Mogadishu led to the rise of civil society groups who welcomed and ambitiously assisted the 

process. Faction leaders, who relied on insecurity to form violent power, saw the rise of these 

groups as a threat. The stabilisation efforts did not last long and ended with the assassination of a 

BBC journalist and the attempted assassination of the Prime Minister (ICG 2006: 6). The discourse 

of the state and by extension the location of the capital allowed faction leaders to attempt symbolic 

power formation, which translated into destructive violent power formation. This also reduced the 

prospects of the creation of state institutions, as “most of the public remain[ed] worried, angry and 

unaffiliated with the main political coalitions” (ICG 2006: 2). The disagreement in the TFG over 

the location of the capital, suggests that elite relations remained defined by low integration and 

fluctuating differentiation. It also suggests that the way symbolic power is formed may translate 

into material and/or violent power formation which reproduces the unstable elite structure. In 

addition, this indicates that the focus on the discourse of the state by the international community 

and the symbolic power this generated for faction leaders maintained the condition defined as 

‘state failure’. It was not only the discourse of the capital, and by extension the ‘state’, in which 

elites could form symbolic power but also the discourse highlighting a threat to the ‘state’ or the 
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 Somali nation. 

When Yusuf was elected President by the TFP in 2004, he attempted to form symbolic 

power by appealing to the international community for peacekeeping troops and by using the threat 

of terrorism as means to allow Ethiopian intervention. To appeal to the international community, 

the Yusuf faction of the TFG campaigned to demonstrate that Somalia was a failed state, claiming 

that “our government is very poor, and it can not [sic] work properly without financial aid” (BBC 

2004b) further stating that “Somalia is a failed state and we have nothing” (The Globe and Mail 

2004). Yusuf also claimed that “vast majority of Somali people” were in favour of a peacekeeping 

deployment (AFP 2005b). The Yusuf faction also continued similar discourses to the SRRC in 

suggesting that Somalia would become a “home to terrorists” if international action was not taken 

(BBC 2005b). Thus, it appears that the Yusuf faction attempted to control the narrative of 

‘Somalia’ by invoking discourses of ‘failed’, ‘threat’ and ‘terrorism’ to maintain a good reputation 

within the international community and to achieve material power from an Ethiopian intervention. 

The discourse of state failure and its implications was as such used to form power, however, these 

discourses also reproduced the unstable elite structure as it generated more instability and 

decreased trust.  

Due to enduringly low levels of trust and high fragmentation, which led to few avenues for 

power formation, the APRCT leaders within the TFG were suspicious of Yusuf’s campaign to 

involve Ethiopia and saw any foreign intervention as a threat to their power. Some of them 

attempted to incite violence if foreign troops were to be deployed, with Atto urging “all Somali 

people to prepare to fight against our enemies, be they Ethiopians or Somalis” (Bile 2005a). In 

early 2005, the people of Mogadishu appeared to share this sentiment as they protested en masse 

the deployment of Ethiopian troops. One protester claimed; 

From Ethiopia’s perspective it will be a war between Ethiopia and the Islamists [Ikhwaan]. But for 

we Somalis, it is not so simple. I have to fight side by side with anyone who is fighting Ethiopia ... 

People do not want to join the Islamists [wadaado] ... but if it comes to that, how can you refuse a 

coalition with them? It won’t matter who chews qaad and who doesn’t when the enemy is just over 

the horizon (ICG 2005: 4). 

Not only were people concerned about foreign intervention but also the power vacuum that it 

would create and legitimacy this would give to the extremists (ICG 2005: 4). These sentiments 
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 were actualised. Ethiopia did invade and the extremist faction of ICU, al-Shabaab, did gain more 

power. The ARPCT also used the war on terror as an attempt to form symbolic power, with one 

leader claiming that the fight against the ICU was “not fighting against civilians, but fighting 

against terrorists” (AFP 2006a). However, as mentioned, civilians were the main casualties in 

these clashes. In addition, it appears that the commitment to the war on terror was superficial as 

when the ICU defeated the ARPCT, some of the overpowered faction leaders joined the ICU (ICG 

2006: 13). The ARPCT was also using symbolic power formation to undermine the ICU.  

The use of the threat of terrorism was not only a method by which the Yusuf faction and 

the ARPCT attempted to form power, it was also a bid to undermine the reputation and power 

formation of the ICU. For instance, ARPCT claimed that the ICU was not “representing the vast 

majority of the Somali people” (AFP 2006d) and Yusuf maintained that the TFG still had “popular 

and political legitimacy throughout the country” (AFP 2005d). However, this may have been 

counterproductive as the ICU used the accusations as a way of forming symbolic power. The 

divide in the TFG was capitalised on with one ICU leader stating that “[i]f the people who claim 

to be elected are not running the Somali government then they better quit […] [o]therwise, we tell 

the people to take their destiny into their own hands and disregard squabbling politicians” further 

stating that there were “moral reasons” and a “religious responsibility” to resist “bad leaders” 

(AFP 2005c). Eventually the ICU deemed the TFG as “illegal” and its leaders as “failed”, further 

undermining its power (All Africa 2005c).  

In addition, ICU frequently used discourses against the ‘occupation’ and ‘imperialistic 

motives’ of the US and Ethiopia. One representative of the ICU, in relation to the looming 

Ethiopian intervention, argued that the group would “not allow anyone to hijack the capital […] 

America’s talk of terrorism in Somalia is fabricated and serves suspicious political purposes” 

(Dagne 2010: 18). The group also accused the ARPCT of being a “creation of a foreign country”, 

(AFP 2006b) “supported by the enemy of Islam, America” (AFP 2006c) and as such not a 

“national institution” (AFP 2006b). When the Ethiopian invasion eventually transpired it 

“deepened public disaffection, inflamed Somali nationalism and intensified the pace of religious 

extremism and radicalization”, all of which reduced the power of the TFG even further (ICG 2008: 

1). The use of the anti-terrorist discourse by faction leaders and external actors backfired and gave 

momentum, through increased popularity, to radical factions of the ICU (Little 2012: 191 – 92). 
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 It appears then that the terrorist discourse, gave power to an otherwise insignificant faction of 

the ICU. This manner of forming power, shaped by the instability of inter (and intra) elite relations, 

thus generated a significant change in who held power in the elite structure. Another reason for 

this change was the ICU’s successful attempt to form power by using anti-imperialistic discourses 

to counter the TNG and the ARPCT. However, the sincerity behind these discourses is 

questionable.  

In relation to the discourses of anti-imperialism, the ICU, when it won the battle over 

Mogadishu against the ARPCT, portrayed its victory as a “popular uprising” (ICG 2006: 2) against 

faction leaders and being “for peace” and “not advocating violence” (AFP 2006d). The reality was 

quite different as “civilians were the main casualties, not participants” (ICG 2006: 2). The ICU did 

manage to attain some popular support using its liberation discourse. This was demonstrated when 

7000 people gathered to protest foreign intervention, chanting slogans such as “Go to hell with 

your democracy” (AFP 2006e). However, the ambivalence towards the ICU in the Somali society 

was mirrored when the group eventually expanded beyond Mogadishu to Kismayo. One resident 

in the town reflected on his stance towards the ICU saying that he was “on the list of those who 

are undecided whether to accept them or oppose them” but he realised that “opposing them [would] 

cost too much” (AFP 2006k). This not only demonstrates the people’s disengagement from the 

elite structure but also that rather than being an advocate for the broader Somali society, the ICU, 

as with other factions in Somalia, was operating in an elite structure where symbolic power 

formation was not related to popular legitimacy but was used rather as a means for more power in 

relation to other elites. One example of its low commitment to its own discourses is when the 

Ahmed faction of the ARS agreed to cooperate with the TFG, who it previously portrayed as 

‘working for the enemy’. The ARS-Asmara highlighted this stating that the ARS-Djibouti “in the 

past said the Transitional Federal Government of Somalia has no say in the country's affairs and 

that the Ethiopian government makes the decisions” (BBC 2008a). Despite questionable 

commitment to the anti-imperialistic discourse, the ICU did succeed in achieving societal support. 

This was much due to two narratives implemented in this discourse.  

The first narrative was to undermine the proficiency of foreign forces, with one ICU leader 

stating that foreign interventions “have never made peace anywhere in the world” (AFP 2006e) 

and another highlighting “what happened to Sunni prisoners in Iraq” and “the atrocities committed 
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 by UN and US” in the Somali Civil War (AFP 2004b). In relation to this narrative, the ICU also 

maintained that foreign intervention was “unnecessary and counterproductive” for peace (Xinhua 

News Agency 2006). The second narrative was to combine nationalism and religion. Statements to 

portray the advocates for foreign intervention as “less patriotic” (AFP 2004b) were common, so 

were claims that an Ethiopian intervention would be a breach of Somalia’s “sovereignty” (AFP 

2006g). The ICU, when forced out of Mogadishu, used these discourses to incite violence, 

exemplified by a communiqué issued by the group stating that “[r]esistance to the occupation is a 

legitimate and sacred right. It is a national duty as well as a religious obligation for all citizens” 

(Kimball 2007). Allusions to ‘patriotism’ and ‘sovereignty’ suggest that the ICU attempted to use 

narratives referencing elements of the western perception of the state to form power and to ignite 

violence in order to re-attain power. The success of these discourses cannot be evaluated as the 

Ethiopian invasion abruptly split the ICU.   

During the years of Ethiopian occupation, differentiation increased as ARS, al-Shabaab 

and the TFG all competed for power. The TFG managed to achieve some local autonomy but only 

due to the backing of Ethiopian forces. As a result, the TFG began to rule by force sending the 

message that violence was a way power was to be obtained, with Yusuf making few if any attempts 

to reconcile disputes with his opponents (ICG 2008: 5). The forceful rule of the TFG was justified 

through the aforementioned discourse of ‘national security’. Upon appointing Nur Adde as Prime 

Minister, President Yusuf was quoted instructing him to run a “‘hard’ government (xukumad adag) 

- or so the literal translation goes” (BBC 2007).52 In relation to this ‘hard governance’, the TFG 

(and the ICU) attempted to control alternative discourses from emerging (All Africa 2008d). The 

TFG started to restrict the media, justifying raids and arrests as national security issues in the name 

of the war on terror. A journalist confirmed this stating that “things have not been as bad as this 

even under the dark days of the warlords” (ICG 2008: 9). 

By 2009 the TFG had to rely on alliances to uphold its power. However, many of these 

alliances were forged to the extent that the collaborators often did not perform their duties or 

required money to uphold the alliance. As a result, the TFG could not maintain social order, and 

                                                      
52 The BBC suggested that the word ‘adag’ was not meant to be referred to as oppressive but rather as “a ‘tight’ and 

a ‘close-knit’ government”. Either way it generated perceptions that Yusuf wanted the new PM to “rule with an 

iron-fist” (BBC 2007). The events following the appointment also indicates that this was the purpose of the word 

‘adag’. 
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 the population in Mogadishu started favouring al-Shabaab (Menkhaus 2009: 11). This suggests 

that not only is material and violent power formation a significant influence on the elite power 

structure, but also that reputation is important in forming power. Considering the societal 

perception that ‘imperial forces’ backed the TFG, one example of the importance of reputation is, 

when African Union (AU) troops replaced the withdrawing Ethiopian forces in 2009, it “only 

multiplied local perceptions that foreign occupiers were the main allies of the TFG” (Little 2012: 

192). This undermined the TFG’s ability to form symbolic power even further, giving an 

opportunity to other elite groups to attempt symbolic power formation. 

The way al-Shabaab intensified the use of symbolic power formation, and was not 

contested in doing so by any other elite faction, suggest that differentiation was yet again 

decreasing. Al-Shabaab did not control any territory until 2007-2008, however the group thrived 

on sentiments of resistance against the Ethiopian invasion in 2006 (Dange 2010: 5). As with other 

elites in the unstable structure, power formation was undertaken to undermine the power formation 

of other elites. Al-Shabaab did this by trying to undermine the legitimacy of the TFG and Ethiopia. 

The group used religion and appealed to nationalism in order to form symbolic power. As such, 

al-Shabaab “conflated its Islamist agenda with a cocktail of Somali nationalism, anti-imperialism, 

anti-Ethiopianism and anti-Western sentiments” (Menkhaus 2009: 9). Media propaganda was 

essential for al-Shabaab in forming power (Mwangi 2012: 520). The use of propaganda through 

its own media was “to glorify its role within the global jihad and also to portray its opposition to 

the TFG” (Mwangi 2012: 522). Mwangi (2012: 513) suggests that the power al-Shabaab formed 

by using Islam was dependent “on political opportunities arising from state collapse in Somalia”. 

However, as has been demonstrated, it was not state failure per se that allowed al-Shabaab to form 

power but rather low levels of integration and volatile differentiation. Low levels of integration 

and fluctuating differentiation also generated violent power formations, which were incompatible 

with the western idea of the state.   

7.3 Violent Power Formation 

The disagreement over the capital and the legitimacy that would come with its location incited 

elites to attempt violent power formation. However, in this event, violent power formation was not 

used to provide security, which was the case during the Civil War era, rather the opposite 
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 transpired as the Yusuf faction allegedly attempted to incite violence to undermine Mogadishu 

as location. As a result, there was an increase in assassinations during this period (ICG 2005: 13). 

It was proposed that the murder of the BBC journalist in Mogadishu was the work of the TFG (ICG 

2005: 15). In addition, the Mogadishu group accused “Yusuf and his followers of detonating a 

bomb close to a joint AU and IGAD fact-finding mission’s (evaluating if foreign troops were 

needed) hotel” (ICG 2005: 15). If these allegations were true, it would demonstrate the extent to 

which the TFG went to form power through the location of the capital. If they are untrue, it 

demonstrates how the Mogadishu based faction leaders were desperate in portraying the city as a 

peaceful place by blaming the TFG for the incident. Either way it is clear that all parties realised 

the importance of location of the capital in forming power. This also suggests that all parties saw 

the discourse of the state as a means to form power. The TFG’s alleged reversed use of violence 

to form power was accompanied with the usual form of power formation.  

The TFG attempted to form violent power in a similar manner as any other faction in the 

Somali elite structure. The way it attempted to achieve violent power is therefore not constitutive 

of state formation. This became clear when Yusuf created his own militia, which operated in 

parallel with the TFG’s official army and had “little or no coordination with other security 

agencies” (ICG 2008: 5). This ‘special’ unit was allegedly involved in human rights abuses and 

was said to operate ‘above the law’, something that undermined the authority of the ‘official’ 

security forces (ICG 2008: 5). Consequently, aid from donor states was withdrawn, as they would 

not support the way the TFG administered its forces. This resulted in up to 40 per cent of the 

officially trained army and police force defecting because of unpaid salaries (Dagne 2010: 11). 

Mogadishu based faction leaders criticised Yusuf for recruiting his own militia, as they perceived 

this as an attempt by the Yusuf faction to consolidate power through violent power formation. The 

Yusuf faction dismissed the critique and justified their actions by stating that it was the ‘right’ of 

“every country in this world to have a national security force” (Bile 2005b ). It seems that the low 

levels of trust with the TFG and the elite structure, together with the western idea of the state, 

implicated Yusuf to use his own ‘special’ forces to achieve violent power formation, however, this 

at the same time undermined the TFG’s ability to enforce law and order, and therefore reproduced 

the unstable elite structure, as disagreement over membership of the TNG’s security forces further 

reduced trust in the elite structure.  
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 Low levels of trust and thereby low integration also generated major disagreement within 

the TFG concerning the deployment of foreign troops. The Mogadishu group saw this as a direct 

threat to its power base. It was argued that any attempt by Yusuf to implement peace in Mogadishu 

through foreign forces was “viewed as tantamount to a declaration of war” (ICG 2006: 4). This 

should indicate that most faction leaders thrived on violence, suggesting that violent power 

formation was an important aspect to their power base. One example of this is when newly 

appointed Prime Minister Nur Adde attempted to reconcile grievances felt by the Hawiye clan. 

The Prime Minister initiated negotiations with clan elders, however to coincide with these 

negations the ‘unofficial armies’ of the Yusuf faction of the TFG orchestrated counter-insurgency 

against the clan and raids of significant market places of the Hawiye. Eventually the negotiation 

efforts came to a halt as clan elders withdrew (ICG 2008: 6).  

The ‘market’ for violence, which has been elaborated in previous chapters, was also present 

in the TFG period. Reflecting on the newly founded TFG one militia man hired to protect an aid 

agency stated “[i]f the coming government will not import troops (peacekeepers) to take over our 

jobs, we may welcome it” (AFP 2004b). It appears then, that not only does violent power formation 

require a market for violence, but also that the unstable elite structure undermines attempts at 

reducing violence if it threatens the power of significant elites, and that this reproduces such 

structure. In fact, Dehéz and Gebrewold (2010: 10) point out that as soon as a peace accord was 

within reach, fragmentation among elite groups would increase “most often because regional 

actors who feared their interests might not be taken into account supported factions opposed to the 

peace process”. Regional actors, such as Kenya, Eritrea and Ethiopia have played a part in injecting 

capital to the markets of violence and undermining the peace processes. However, the various elite 

factions were aware of how they could use regional tension for their benefit. The reciprocal 

manipulative relationship these groups have with the region, and the rest of the international 

community, demonstrates how the power formations elucidated in this thesis reproduce the 

unstable elite structure in Somalia. One example of this reproduction is how the TFG’s and the 

Mogadishu group’s endeavour to form violent power produced an opportunity for the ICU to 

attempt the same.  

The increased violence facing Mogadishu gave leverage to the ICU. Much of the 

Mogadishu population supported the Courts because of the “antipathy to the Mogadishu warlords, 
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 US counter-terrorism methods, the TFG leadership and general resentment of Mogadishu’s 

lawlessness” (ICG 2006: 1). By highlighting the Ethiopian backing of Yusuf and their ability to 

establish order, the Islamic Courts manage to gain power. The Courts justified its attempts to 

establish law and order by citing that no one should oppose “the adoption of the rule of Allah” and 

that the Somali people had to unify under “the commands of God” (AFP 2006f). The violent power 

the ICU achieved should not only be attributed to their claim of authority regarding religion but 

also to the ICU’s relation to the business elite.  

The Courts and the business community had developed a symbiotic relationship in which 

businessmen paid the ICU to maintain order in whole neighbourhoods, and in return the courts 

obtained the backing of the business elite (Leeson 2007: 705). The business elite also complied 

with Sharia laws implemented by the courts as this provided more security for their businesses 

(Hagmann and Hoehne 2009: 51). It appears that the unstable elite structure produced an 

opportunity for the ICU to form violent power. Furthermore, the societal support the ICU achieved 

was not due to its ‘religious standing’ but rather an example of the way society attempted to cope 

with the consequences of the unstable elite structure. Evidence suggests that most people at the 

time did not find any elite group “worthy of unconditional support” (ICG 2006: 2). Neither did the 

ICU form violent power based on concerns for the peace and security of the Somali society. The 

courts were seeing civic leaders and public mobilisation as a threat and these were often 

intimidated or assassinated (ICG 2006: 2). This suggests that the ICU only attempted violent power 

formation due to the nature of the unstable elite structure and therefore as means to acquire more 

power than other elite groups, rather than for the best interests of society.  

It may be that the ICU also used violence to achieve local legitimacy. During the looming 

Ethiopian intervention “[i]t was believed that UIC hardliners” hoped to “bog Ethiopia down in the 

capital and spark both a popular uprising and extensive support from the Islamic world” (ICG 

2008: 2). When this did not transpire, the al-Shabaab faction of the ICU issued statements 

proclaiming ‘Jihad’ against Ethiopia and its ‘sympathisers’ (AFP 20006k).  A regional observer 

stated that the “declaration of holy war seems a sign of frustration in order to keep the momentum 

of the populist support” (AFP 2006i). Violence was in other words used to achieve symbolic and 

violent power formation. The use of ‘Jihad’ to justify violence may appear as a new way to form 

power. Religion had not been manipulated as a means for power formation to the same extent in 
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 previous periods. However, the way most faction leaders used various forms of discourses to 

appeal to ‘nationalism’ and ‘identity’ should be equated with the call for ‘Jihad’ as these were used 

as justifications for violence. In addition, all these discourses were a result of the nature of elite 

relations and reproduced the unstable elite structure. The material power formations attempted 

during the TNG period also reinforced the unstable elite structure.  

7.4 Material Power Formation 

As the TFG did not have the ability to tax or gain revenue from infrastructure such as air and 

seaports, which were in the hands of faction leaders, the group was mostly dependent on foreign 

aid (ICG 2006: 8). The TFG also experienced corruption, and the international community’s 

preoccupation with the state and institution building directly allowed “[i]nstitution-building [to] 

became a lucrative project—but not a goal” (Menkhaus 2014: 159). This was amplified in 2011, 

as the TFG had a chance to demonstrate that it had the capacity to work for the Somali people. 

Somalia was experiencing a terrible famine and foreign aid was delivered to the TFG. However, 

the aid never reached the people, instead leaders of the group captured the aid and demanded fees 

for its release and “district commissioners” in Mogadishu attempted to control the various 

internally displaced camps to gain authority over the aid (Menkhaus 2014: 159). In the first 

instance, it would be expected that the TFG would attempt to achieve popular legitimacy through 

“service delivery, the one critical area that would have improved its public standing significantly”, 

considering the failings of the previous attempted governments and the great involvement of 

western donors (ICG 2008: 9). However, this did not happen which suggests that the elite structure 

during the TFG had not changed and that the unstable elite structure was so entrenched that elites 

did not see the state and its institutions as anything but another means to attain material power. 

The ICU however, attempted to form material power through service provision. Before the 

Ethiopian invasion, the Courts had set up services such as schooling, health and child care 

(Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN) 2006).  

The ICU, during its brief control of most of southern Somalia, suggested that it would 

control the amount of aid provided to the society in order not to undermine local farming 

production (AFP 2006j). However, the real commitment to this may have been to satisfy the 

business elite, who allegedly had contributed US$130,000 to the ICU and who raised concern that 
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 local demand for their products was reduced due to foreign aid (AFP 2006l). The ICU also 

banned the import and usage of Khat, which might have been intended to increase security in their 

controlled areas but was also a way of undermining other faction leaders relying on the Khat trade 

as a source of revenue. When protests broke out in Mogadishu over the ban, the ICU forces opened 

fire, allegedly killing two protesters (AFP 2006l). The TFG like the ICU attempted to undermine 

the power of faction leaders in Mogadishu by imposing a ban on aircraft landing in Mogadishu 

airports. The Yusuf faction of the TFG issued a statement saying that “flights [would] be diverted 

to other airstrips at which the government [was] able to collect tax”. The Mogadishu faction saw 

this as a direct threat to their power base and stated that they would shoot down any aircraft that 

did divert (AFP 2005e).  

The dependency of external support continued through the TFG era and due to the increase 

of ICU’s power, material power formation attained through external dependencies became 

increasingly important. Ethiopia had a vested interest in the courts not forming power because of 

their ideological differences but also because the popularity of the courts to undermine the TFG, 

which Ethiopia saw as the only reliable partner for securing its interests (ICG 2008: 2). Somalia 

also continued to be important in the Ethiopian-Eritrea proxy war. Ethiopia provided military 

training and arms to the TFG while Eritrea provided the same for the ICU (ICG 2006: 20). The 

formation of the ARPCT can also be interpreted as way for faction leaders to gain financial support 

from the US (ICG 2006: 12). Faction leaders that successfully convinced Ethiopia and the US that 

they were allies in the war against terror achieved military and financial assistance from the above-

mentioned states (Wax and DeYoung 2006). The war on terror also created a market for 

abductions, where faction leaders attempted to secure US rewards by arresting foreigners 

suspected to be al-Qaeda affiliates (ICG 2005: 17). The material power al-Shabaab formed was 

also characterised by dependencies. Funding from overseas was its main source of income. For 

instance, in 2010 “more than a dozen Somali Americans/permanent residents were arrested” for 

money transfer to the group (Dagne 2010: 3). These attempts to form material power were aimed 

at undermining the power of the opponents and some of them resulted in increased violence, as 

most revenue gained was used for weapons. This generated more suffering in the Somali society.  
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 7.5 Conclusion: The Reproduction of the Unstable Elite Structure in Somalia 

Fluctuating differentiation has been a defining feature of the Somali elite structure. Differentiation 

after the fall of the Barre regime was increasing to the point of violent conflict. It then decreased 

when the Somali Salvation Alliance managed to form symbolic and material power through UN 

assistance. This decrease continued through to the TNG but was short lived as the TNG 

factionalised and the business community gained more influence, thus increasing differentiation. 

Differentiation briefly decreased once more, as the ICU managed to control most power 

formations. However, due to Yusuf’s and ARPCT’s dependency on Ethiopia, ICU was forced out 

of Mogadishu and differentiation increased as the TFG experienced internal power struggles. This 

gave leverage to al-Shabaab to control most sectors of society, thus decreasing differentiation. 

During this entire period, integration remained low. Fluctuating differentiation and low levels of 

integration led elites to attempt power formations, which reproduced the unstable elite structure. 

Even though there was a change in the actors holding power, the means of obtaining power 

remained the same. For instance, the way al-Shabaab used ‘Jihad’ to incite violence echoed how 

Aidid used anti-imperialistic discourses for the same purpose.   

In Mogadishu, symbolic power formation led to clashes of discourses, which were met 

with counter-discourses. Successful discourses fluctuated differentiation, hampered peace 

processes, and led to violence. Ironically, in the Mogadishu narratives, the discourse of the state 

and the state failure narrative were used to achieve power or deny power to others. Violent power 

formation was achieved either through security provision to society or when elites deliberately 

instilled insecurity to reduce power formations of others. The elites’ quest to increase security to 

achieve financial and symbolic support reproduced the unstable elite structure as it resulted in 

markets for militant labour and weapons. Material power formation included external or domestic 

dependencies, which, when eroded, prompted elites to attempt self-sufficiency. This led to 

negative consequences for Mogadishu society as these attempts often resulted in violent conflict 

over resources and hyperinflation 

Most power formations, indirectly or directly reproduced the unstable elite structure and 

generated suffering in the Somali society. Thus, low integration and fluctuating differentiation in 

Somalia pushed elites to attempt power formations that were incompatible with the western idea 
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 of the state and constitutive of what is commonly referred to as state failure. Paradoxically, to 

cope with the unstable elite structure, wider society reinforced it through (for instance) the 

‘markets of violence’ or the transfer of power to a certain faction in exchange for relative safety.  

The study of elite relations in Mogadishu makes clear that western normative 

understandings of the state in the state failure literature have obscured how power operates among 

local elites. Furthermore, it is evident that when decentralising the state from the analysis it is 

possible to analyse the fluidity of power in societies experiencing “state failure” as well as to 

explore the impact elite relations have upon power. In sum, the main conclusion drawn from Part 

Two of this dissertation is that decentralising the state from the Somali state failure narrative 

reveals that in the Mogadishu elite structure, power formations indirectly or directly reproduced 

the unstable elite structure and generated instability in society. Part Three will likewise 

decentralise the state from the Afghan state failure narrative and analyse power relations in the 

Afghan regional power structure.  
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—PART THREE— 

 Reconstructing the State Failure 

Narrative in an Afghan Context 

Synopsis 

The chapters in this part will survey elite relations in the Afghan region with the aim to show that 

the focus of the state as a fixed unit has obscured how power operates among local elites. In line 

with the assumptions of relationism covered in Chapter 3, the following Chapter 8 will decentralise 

the state from the Afghan state failure discourse. The remaining chapters of Part Three will analyse 

the fluidity of power among elites. To do so the elite structure framework developed in Chapter 3 

will be applied to the Afghan narrative.  

From 1979 – 2001 the Afghan elite structure produced power formations that fluctuated 

differentiation. In other words, there was variation in elite autonomy and elite control of sectors in 

society. Differentiation started to significantly fluctuate when the three decade long rule King 

Zahir Shah came to an end. The Soviet-backed elite who ousted the king met opposition from elite 

with rural and religious support, the Mujahideen. Both the new regime and the Mujahideen 

experienced internal factionalisation. The inability of these elites to control all sectors of society 

led to the prolonged rule of the Soviet backed regime which allowed for the elite structure to 

produce power formations. This prolonged rule due to fluctuating elite differentiation and the 

resulting power formations will be covered in Chapter 9. In 1992, the former Soviet-backed regime 

collapsed and differentiation increased to the point of violent conflict translating into Civil War. 

This extremely high elite differentiation is covered in Chapter 10. Differentiation eventually 

decreased when the newly formed elite group, the Taliban capitalised could achieve some level of 

autonomy due to the factionalism among the established elites. However, the Taliban was 

struggling to achieve international recognition which had negative affect on its control of Afghan 
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 society. Consequently, the Taliban could not implement a coherent policy framework as the 

regime had to focus their energies at power formation to keep counter-elites at bay. As a result, 

the Taliban were more successful in countering elites but they could not alter the ways in which 

power formation was achieved.  

The elite structure in the Afghan region reproduced much according to the conceptual 

framework developed in Chapter 2. Symbolic power formation led to clashes of discourses, which 

were met with counter-discourses. These contested discourses involved religion, gender and 

ethnicity. These disputes led to fluctuated differentiation, hampered peace processes, and violence. 

Violent power formation included elites’ provision of security to society or the deliberate 

generation of insecurity to reduce the power of other elites. This resulted in markets for militant 

labour and weapons. The unstable elite structure also produced external and internal dependencies. 

The instability of the elite structure allowed regional and international elites to deliver resources 

for power formation which fluctuated differentiation. When elites in the Afghan region did not 

enjoy international support, they attempted to find independent sources for material power, for 

instance through the minting of currency, aid manipulation or opium production. This led to greater 

suffering in society in the forms of aid dependency, drug addiction, rise of the shadow economy 

and hyperinflation. It also led elites to attempt to deny power to counter-elites. In sum, the 

following chapters will show that when adopting relationism’s assumptions about how power is 

formed and avoiding the fixed state unit, it is possible to understand that unstable elite structures 

reproduces itself through elites attempts to form power. 
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 CHAPTER 8 

Decentralising the ‘State’ from the Afghan State Failure Narrative  

 

“Wars have no difference. The mujahadeen killed my father and then the 

Taliban tortured and killed my brother. It is always the people who are 

suffering” 

(Female from Daikundi cited in Oxfam 2009: 22).  

 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Violence has been an integral part of Afghan state failure for generations. Afghan society has been 

in conflict for more than three decades and the Afghan state has been recognised as an institution 

where legitimacy was “at all times shaky” (Maley in Turton and Marsden 2002: 10). Scholars 

agree that Afghanistan, at least prior to the 2001 United States’ (US) invasion, was a ‘failed’ state 

(Bøås and Jennings 2007: 478; Englehart 2007: 144; Arreguín–Toft 2012: 264). Afghanistan has 

also been described as a site where “every conceivable human rights violation” (Helsinki Watch 

Committee (HWC) 1984: 4) has occurred, where the “prospects for sustained unity, peace and 

self-determination [were] dimmer even than Somalia’s” (Coll 1994). To explain the reasons for 

this, Part Three of this thesis will map the reproduction of elite relations in the Afghan region from 

1979 – 2001. The Afghan state failure narrative occurs in three sequences, each of which 

respectively represents a chapter in Part Three, starting with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 

(1979 – 1992), followed by civil war (1992 – 1996) and ending with Taliban rule (1996 – 2001). 

These periods were chosen as they represent “several conflicts, each with multiple phases and 

actors” and are critical junctures where the Afghan elite structure could have been altered 

(Winterbotham 2012: 24). However, as the chapters in Part Three will demonstrate, the elite 

structure was not transformed as fluctuating differentiation in tandem with power formation 

reproduced unstable elite relations.  

The geographical area under investigation in Part Three is loosely defined as the Afghan 

region, which comprises rural and urban Afghanistan as well as the borderlands including 
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 Peshawar in Pakistan.53 The first period in the narrative of Afghan state failure came at the same 

time as a new set of elites entered the Afghan elite structure (Rubin 1992: 94). The introduction of 

new elites also represents a definite break between elites and the broader society (Rubin 1991: 73; 

Bhatia 2007: 99). Under the auspices of the Soviet Union, attempts at state building took place 

during this period. Due to the instability in elite relations, it was believed that the only reason that 

the state was surviving was due to Soviet support (Maley 1987: 707). The second sequence of 

Afghan failure starts with the collapse of the Soviet backed regime and structural changes in elite 

relations. These changes in power relations could have seen a transformation of the Afghan elite 

structure. Instead, civil war broke out and elites’ formation of power (due to extreme fluctuation 

of elite differentiation) reproduced the elite structure (Khalilzad 1997: 37). This instability in elite 

relations allowed for the rise of the Taliban. The Taliban rule also represents a critical juncture 

where state institutions could have been consolidated. In the strictest sense the Taliban regime 

should not be classified as state failure as there were successful attempts at state building (Cramer 

and Goodhand 2002: 897). Even though that the Taliban initiated law and order, differentiation 

still fluctuated and consequently societal suffering persisted. Bøås and Jennings (2007: 479) 

further highlight the implications of western assumptions regarding the Afghan state failure as 

they maintain that the Afghan state only failed when “Western security or other interests became 

threatened”. This is exemplified by the fact that the Taliban regime’s human rights record and 

relation to terrorist organisations was only highlighted after 9/11 (Bøås and Jennings 2007: 479). 

This illuminates why the state failure discourse is inadequate when analysing societies like 

Afghanistan (Duffield et al. 2001: 11) and presents an ample opportunity to thoroughly evaluate 

the unstable elite framework. Before analysing the Afghan elite structure and its power formations 

in Chapters 9 – 11, a brief literature review of state failure narrative in Afghanistan and a short 

overview of the pre ‘failure’ history will be provided. 

8.2 The State Failure Narrative in an Afghan Context 

As in the Somali state failure narrative, there is a plethora of theoretical and policy oriented 

explanations as to why and how the violence in Afghanistan persisted. Like the Somali narrative, 

most of these explanations are rooted in substantialism and its focus on the state unit. Afghan state 

                                                      
53 See Chapter 2 for a justification of this restriction. 
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 failure narratives either ascribe institutional failure to disturbances in ethnic alliances and to the 

intervention of global powers, or more align themselves with the self-action approach – that neo-

patrimonial behaviours generate predatory behaviour (in other words a self-motivating maxim), 

which results in a war political economy (see Qassem 2009: 248). The following literature review 

has divided these causes into exogenous and endogenous explanations. External explanations attest 

that the Afghan state has failed and that this condition has persisted because of the colonial 

underpinnings of the current state system, which have been reinforced through globalisation, 

transforming Afghan traditional society in the process. The internal explanations maintain that 

Afghan traditions, such as the tribal system, are the reasons for societal suffering.  

8.2.1 The Transformationalist Approach: The Importance of Externalities 

The transformationalist argument maintains that Afghanistan has failed either due to global power 

structures since the Cold War or because of the arbitrary nature of the Westphalian states system. 

The former argument highlights that Afghanistan is a failed state-building project because 

international forces exacerbated clashes in society (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1358). For instance, 

as Afghanistan is part of a “regional complex system”, it “does not exist in a regional vacuum” 

(Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 891). Instead, it interacts with regional and international states that 

“in pursuit of their own strategic interests” eventually failed the Afghan state (Turton and Marsden 

2002: 10). In other words, Iran and Pakistan’s state-building projects have been at the expense of 

Afghanistan’s. In a similar way, the Soviet Union and the United States hindered Afghanistan’s 

state building project (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 891). Eventually this led to the development 

of a war economy integrated into a regional system (Rubin 2000: 1790).  

The second part of the transformationalist approach, as Rubin (1988: 1188 – 9) highlights, 

argues that the state never “became deeply rooted” in Afghanistan. Rather, Great Britain and later 

the Soviet Union artificially created the state through the implementation of arbitrary borders 

(Turton and Marsden 2002: 10). This was a form of ‘gerrymandering’ and contributed to an 

ethnically fragmented society (Shahrani 2002: 718). As a result, the Afghan state is perceived as 

advocating particular ethnic interests in society, and not the common good (Rubin 1988: 1189). 

Shahrani (2002: 716) takes the argument further and maintains that foreign influence in 

Afghanistan led to “ethnic factionalism”, where ethnic hegemony could take place with the help 



- 148 - 

 of external forces. The state therefore only derived legitimacy through its integration into the 

international system and has become a rentier state as it depends on external assistance rather than 

domestic support (Rubin 1988: 1191). For Rubin, international aid can therefore lead to state 

formation, albeit into a weak rentier state (Rubin 2002: 81). However, this ignores local agency 

and the importance of political elites’ qualities such as a charisma (Bakshi 1998: 786). The 

emphasis on externalities does not explain why certain parties, especially those which had foreign 

support, failed. Admittedly, those who succeeded had foreign assistance but they also enjoyed 

greater local support. In sum, international backing “is a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition 

for the success of a movement” (Harpviken 1997: 283).  

Dorronsoro (2005: 5 – 6) also criticises transformationalist reasoning and accuses it of 

“geographical determinism”, where misconceptions frame Afghan history along the lines of 

regional and global rivalries. In addition, this represents a western understanding of the conflict 

and neglects the autonomy of local actors. Rubin (2002: x) holds a similar view: “[t]he obvious 

story of the 1980s was that of Soviet invasion and Afghan resistance. The underlying story was 

about the breakdown, indeed of fragmentation, of social control and power”. It is true that the 

western centric view did transfer focus to the Soviet invasion of Afghan sovereignty, but to claim 

that this would lead to a ‘breakdown’ of society and power relations is to maintain that Afghanistan 

exists in a power vacuum. Central to the main thesis here is that power is never in a vacuum. 

Fragmentation merely means that power operates in a different manner.  

8.2.2 The Traditionalist Explanation: The Importance of Clan and Political Culture 

8.2.2.1 Tribe 

The traditionalist explanation for the Afghan state failure maintains that tribal society and ethnic 

tensions are the reasons for state collapse (Khalilzad 1997: 37). Historical antagonism between 

tribes maintains Afghanistan in a state of looming violence (Khalilzad 1997: 38). As a result, 

Maley (1987: 711) argues that bonds within tribes have been strong at the expense of the link 

between state and society. These bonds have also created tribal structures where a ‘particular’ kind 

of violence has emerged. This form of violence operates to upset the balance of power but then 

eventually returns to equilibrium. Violence therefore occurs according to “anthropological rather 
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 than political rules” (Roy 1989: 43). However, the introduction of political ideology (including 

Islamism) and arms distribution together with a resurgence of tribalism led to politicisation of 

violence (Roy 1989: 44). The provision of international aid saw a militarisation of Afghanistan, 

which in combination with the introduction of political ideologies foreign to the tribal system did 

not allow for traditional conflict resolution (Rubin 1993: 492). In addition, according to the 

traditionalist argument a charismatic leader was essential for legitimacy in tribal Afghanistan 

(Tarzi 1991: 488). Neither the Mujahideen nor the communist regime could provide such 

leadership and, with the Soviet withdrawal, the ethnic and tribal cleavages fragmented the 

Mujahideen (Tarzi 1991: 480; 488).  

That tribal practices are incompatible with ‘modernity’ ignores that clan structures are not 

fixed, as exemplified by the decline of Pashtun hegemony (Harpviken 1997: 271 – 2). In addition, 

in Afghanistan the tribal community has at times been a source of security rather than conflict. As 

Tapper (1983: 75) highlights, “states and empires have not only created tribes as political groups, 

but they have then prevented them from developing their own political identities as nation-states”. 

Thus, the very concept of the tribe and the security it provides has been manipulated not only 

through conceptual means but also in an instrumental sense (Winterbotham 2012: 24). In other 

words, ethnicity does not make war, politics does (Dorronsoro 2005: 15). Rubin (2004: 166) 

therefore highlights that “[w]e should not think that Afghanistan is backward or pre-modern, and 

we are modern. No, Afghanistan is part of the modern world. It, too, is part of the process of 

globalization. But it is the other side of globalization”.  

8.2.2.2 Institutions 

The second argument relating to internal causes for Afghan state failure focuses on local 

institutions. According to this argument, due to weak institutions strong state – society relations 

were never established (Goodhand 2002: 838). As the capacity of the state decreased after the 

Soviet invasion, the capacity of society increased (Rubin 2004: 165). Because the state was weak, 

people sought protection from warlords through other means (Rubin 2004: 165). This created a 

patronage network system that connected to the international system (Rubin 2004: 166). The state 

and its institutions are thus the reason for lack of services and infrastructure as well as law and 

order. The lack of these elements leads to an increase in insurgency as armed groups can capitalise 
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 on these voids (Jones 2008: 9). This argument neglects the history of institutions and does not 

sufficiently explain why Afghan institutions are suffering from low capacity (Cramer and 

Goodhand 2002: 904). 

To overcome the abovementioned criticism, Englehart (2010: 736) maintains that the 

quality of institutions is the reason for state failure. Comparing northern and southern Afghanistan, 

it is evident that the south was more affected by tribal politics while the north had developed quasi-

state structures with greater capacity (Englehart 2010: 736). Englehart (2010: 748 – 9) attributes 

these differences to historical trajectories where the north had been the focus for institution 

building, while tribal affiliation was more important in the south as there was no state structure. 

This may be true but tribal affiliation also helped the south to avoid falling into “warlord politics” 

(Debiel et al 2009: 41). In addition, the high tribal-low institutional capacity dichotomy leads to 

explanations that frame war as the “natural state of wickedness of the savage” where “nothing 

needed to be explained” as the reason for malfunctioning institutions is reduced to “unconscious 

cultural patterns”, with the agency of local actors neglected (Dorronsoro 2005: 6 – 7). 

8.2.2.3 Predatory Behaviour 

The third argument relating to internal explanations maintains that predatory behaviour among 

elites is a major cause for state failure in Afghanistan. This argument suggests that actors’ self-

interest lay within the war economy (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 889). This argument also 

maintains that these self-interested actors are perpetrating “an ongoing struggle between the centre 

and periphery, between modernizing state and borderland communities attempting to remain 

beyond the reach of the state-building project” as they are “actively” seeking state failure 

(Goodhand 2004: 156; Marten 2007: 41). Thus, warlords are acting out of self-interest and their 

rule has led to a deterioration of politics and the economy in Afghanistan (Marten 2007: 48).  

The main critique laid at this argument is, as Mac Ginty (2010: 578) highlights, that 

‘warlords’ can also benefit from state building. They cannot sustain themselves merely through 

greed, as resource extraction is unfeasible in the long run. Warlords therefore also provide 

protection to societies (Mac Ginty 2010: 584). However, Mac Ginty (2010) fails to explain why 

this security provision happens and when elites benefit from state building. Sharan (2011: 1112) 
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 presents a more nuanced approach and suggests that Afghanistan must be analysed in the context 

of elite “networks and hierarchical authority structure(s)”, and further maintains that failure of 

several historical peace accords, which could have led to elite settlements together with the Civil 

War, has been detrimental for future peace in the country. This led to “complex political elite 

networks” which were unstable when elites perceived “all politics as war” (Sharan 2011: 1113). 

The preceding sections have demonstrated that the focus on the state unit has distorted an 

understanding of how power operates in the Afghan region. Furthermore, as the following sections 

will demonstrate, the unstable Afghan elite structure was more complex than the politics as war 

equation suggests.  

8.3 Elite Integration and Differentiation during the Early PDPA Rule 1973 – 1979 

To reconstruct the Afghan state failure narrative and to demonstrate how the elite structure in the 

Afghan region is constitutive of what is commonly referred to as ‘state failure’, this section will 

map elite relations during the final years of the rule of King Mohammed Zahir Shah, which ended 

just before the Soviet invasion. Like Somalia, elite relations in Afghanistan in the period preceding 

what has been conventionally termed as state failure saw integration decrease and differentiation 

slowly increase. The following section will assess these elite relations immediately preceding the 

unstable Afghan elite structure. 

In 1973, a bloodless coup ended King Zahir Shah’s 40-year rule (Council of the European 

Union (CEU) 2001b: 6). The King’s cousin, Mohammad Daoud, together with a newly emerged 

educated elite instigated the coup (Rubin 1991: 73). Due to the Shah’s harsh policies against rural 

landowners, a divide between urban and rural Afghanistan emerged whereby the King attempted 

to achieve autonomy through material power formation by acquiring natural resources from rural 

landowners, while at the same time disputing symbolic power by the urban elite that questioned 

his authority (Esser 2013: 3089). The ousting of the King represents the beginning of a more than 

three decades long civil war (Rubin 1991: 73). The event also signifies the emerging divide 

between rural and urban areas, which laid the ground for the regionalisation of the Afghan elite 

structure. The coup led to an increase in elite differentiation as the elite soon divided between the 

religious right and the political left. To reduce differentiation, Daoud used arrests and purges which 
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 marginalised the political left and regionalised the elite structure further as he forced the religious 

right to flee Kabul for Pakistan (CEU 2001b: 8; Turton and Marsden 2002: 10 n. 5). 

Differentiation and elite structure regionalisation was also intertwined in relation to the left 

faction as it fragmented between the initially social democratic Parcham faction, the members of 

which were mostly urban Tajiks and Pashtuns, and the hard-line communist Khalq faction 

consisting of rural Tajiks, Uzbeks and Pashtuns (Esser 2013: 3089; Kaufman 1980). In January 

1965, the two factions had joined into the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA). The 

unification was short-lived as the Khalq faction, arguing its importance in the revolution took the 

leadership role.54 The party split in 1967, with the Khalq under the leadership of Nur Mohammed 

Taraki and Hafizullah Amin, and the Babrak Karmal-led Parcham faction, both claiming to be the 

‘real’ PDPA (Rubin 1992: 80 – 81).  

Due to Daoud’s attempt at reducing differentiation, the Khalq and Parcham factions 

temporarily unified to oust him in the 1978 Saur Revolution (Esser 2013: 3089; Rubin 1989: 152). 

The coup installed Taraki as President. Demonstrating low integration, and as a result fluctuating 

differentiation within the Khalq faction, another coup followed which saw the assassination of 

Taraki and the appointment of Hafizullah Amin as Pesident (Rubin 2002: 111). These coups and 

the elites behind them are claimed to be a result of Soviet strategy to gain geo-political influence 

in the region, however there is little evidence suggesting that Moscow was behind the coup (Rubin 

1991: 73; Rubin 1988: 1209, note 21). Either way it demonstrates the instability of the elite 

structure. With the removal of the Daoud regime, it also marks the end of the old monarchical 

regime and the introduction of a new elite (Rubin 1992: 94).  

To gain more autonomy for the Khalq faction, Amin declared all other parties, including 

the Parcham faction, the religious right and Maoist influenced parties, as “enemies”, and 

“instructed the Khalqis that ‘those who plot against us in darkness must be eliminated in darkness’” 

(Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1360). As a result, in 1978 most of the Parchamis were assigned 

diplomatic posts abroad, among them Parcham leader Babrak Karmal and future President 

Mohammad Najibullah. Those Parcham members who remained in Kabul were expelled from the 

                                                      
54 The Khlaqis had insisted on a radical revolution whereas the Parchmi favoured cooperation with the “progressive” 

elite within the Daoud regime (Rubin 1992: 83). 



- 153 - 

 PDPA, and some of these were executed and arrested (CEU 2001b: 8). In addition, due to the 

quest for autonomy, the Khalq faction was becoming increasingly dependent on the army (Cramer 

and Goodhand 2002: 899). This vulnerability was demonstrated through army uprisings in August 

1978 and April 1979 which led to fragmentation of the armed forces (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 

899; Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1361). After these coups, the regime started targeting military 

officers who were sympathising with either the Parcham or the right-wing Islamists. This led to 

further army fragmentation and an increase in uprisings throughout the country. The regime, which 

attempted to reduce differentiation and control more sectors of society, responded by mass arrests 

of army officials, and replaced these with Amin sympathisers (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1361).  

The ousting of the King not only represents an increase in the fluctuation of differentiation, 

but it also signifies the final break between the elite and society in Afghanistan (Rubin 1991: 73). 

The years that followed Daoud’s ousting saw detrimental attempts to penetrate Afghan society 

through what has been dubbed “revolution from above” which included “forced modernization” 

that aimed to ‘introduce’ a centralised state and even greater land reforms than that of the King 

(Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1358 – 59; see also Khalilzad 1997: 37; Harpviken 1997: 275). The 

forced modernisation included an educational scheme, which would increase the support for the 

regime while the land reforms were aimed at reducing the power of traditional leaders. However, 

the regime was incapable of implementing the reforms, and traditional leaders were not united to 

counter the regime (Rubin 2002: 118). Consequently, the term ‘revolution from above’ is 

misleading. Instead, if seen through the elite structure framework, this was merely an attempt to 

decrease differentiation without increasing integration. The same was true during the Barre regime 

in Somalia. ‘Revolution from above’ can only bring elite stability if the revolutionaries forcibly or 

convincingly generate consensus (see Higley and Burton 1989: 250). However, as the PDPA 

regime became increasingly dependent on its military force, there was a deterioration of “civil and 

political institutions for mediating between state and citizens” (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 899). 

This suggests that society and other elite factions excluded from the regime were not objects for 

consensus building which, if they were, could have increased integration in the Afghan elite 

structure (see Reed 2012: 23). Thus, ironically the PDPA’s policies to ‘introduce’ the state to the 

Afghan society, moved society and counter-elites away from the idea of the state.  



- 154 - 

 Another counterproductive ‘policy’ of the Kabul elite was to eliminate traditional village 

leaders to forcibly reduce differentiation in the broader regional elite structure (Wimmer and 

Schetter 2009: 528). As the young and educated then filled the traditional leaders’ roles, many of 

these later came to make “up the elite of the Afghan mujahideen (resistances) commanders” 

(Maley 1987: 712). The PDPA also attempted land reform aimed at providing land to peasants, 

which once again rural land owners and peasants rejected as they did not trust the elite in Kabul to 

implement these reforms (Esser 2013: 3089). As a result, rural uprisings emerged. To counter these 

uprisings, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979, which included the 

positioning of “50.000, then 85.000 soviet troops” and the assassination of Amin (HWC 1984: 13; 

Danish Immigration Service 1998: 9). In sum, low integration and increasing differentiation 

characterised elite relations before the Soviet invasion. Chapter 9 will analyse how, despite 

attempts from the Soviet Union to forcibly lower differentiation, the unstable elite structure during 

the PDPA regime led to power formations that fluctuated differentiation and reproduced the 

unstable elite structure. 
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 CHAPTER 9 

War as politics? Elite Relations during the Soviet Invasion 

 

“When I was young I wrote poetry about love, beauty and peace 

in Afghanistan. Unfortunately, at this age, I write about the tears, 

blood and cries of the Afghan people” (Afghan poet in HWC 

1984). 

 

 

9.1 Introduction: Elite Integration and Differentiation during 1979 – 1992 

Despite the Soviet invasion, differentiation increased within and between the various Afghan 

elites. To unite the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) and at the same to halt the 

radical reforms which had triggered the rural uprising, Moscow appointed what they perceived as 

a more moderate President, Parcham Babrak Karmal (Khalilzad 1997: 40). This however, did not 

unify the party as the PDPA consisted of 75 per cent Parchamis who opposed Karmal (Dorronsoro 

2005:175). Further antagonising the Parchamis and to consolidate his minority rule, Karmal 

oppressed the urban centres and arrested members of the Khalq opposition (Helsinki Watch 

Committee (HWC) 1984: 114). Another source of fluctuating differentiation was Soviet attempts 

at creating organisational diversity among the elites, as the Khalqis were given control of the 

Ministry of Interior and Defence while the Parchamis were given the office of Prime Minster and 

the State Information Service, Khadimat-e Atal'at-e Dowlati (KhAD), under the direction of 

Najibullah (Dorronsoro 2005: 174). While the two factions consolidated these organisational 

sectors, integration remained low within the party at the same time as differentiation increased. 

The only reason why violent conflict did not emerge between the Khalq and Parcham factions 

were the PDPA’s unity against the Mujahideen and the Soviet backing of the regime (Dorronsoro 

2005: 175).  

These forced attempts at PDPA unity did not curb the rural uprising, they rather had 

counterproductive effects (Rubin 2002: 122). Together with the urban elite, the Soviets undertook 

a “city-centric strategy” for development at the expense of rural resources, thus further widening 

the urban and rural divide (Esser 2013: 3089). In tandem with this policy, Soviet forces committed 

atrocities in the rural areas, all of which led people in these areas to flee to Kabul. This exhausted 
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 the city’s infrastructure and social services, which eventually collapsed and at the same time 

depopulated the regional areas (Esser 2013: 3090; United Nations Economic and Social Council 

(UNESC) 1986: 10).55 Due to the inability of the regime to control all sectors in society (as a result 

of increasing differentiation) Maley (1987: 707) observed in 1987 that “without the backing of 

these (Soviet) forces, the regime would collapse within 24 hours”. However, due to the increased 

volatility in differentiation, the religious right had great difficulty in challenging the power of the 

regime. In fact, after the Soviet withdrawal in 1989, the communist regime still maintained power 

until 1992. The eventual breakdown of the PDPA regime should be attributed not so much to the 

withdrawal of Soviet aid or the strength of the opposition but rather to the factionalisation of the 

regime (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1370). 

As the PDPA regime’s oppression of the countryside continued, the rural areas organised 

into armed resistance (Giustozzi 2003: 4). This eventually led to a stalemate where the regime 

controlled the urban centres and the opposition most of the countryside (Rubin 2002: 122). At first 

these uprisings were disorganised, mostly aimed at protecting the local village and were not 

dependent on tribal affiliations (Dorronsoro 2005: 97). However, soon the right-wing Islamist 

political movements, exiled in Pakistan since the Daroud regime, had formed seven political 

parties which aligned with the resistance in Afghanistan (Goodhand 2002: 842).  In 1965, the 

religious right had created an alliance under the leadership of Burhanuddin Rabbani named the 

Muslim Youth Organisation, which later took the name Jamiat-e Islami (Jamiat) (Rubin 1992: 81). 

This group was never coherent and fragmentation was evident as early as 1975 when Gulbuddin 

Hekmatyar and his followers left the group and formed Hezb-e Islami (Rubin 1992: 81). Later in 

1979, Hezb-e Islami split between Hekmatyar (Hezb) and Ismail Khalis (Hezb Khalis) 

(Dorronsoro 2005: 138). Thus, “[t]he political parties had not made themselves known, or indeed 

were not established at all, until after the uprising, which they exploited but did not initiate” 

(Dorronsoro 2005: 105). Further regionalising the elite structure, large parts of Afghan society 

sought sanctuary in refugee camps in Peshawar, Pakistan with the number of Afghan refugees 

reaching 4.5 million in 1985 (UNESC 1986: 7). The seven parties in exile gained substantial power 

from these refugee camps.  

                                                      
55 In 1986 UNESC (1986: 10) estimated that 1.5 – 2 million internally displaced people (IDP) were living in urban 

centres.  



- 157 - 

 Out of the so called ‘Peshawar seven’ (P7) four parties were considered fundamentalists 

which included Jamiat, Hezb Khalis, a Saudi created and sponsored party named Ittihad-i Islami 

led by Abd-ur-Rabb-ur-Rasul Sayyaf, and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hezb-e Islami, which was 

considered the most radical party (Rubin 1989: 153 – 54 ; Roy 1984: 56). Before 1981, 

Hekmatyar’s party was the most influential one, later Jamiat’s influence grew significantly (Roy 

1984: 66). There were also three non-Islamist parties which were inspired by Pashtu nationalism, 

including Sibghatullah Mojaddedi’s Jabha-i-Nijat-i-Milli, the Pir Sayyid Ahmad Gailani-led 

Mahaz-e Milli and the Mauvalai Nabi Mohammadi-directed Harkat-i Inqilab-i Islami (Rubin 

1989: 154; ICG 2003a: 5, note 25; Tarzi 1991: 480-1). In 1980, the nationalist parties formed an 

alliance called Ettehad I islami Baraya Azadi yi Afghnistan, however the alliance soon failed and 

two new alliances were formed in 1981, Harakat- Eneqlab, Jebhe and Mahaz (Dorronsoro 2005: 

223). Fluctuating differentiation among the P7, as will be elaborated below, prevented them from 

controlling all three forms of power formation. 

Due to increased inter- and intra-elite differentiation and following Soviet pressure, Karmal 

resigned in 1986. Najibullah, the former KhAD director was appointed President and started 

marginalising most of the influential elite within the PDPA in favour of his personnel within the 

KhAD (Dorronsoro 2005: 178). To appeal to the opposition, Najibullah also tried to bring in non-

party members into the new regime (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1368). Indicating low levels of 

integration, the Najibullah regime also introduced a unilateral ceasefire with the opposition in 

1987. However, without response from the Mujahideen the regime broke its own ceasefire fifteen 

days later (HWC 1988: 7). This was part of a new Soviet policy whereby Najibullah’s authority 

was to be strengthened within the party to unite the two factions and at the same time reconcile 

with the opposition (Barfield 2012: 126). Despite this, these acts of reconciliation further 

factionalised the PDPA, as Najibullah did not have the full support from his Parcham faction. This 

is because Karmal supporters became increasingly antagonised and marginalised which led them 

in 1988 to initiate mass protests and a failed coup (Council of the European Union (CEU) 2001b: 

11). This sparked mass arrests and forced Najibullah to depend increasingly on the KhAD forces 

(Dorronsoro 2005: 196). Further cementing this dependency, Russia withdrew its forces from 

Afghanistan in February 1989 (Rubin 1989: 152).  
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 Before the Soviet withdrawal, with backing from Pakistan and the United States, the P7 

formalised its alliance into the Afghan Interim Government (AIG). To achieve greater legitimacy 

for the AIG, the P7 saw it as essential to establish a government in Afghanistan, and this triggered 

the battle for Jalalabad, which the Mujahideen lost (Rubin 1989: 156). The AIG blamed the loss 

on the technical superiority of the Kabul regime. However, Rubin (1989: 157-58) suggests that the 

main reason was that the P7 anticipated that many of the Kabul regime’s officers would defect. 

However, this did not happen as the Mujahideen’s previous brutalities in the region deterred many 

of the officers from defection. The lack of unity within the Mujahideen and the AIG’s lack of 

control over them was also a contributing factor to the defeat (Tarzi 1991: 487). In July 1989, the 

disintegration of the AIG was further demonstrated as Hezb-e Islami fighters under the command 

of Sayyed Jamal killed 30 Jamiat-e Islami officials. According to Jamiat-e Islami, Hekmatyar had 

ordered the killings (Rubin 1989: 159). 

In 1992, Massoud (together with the Shiite-derived party Hezb-e Wahdat and parts of the 

PDPA army) overthrew Najibullah, marking an end of the communist regime and the start of the 

second sequencing of the Afghanistan ‘state failure’ narrative, as “the state and the army both 

collapsed” (Jalali 2001: 87). With no common enemy, low levels of integration and extreme 

fluctuation in differentiation, power was diffused and as a result the Mujahideen fragmented, 

leading to increased fighting within the group (Khalilzad 1997: 37). To explain the reasons for this 

fragmentation and relate these to the unstable elite structure, it is first essential to analyse how 

power formation was obtained during the PDPA era, as these power formations were later 

reproduced.  

9.2 Symbolic Power Formation 

All elite factions tried to control and define religion. This translated into the first form of discourses 

used in the Afghan elite structure, which alluded to religious superiority. To gain symbolic power 

formation and to undermine the PDPA regime, the Mujahideen resistance based their rhetoric 

mostly on Jihad (Dorronsoro 2005: 107). This discourse was used to suggest that if society was 

not sympathetic to the Mujahideen they were not part of the Afghan Islamic ‘nation’. Hekmatyar 

explained the stance of all the political leaders when maintaining that the peoples’ backing of the 

Mujahideen was unconditional, as one “cannot differentiate between the Mujahideen and the 
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 civilians,” as “the whole nation is mujahed” (Rupert 1986b). The religious discourse was also 

closely associated with the state. For instance, Najibullah, to undermine the Mujahideen’s 

ownership of the religious discourse asked how, since he was born in Afghanistan, he “could not 

be a Moslem?” and further maintained that the PDPA’s “national democratic revolution (was) not 

in contradiction with Islam” (Williams 1986). Thus the Jihadi discourse was not only a means to 

legitimise the various factions’ perceived notion of the state, but was also closely related to 

fluctuating differentiation, as the elite faction controlling this discourse established symbolic 

power and counter-elites validated this power through counter-discourses.  

It is worth mentioning that in previous times the call for Jihad in Afghanistan had, 

temporarily, stabilised differentiation as the elite fought for a common cause (Roy 1984: 59).56 

However, this did not happen during the Soviet invasion as the various factions, instead of 

universalising the Jihadi discourse, attempted to claim ownership of the religious discourse for the 

purpose of gaining symbolic power.57 Confirming this is that elites with the most similar 

ideological convictions were experiencing lower integration than with elites who had contrasting 

worldviews. For instance, as Tarzi (1991: 482) points out, Hekmatyar was more aligned with 

Jamiat’s ideology and in stark opposition to the traditionalist ideology. However, fighting mostly 

took place between Jamiat and Hezb. This contradiction is further illuminated by the fact that these 

two factions had in common their advocacy for the transformation of society into a system where 

Islam would guide economics and politics. Both parties therefore criticised the previous monarchy 

and the Kabul regime for not adhering to Islamic principles. For instance, Jamiat condemned the 

Kabul regime claiming that Islam “is a complete way of life. Allowing a Moslem [sic] to say his 

prayers does not return [him] to his full religious freedom” (UNESC 1991: 11).  

The difference between the parties was that Jamiat integrated the idea of Islam as a guide 

for social relations to suit the local context whereas Hezb, to greater extent, sought to integrate its 

programme into an international Islamist movement and suggested that the local Afghan society 

at the time was “un-Islamic” (Rubin 1992: 84). In sum, the role of the religious discourse was “as 

an effective ideological weapon to mobilize the Afghan people against the Soviet occupation and 

                                                      
56 Various tribes united against the British in the late 1800. See Roy (1984: 59). 
57 It is important to highlight that this analysis does not disregard the religious convictions of the various elites, it 

merely aims to demonstrate that the unstable elite structure generates means to obtain symbolic power that are 

destructive to society.  
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 the un-Islamic character of the Kabul regime, providing legitimacy to the universality of the 

struggle in the form of jihad” (Tarzi 1991: 482, emphasis in original). Instead of being underpinned 

by real commitments to the Jihadi discourse, Hekmatyar’s attacks on Massoud was as much due 

to the latter’s charisma, through which Massoud gained symbolic power. Thus, their conflict was 

founded in personal rivalries rather than in ideology (Tarzi 1991: 486). 

These rivalries also impacted the rhetoric the elite used. Hekmatyar, and other political 

parties, used the concept of Takfir (the act of announcing a Muslim as an unbeliever) to denounce 

their enemies as Kafir (an unbeliever) (Rubin 1992: 86). Later, when armed conflict broke out 

between Hezb-e Islami and Jamiat, the P7 proclaimed Hekmatyar as a “‘criminal’ and a ‘terrorist’” 

(Rubin 1989: 159). Hekmatyar accused Massoud of having close relations to the Kabul regime 

“and killing his party’s commanders” (Rubin 1989: 159). Indicative of Hekmatyar’s attempts at 

symbolic power formation, and his low commitment to the anti-regime discourse, is when he later 

worked together with “hard-line communist military officers” to oust Najibullah (Tarzi 1991: 481). 

The denunciation of the enemy continued the infighting between Massoud and Hekmatyar. Thus, 

this rhetoric resulted in a reduction of differentiation in favour of the Kabul regime, as the 

Mujahideen were competing for power among each other. However, as there was little integration 

within the PDPA, the shift in differentiation was only temporary as the Soviet invasion gave more 

symbolic power to the P7, who before the occupation was struggling to appeal to broader society.  

In the early 1980s the PDPA regime also attempted to use Islam as a source of power 

(Maley 1987: 716). For instance, Karmal promised “freedom for all religions, sects, national 

customs and traditions” (The Globe and Mail 1980a) and started his speeches with praise to god 

(British Broadcasting Company (BBC) 1984b). To control the Islamic message and to win the 

support of the Mullahs, the regime also inaugurated a Ministry of Islamic Affairs and Religious 

Endowments to administer religious donations (Maley 1987: 716). In addition, the regime, through 

the KhAD, instructed the mullahs on what messages should be preached, how they should interpret 

the Quran, and who was to be in the supreme council of Ulema in Kabul (HWC 1984: 116–17). 

The regime also called the Mujahideen religious hypocrites, referring to how the Mujahideen had 

executed mullahs and destroyed mosques. As a result, the regime declared Jihad against the 

Mujahideen. This did not win the loyalty of the Mullahs (Dorronsoro 2005: 179). Neither did it 

convince Afghan society, which perceived the regime through its affiliation with the Soviet 
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 atheists.  

Further reducing the PDPA’s symbolic power, the Mujahideen continuously attempted to 

undermine the regime’s Islamic discourse (Maley 1987: 717). The Mujahideen characterised the 

regime as “atheist forces” who “invaded our country, destroyed our mosques, killed our children 

and started teaching communism in the schools” (Stevens 1982). This denied the regime symbolic 

power, monopolised the religious sectors of society, and temporarily reduced differentiation. The 

unsuccessful use of Islamic discourse led the Kabul regime to undermine Islamic discourses 

altogether. This was done by appealing to nationalistic discourses which saw the regime 

implementing a Loya Jirga (grand assembly) to bolster its legitimacy (BBC 1985). This assembly 

can be seen as symbol for tribal practices, which may have been an attempt to assimilate traditional 

leaders into the regime (Maley 1987: 718) 

Later, during Najibullah’s rule, the PDPA regime once again tried to control the religious 

discourse. For instance, Najibullah had shortened his name to Najib to disassociate with the term 

ullah or god, but in the late 1980s he switched back to his original name (Fisher 1988). This time 

the PDPA’s attempt to control the religious discourse was more successful than previous attempts, 

as when the Soviet forces withdrew, the legitimacy of Jihad lost much resonance (Dorronsoro 

2005: 202). One refugee expressed this sentiment, “[f]irst the mujahedeen were fighting for God, 

now they fight for themselves — the national interest has been dropped” (Bussey 1991). The 

regime used this for its benefit, issuing statements such as if the Mujahideen “continue the struggle, 

God will punish [them] - and we also” (St. Petersburg Times 1987). The regime also stepped up 

the purging of the Islamic clergy that did not follow its instructions (Rubin 2002: 165).  

After the Soviet withdrawal, the Mujahideen lost most of its symbolic power, leading to 

increased infighting between the Mujahideen elite (Dorronsoro 2005: 202). This reduced 

integration and increased differentiation within the group and at the same time reduced 

differentiation in the elite structure as a whole in favour of Najibullah. In sum, the religious 

discourse exemplifies the fluidity of power in the unstable elite structure. It demonstrates how 

differentiation fluctuates according to power formation. The religious discourse also reveals how 

symbolic power produces counter-discourses; in this case nationalistic discourses and conflict over 
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 the Jihadi discourses, which then reproduces the unstable elite structure as the Jihadi discourse 

fluctuated differentiation within and among elites. 

A second discourse all elites used was rhetoric alluding to liberation. The Mujahideen 

mostly used discourses relating to liberation of the people against the Soviet occupation. This 

aimed at appealing to refugees in Peshawar, with the Mujahideen maintaining that refuge was 

sought “[f]or the sake of our religion” and that fighting would continue until they “eliminate the 

very germ of communism from” Afghanistan (Stevens 1982). The commitment to this discourse 

should be evaluated against the fact that the Mujahideen were themselves supported by Pakistan, 

that some of them, as elaborated later, joined forces with PDPA commanders and that they 

eventually received aid from Russia.58 References to religion were not the only factor underpinning 

the liberation discourse: the Mujahideen also appealed to a proud tradition of their ancestors 

standing up against global powers, with references being made to how the Afghans stood up to 

“Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane and, in the 19th century, the British Army” 

(Borders 1984). This discourse also translated into claims that envisioned a protracted conflict 

where the Afghan’s “sons (would) fight them [the Soviets] until Afghanistan is free” (Bonner 

1985). 

Countering this discourse, the communist regime claimed that the Mujahideen were 

protégés of the “militarist strata of the [Pakistani] Ziaul Haq regime” and the “[r]ight-wing black 

reaction of the medieval regime of Iran”, accusing both of “plundering aggression” against Afghan 

sovereignty (BBC 1984a). The PDPA regime also appealed to the collective memories of the 

people, claiming that the King in exile had been an extension of British imperialism, and that “the 

deposed king and his reactionary band” together with “Pakistan militarist junta” wanted “to follow 

in the footsteps of his despotic and treacherous father”. By contrast, the Soviet Union had “helped 

[the] people to reject and repulse reactionary imperialist aggression and interference by extending 

internationalist assistance” to defend the “territorial integrity and national sovereignty of 

Afghanistan” (BBC 1984c). The liberation discourse is also a testament to attempts to control the 

discourse of the state with references to ‘national sovereignty’ being common.  

                                                      
58 See chapter 5 for an elaboration. 
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 In relation to the state discourse, the regime was also eager to demonstrate that it provided 

national development (BBC 1984c). The Mujahideen attempted to undermine this discourse by 

declaring the Soviet occupation as ‘illegal’ and eventually set up an exile ‘government’ to counter 

the regime. The Mujahideen also warned the people to act “against the nation’s interests” (BBC 

1984d) and attempted to unseat the PDPA from the United Nations (UN) General Assembly (The 

Globe and Mail 1985a). The state discourse and its counter-discourses led to violence. In one 

instance, the Mujahideen attempted to implement a provisional government close to the Pakistani 

border. According to Soviet newspaper Pravda, the PDPA regime counter-acted this by fighting 

off the Mujahideen and killing “600 guerrillas” (cited in The Globe and Mail 1984a). This is also 

a testament to the regime’s desire to portray its control of the Afghan state.  

Later, in 1989 when the Mujahideen was “admitted to full membership of the Islamic 

Conference Organisation”, a spokesperson for the P7 maintained that this would “cause a 

psychological coup in Afghanistan. Pro-regime people will start deserting in very large numbers” 

(The Independent 1989). This did not happen, but it demonstrates how the elite perceived the state 

as means for power formation. However, these allusions to the state were mostly aimed at 

international support rather than societal support. A diplomat highlighted ‘the government’ “is 

relevant mainly to the political leaders [of the Mujahideen]. The Afghans’ tradition has been to 

run their affairs locally with as little interference as possible from Kabul” (Wilder 1989). 

In relation to the state discourse, a third discourse emerged which was to undermine 

counter-elites’ international sponsors. Influenced by the rhetoric of Ayathollah Khomenini of Iran, 

the only difference being Hezb-e Islami’s Sunni affiliation, Hekmatyar criticised the liberal ideas 

of capitalism and democracy as well as denouncing “the United States as the Great Satan” 

(Carpenter 1994: 78; see also HWC 1988: 39). This was a way to appeal to followers and to achieve 

funds. The rhetoric of the PDPA regime was also imported from abroad, namely from Soviet 

communist leader Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev. This included the characterisation of the PDPA as part 

of the “masses” which had risen in solidarity with an international revolution against the 

imperialistic system (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1360). In their political manifesto or ‘platform’ the 

party claimed that in the Afghan system “‘the basic contradictions’ were between ‘farmers and 

feudal lords, between the people of our country and the imperialist’” (cited in Rubin 1992: 82).  
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 Furthermore, the regime maintained that a “limited contingent” (The Globe and Mail 

1981b) of Soviet troops were in Afghanistan to facilitate the revolution and that it would remain 

until “an international guarantee (was) given […] that all interference and aggression from outside 

and provocation will cease” (The New York Times 1982). The denial of a full Soviet invasion 

suggests that the PDPA was aware of the power the Mujahideen achieved through the presence of 

Soviet troops, thus this rhetoric was a means to undermine their power rather than an expression 

of communist comradeship. In fact, the PDPA leadership had at best a “skimpy” understanding of 

Marxism (Rubin 1992: 81). This suggests that the communist agenda was a matter of convenience 

rather than ideological adherence. Not only was it a way to appeal to the Soviet Union which 

generated material power, but this rhetoric also reduced differentiation within the PDPA as it 

served the Taraki regime’s marginalisation of the Parchami faction who claimed that its military 

officers were the cornerstone of the coup against Daroud (Rubin 1992: 83). 

In 1987, with the appointment of Najibullah as the leader for the PDPA, the regime’s 

communist rhetoric changed (HWC 1988: 8). Najibullah claimed that the “revolution is not a 

socialist revolution. It is a national democratic revolution” (Weintraub 1987). To move away from 

the communist label, Najibullah introduced a Loya Jirga (great assembly) and changed the name 

of the party to the Homeland Party (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1369). The Mujahideen met this 

change in rhetoric with scepticism, maintaining that Najibullah was still a Soviet instrument 

(Wates 1987) and that they would “continue to fight until Najibullah [was] thrown out and a 

complete Islamic government [was] established in Moslem Afghanistan” (Lee 1987). The regime 

also appealed to national reconciliation, made promises of amnesty and implemented a unilateral 

ceasefire (which, as mentioned, only lasted for a few days) (Dorronsoro 2005: 197). The 

Mujahideen rejected any attempt at peace talks. Demonstrating low integration, Hekmatyar 

claimed the Soviet Union was behind the reconciliation rhetoric with aims to “hoodwink the whole 

world, particularly the mujahedeen” (The Globe and Mail 1983). Together with promises of 

reforms aimed at free trade, the reconciliation rhetoric can be interpreted as an attempt by the 

regime to reconcile not only with the Mujahideen but also the West, with Najibullah inviting “‘the 

United States and its corporations’ to invest in Afghanistan” (Fisher 1988). This change in rhetoric 

once again fluctuated differentiation in favour of the PDPA regime.   
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 The categorisation of an ‘enemy’ also fluctuated differentiation and was the fourth 

discourse used in the elite structure.  During the Taraki regime, counter-elites were frequently 

labelled as ‘enemies’ of the revolution and any elite labelled an enemy was marginalised or purged 

(Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1360). ‘Enemies’ included Parchamis, Islamists, the intelligentsia and 

traditional leaders. In a speech Taraki “instructed the Khalqis that ‘those who plot against us in 

darkness must be eliminated in darkness’” (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1360). The proclamation of 

an enemy fluctuated differentiation, in this case in Taraki’s favour. To further undermine their 

enemies, the PDPA continuously referred to the Mujahideen as “bandits” (The New York Times 

1980) or “gangsters” (The Globe and Mail 1982b) and the counter-elite within the regime as 

“troublemakers” (The Globe and Mail 1981d). This categorisation of the enemy was a means to 

undermine their importance. This should also be evaluated against the regime’s previous rhetoric 

which referred to the Mujahideen as “bearded men”, a customary symbol for religion (Halliday 

and Tanin 1998: 1360). This reference eventually stopped, probably due to the regime’s attempt 

to control the religious discourse and not conflate the Mujahideen with the Islamic clergy. 

Through symbolic power formation the Khalq regime temporarily reduced differentiation 

both within the regime and in the Afghan elite structure as a whole, as any elite perceived as a 

threat to the PDPA powerbase had to flee the country or face imprisonment.  However, this 

fluctuation was only temporary as the prevalence of the Mujahideen’s Jihadi discourse was not 

only a means to justify violence but also a way to legitimise their perception of an Afghan nation 

and to undermined attempts at reconciliation by differentiating an ‘enemy’ not only to the parties 

in Peshawar but also to god. One village leader in Afghanistan, and a moderate supporter of the 

PDPA regime highlighted how the religious discourse hindered any attempts at peace, in 

maintaining that the P7 were “not Mujahidin (holy warriors) […] they are not interested in Islam 

or in the people. They just want dollars. If they were real Mujahidin they would come and talk and 

discuss” with the PDPA supporters (Gorman 1989). 

Even though all elites announced an enemy within their own elite group, at the same time 

they continued to claim they were coherent groups. For instance, disunity within the PDPA regime, 

ironically produced discourses suggesting elite unity such as “[n]o power on earth could overcome 

the unity of the party” (Fisk 1980) and the denial that “[t]here is no Khalq, there is no Parcham 

[…] There is only one united party. These names are from the enemy” (Weintraub 1987). During 
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 Karmal’s time, the two factions were forbidden to issue separate membership cards, something 

that was perceived as a means to reduce differentiation in the party (Allgaier 1982). For the P7 as 

for the PDPA, the unity discourse was a way to reduce differentiation and gain more autonomy 

than the counter-elite. In a move containing double symbolism the P7 introduced a Mujahideen 

flag to assert unity and to suggest some form of autonomy (The Globe and Mail 1981c). This was 

done in response to one of the Mujahideen parties, Mahaz-e Milli, which was convening their own 

Loya Jirga without the consent of the other P7 members. One P7 leader stated that the assembly 

was a “plan of Soviet agents who wanted the Afghan resistance movement to disintegrate” (The 

Globe and Mail 1981c). By the late 1980s, the disunity among the Mujahideen was a fact with one 

commander maintaining that the hatred between the Mujahideen was “nearly as strong as the 

hatreds we hold toward the atheists in Kabul” (Nickerson 1988). The Najibullah regime capitalised 

on this and suggested that if an offer to hand over power was made “[p]robably, one of the so-

called mujahedeen leaders will accept it, and the others will turn me down” (Burns 1989). 

All elite factions used the control of information as power formation and this represents 

the fifth discourse in the Afghan elite structure. The PDPA strictly scrutinised all communication 

outlets, with criticism and demonstrations against the regime being forbidden. For instance, in 

1980 the regime curbed mass protests, leading to the death of hundreds and the arrest of thousands 

of Kabul residents (HWC 1984: 83, 96). The regime also had a network of informants who 

monitored any public conversations (HWC 1984: 83). In Peshawar, the Mujahideen formed power 

in similar ways, including threating journalists who reported the Mujahideen unfavourably and 

bribing journalists to report the various parties’ agendas (Human Rights Watch (HRW) 1991: para 

321-322). The parties also had their own press offices (HRW 1991: para 327). To counter the 

Mujahideen’s ‘propaganda’ the PDPA regime eventually allowed western journalists, who 

previously had been banned, to visit Kabul (Martin 1986). 

Under the direction of the Soviet Union, the regime also used educational institutions to 

convey its message. Instruction was only made in Russian and religious classes were replaced with 

“‘politics’ classes” (HWC 1984: 83). One former Afghan diplomat and Mujahideen sympathiser 

explained that Moscow attempted to rewrite Afghan history, which highlighted the working 

classes’ struggle “against […] British imperialism in the 19th century; and that the country’s 

independence is largely owed to the “fraternal assistance” of the Soviet Union” (Bernstein 1985). 
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 Both students and teachers were under constant threat of arrest if they did not follow the regime’s 

curriculum (HWC 1984: 84). The regime also sent tens of thousands of children, youths and 

“[o]rphans of ‘martyrs of the revolution’” to study in the Soviet Union for as long as ten years, 

sometimes without the knowledge of their parents (HWC 1985: 4). As a response to the regime’s 

attempt to control knowledge as a means for symbolic power formation, there were reports that 

Mujahideen attacked regime-sponsored schools (HWC 1984: 209). The regime claimed at the time 

that the Mujahideen had destroyed 1800 schools and that 2000 teachers had lost their lives (Martin 

1986).  

Similarly, the Mujahideen attempted to control information in Peshawar by producing 

“nationalist literature for distribution across the border”, with “recorded cassette tapes” containing 

religious and political messages reminding the recipient of the “sacred duty to overthrow the 

Soviet-backed regime” (Bhatia 1983). This was at first unsuccessful mostly due to the lack of 

resources allocated to the control of knowledge, with one reporter maintaining that there was “little 

apparent interest in harnessing the world of ideas to attack the Soviets” (Bhatia 1983). Later the 

P7 came to realise the importance of controlling knowledge with one commander Amin Wardak, 

who at the time was a member of Mahaz-e Milli, explaining that it was “far better to build another 

school than blow up another Soviet tank” (Kempe 1984). As a result school attendance increased 

with claims that “45,000 students, 94 percent of them male, (were) being educated in schools 

funded by resistance groups” with one principal claiming that “[t]he purpose (was) […] not to train 

students for jobs. The purpose (was) to further the revolution” (White 1986). Manipulation of 

knowledge was a way for all elite factions to control society and cement their following. When 

successful the elite gained more autonomy and as a result differentiation fluctuated. Societal 

control was not only performed through the manipulation of knowledge but also through the 

manipulation of gender identities.  

As will be elaborated during the Taliban area, it would be impossible to analyse the 

Afghan’s elite structure without taking into consideration the place of women. The battle over 

ownership of what was defined as womanhood has had great significance through all phases of the 

Afghani state failure narrative. This also represents the regionalisation of the elite structure. As 

Mann (2005: 1) notes, usually transformative ideas in a society are developed in the capital and 
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 then spread to the country, but in the Afghan case this was quite the opposite where the definition 

of womanhood was transferred from the refugee camps and borderlands to the centre.  

The Mujahideen and the PPDA both tried to control the discourse and symbolism of 

women.  The PDPA advocated for the ‘liberation’ of women as part of its communist rhetoric. 

One western diplomat observed during this time that the PDPA regime “violated the sanctity of 

the closed family system by forcing women out of their homes to teach them” (The Globe and 

Mail 1980a). To counter this, the Mujahideen emphasised the importance of the protection of 

women against imperialistic and godless influences (UNESC 1992: 35). One poster put up in the 

camps was instructing women to not have any relations with Christian or Jewish aid workers, or 

participate in their Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs). The poster went on to state, 

“because all of you are Muslims and have fled to defend your religion, your women shouldn’t be 

dishonored with the contact with Jews and godless foreigners” (UNESC 1992: 35). Women were 

also “often forbidden to work” and could not seek medical assistance from male doctors with one 

doctor explaining that “[i]t was never like this in Afghanistan. The women are helpless now and 

in a terribly ambivalent situation” (Gorman 1989). 

This discourse surrounding women is partly a rural tradition, something that the 

Mujahideen capitalised on. Demonstrating the strong sentiments regarding this, one refugee 

explaining why women were not present in a political rally, asserting “we are Afghans and we do 

not allow women to come out. Women have no opinion in determining the future of Afghanistan. 

What does a woman understand? It’s only for men to decide” (Faramarzi 1987). In Kabul women 

acknowledged the freedom they had achieved under the PDPA regime, with one Afghani Red 

Crescent worker maintaining that this was the reason “why so many Afghani women are with this 

revolution and why we will fight so hard to defend it” (Kaufman 1988).  

In both discourses ‘woman’ became a ‘passive actor’ and a means to power due to 

fluctuating differentiation. In the Afghan elite structure, symbolic power redefined identities and 

relations in society. However paradoxically it reproduced unstable relations in the Afghan elite 

structure. This happened as, in attempts to gain more autonomy, elites had to use discourses 

relating to religion, ‘otherness’ and gender to undermine the power of counter-elites. As a result, 
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 counter-discourses emerged which once again fluctuated differentiation. This process also 

increased violence, impeded reconciliation and reduced trust in the Afghan elite structure.  

9.3 Violent Power Formation 

Violence became entrenched in Afghan society as the desire to control it led to demands 

for weapons. Most villages armed themselves as a result of the elite structure. Weapons were a 

“political currency” in fighting elite opponents but also a safeguard for communities to protect 

their villages (Giustozzi 2003: 4). The supply of arms increased the number of vigilante groups 

and exacerbated banditry which in turn led to more demand for arms to protect the countryside 

(Giustozzi 2003: 4). Networks of solidarity were created among the Mujahideen where through 

their solidarity to a commander one social group would be protected. Most social groups, to 

increase their own security, supported more than one commander and “the payment of tax 

[became] the symbol of affiliation to a particular commander, from which sprang the strategy of 

seeking protection by paying taxes to several commanders” (Dorronsoro 2005: 130). Thus, if there 

had been no demand for weaponry, regional and international elites would have had less political 

capital in the Afghan elite structure. Hence, while international forces exacerbated the existing 

elite structure, they did not create it or change it. For a commander to attempt violent power 

formation he needed to possess political capital in the form of charisma, religous superiority, 

education and/or wealth (Dorronsoro 2005: 111).  

At first the commander depended greatly on the political parties in Peshawar, however as 

the war was prolonged the commanders achieved greater autonomy and could therefore establish 

a closer relation to the broader society where an organised structure of service and security 

provision was implemented (Dorronsoro 2005: 124 – 125). These structures included tax and 

judicial systems (The Globe and Mail 1981a). For instance, the commanders formed violent power 

through their own bazars where traders would enjoy protection in return for levies (Rubin 2000: 

1792). The commanders also received Zakat, the compulsory Islamic alms, that amounts to 2.5 per 

cent of income and the Islamic tax, Ushur, which is 10 per cent of yields harvested (Dorronsoro 

2005: 130). Those commanders who managed to establish advance structures, such as Massoud 

and Khan, absorbed other factions, thus reducing differentiation (Englehart 2010: 738). Another 
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 aspect of the reciprocal relationship between the Mujahideen, society and violent power 

formation was the recruitment of fighters.  

The proclamation of Jihad was not only a means for symbolic power, but also a warfare 

tactic, as it required society to assist the Mujahideen in their cause. This rhetoric was partly 

successful, as attested to by the number of followers the Mujahideen attracted. The Mujahideen 

also forcibly recruited members, with an elderly refugee stating that “[t]he mujahedeen say the 

men must fight. If they refuse to join up when the time comes, talk here is that it could result in 

on-the-spot executions” (Malarek 1980b). The Mujahideen also trained young fighters. One 

commander explained, “[i]f you could see the way the little boys of just 6 or 7 years respect us 

when we come to a village - the look in their eyes as they watch the mujahedeen, and aspire to be 

like us. They’ll pick up this struggle where we leave it off, I have no doubt” (Borders 1984). 

 The PDPA also appreciated the importance of the recruitment of fighters. In 1981, the 

regime introduced conscription for all males over eighteen years. However, due to the Soviet 

invasion the army saw an increase in defections, with many officers either joining the opposition 

or leaving the country (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1364). In addition, as fighting destroyed arable 

land and the output of yields was reduced, this led to fewer employment opportunities which made 

the decision to join the Jihad more appealing (Dorronsoro 2005: 212).  

To counteract the problem of army defection, the Kabul regime gave incentives to local 

tribes for them to fight the opposition. This support was targeted to various ethnicities and was 

often implemented as a ‘divide and rule tactic’. This not only led to increased insecurity in society 

but also to increased differentiation among the Mujahideen which was favourable for the regime 

(Khalilzad 1997: 40). The PDPA’s support also gave more autonomy to ethnic groups which 

previously had little political agency, such as Tajiks, Hazaras and Uzbeks, who gained more 

opportunities to attempt power formation (ICG 2003a: 6). In an interview, Afghan expert Oliver 

Roy maintained that village leaders “have been won to the government side not because they 

support the regime, but because they are defending their own interests” (Rupert 1986a). One 

village leader explained how regime support materialised in “electricity, a school, a salary for the 

local mullah, and water pumps” for his village (Gorman 1989).  
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 This demonstrates that the unstable elite structure leads to opportunities for violent power 

formation, such as the Kabul regime’s manipulation of ethnic identities. This increased 

differentiation, gave more avenues for power formation to previously less powerful elites and 

resulted in more violence in society. It also demonstrates that it is not, as the traditionalist 

explanation maintains, ethnically fragmented societies that are prolonging ‘state failure’, but rather 

that due to the fluctuation of power in the elite structure, destructive means of attaining power 

presents themselves which, in turn, further reproduces the unstable elite structure. These 

destructive means were often attempts to undermine counter-elites. 

Destroying arable land and irrigation systems in the hinterland was a means for the regime 

to undermine the Mujahideen (Rubin 2002: 143; The Globe and Mail 1984b). Hekmatyar accused 

the regime of manufacturing a famine by deliberately “burning fields, killing livestock and 

poisoning water supplies” in the Mujahideen areas of control (The Globe and Mail 1985b). The 

deliberate bombing of villages, which the regime assumed were supporting the commanders, not 

only reduced the amount of resources the Mujahideen could extract from the villages but also 

reduced the commanders’ ability to form violent power through protection in return for taxes. This 

put strain on the Mujahideen, as one intelligence official observed: “classical guerrilla warfare 

strategy is being reversed. Instead of the people feeding the guerrillas, the guerrillas have to feed 

the people and themselves” (Gelb 1984).  

These attempts to undermine the power formation of the Mujahideen at times had 

counterproductive consequences as it justified Jihad, thereby increasing the various P7 parties’ 

symbolic power (Dorronsoro 2005:196). This also led to desertion of PDPA armed forces to the 

Mujahideen (The Globe and Mail 1980b). In addition, the regime’s deliberate targeting of villages 

made the population more dependent on the Mujahideen. This is because it gave more power to 

the Mujahideen as they, according to one commander, had to “build schools, help the farmers bring 

in new crops, rebuild the irrigation system, build hospitals” (Lorch 1988).  

Most accounts suggest that the regime’s tactic was part of Soviet military strategy. True or 

not, the elites within the regime could defect if they disagreed, but most did not and this is a 

testament to how the elites’ actions are shaped by the elite structure rather than foreign influences. 

One Afghan poet explained this suggesting that when referring to the elite he had, “no trouble with 
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 using the word tyrants for [those] people who created the conditions under which the Soviets 

overran the country” (The Globe and Mail 1982a). The Mujahideen also ‘punished’ villages that 

supported the regime. One woman explained the predicament her village was facing: “When the 

mujahidin come, you do as they say. When the army comes, you do as they want” (HRW 1991: 

para 101).  

Another way the regime attempted to undermine the Mujahideen was through manipulation 

of refugee flows. Rumours among the refugees claimed that the regime had explicitly stated that 

it only needed one million Afghans left in the country (Bernstein 1985). According to diplomats 

at the time, this may also have been a strategy aimed at indirectly draining resources from the P7 

by pressuring Pakistan through increased volume of refuge flows (Gigot 1983). However, the fact 

that the regime also attempted to capitalise on security provision contradicts claims of refugee 

manipulation. Exemplifying this, in its radio broadcasts the regime highlighted the deprived 

conditions in the refugee camps and maintained that due to this “Afghans who were deceived into 

thinking Islam was in danger or were forced by counterrevolutionaries to leave the country are 

returning to Afghanistan every day” (Reuters News 1983). Even though this message may have 

been a propaganda act, such acts would not have been undertaken should the regime have wanted 

the refugees to remain in Pakistan.  

Violent power formation not only reproduced unstable relations between the PDPA and 

the Mujahideen, it also fluctuated differentiation within the PDPA. To gain more autonomy within 

the regime, Karmal used the KhAD to quell dissent (CEU 2001b: 13). The bid to control violence 

was therefore used to reduce differentiation in intra-elite relations. This however further reduced 

integration in intra-elite relations as levels of trust reduced. Low integration within the regime 

eventually translated into fluctuating differentiation within the PDPA’s military forces and the 

reproduction of violent power formation. This is because when Karmal took power, members of 

the Khalq faction in the army deserted in an attempt to undermine Karmal’s violent power 

formation (Middleton 1980). Similarly, when Najibullah took power it is alleged that air forces 

loyal to Karmal carried out aerial attacks on Pakistani border towns to undermine Najibullah’s 

discourse of reconciliation (Weintraub 1987).  
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 The regime’s inability to establish significant symbolic power formation led it incite 

violence in Kabul and elsewhere. The KhAD was the main instrument to carry out these objectives 

in Kabul as the regime was actively creating an ambience of terror in the city (CEU 2001b: 13). 

One journalist noted that Kabul “was in the grip of fear” which was “methodically maintained by 

[…] the KhAD” (HWC 1984: 117). It is estimated the KhAD arrested over 150,000 of the city’s 

residence (Rubin 2002: 137). When arrested the alleged ‘enemy’ of the regime was subject to 

sophisticated torture procedures (HWC 1984: 85). Through the means of violence, the regime 

reduced differentiation for its benefit. However, the regime’s monopoly on violent power did not 

extend outside Kabul.  

Indicating the regionality of the elite structure, the regime also used the KhAD to 

assassinate opponents located in Pakistan. Between 1980 and 1989, 890 people were killed due to 

terrorist attacks allegedly committed by the Kabul regime (CEU 2001b: 13, note 16). The regime’s 

divide and rule policy also transcended Afghanistan’s borders, where the KhAD manipulated 

Pashtu nationals to revolt against the Pakistani government, inciting them to infiltrate the refugee 

camps, to foster anti-Mujahideen sentiments and increase violence in the camps (Nyrop and 

Seekins 1986: 330 – 331). For the Kabul regime, this tactic’s most pivotal aim was to disengage 

the Pakistani government from the Afghani elite structure (Nyrop and Seekins 1986: 331). 

Hekmatyar is also known to have used violence in a similar manner both in Afghanistan and in 

Pakistan (HWC 1988: 39). For the P7 this led to increased differentiation as Hekmatyar eventually 

left the group (Rubin 2002: 250).  

In March 1990, after leaving the P7, Hekmatyar together with the Minister of Defence, 

Shahnawaz Tani, and other members of the Khalq faction, staged an unsuccessful coup against 

Najibullah (Jalali 2001: 87). As a result, Najibullah, who had attempted to forge alliances with the 

Khalqis against the Karmal supporters, could no longer rely on any of these factions (Dorronsoro 

2005: 204). Thus, the little power that Najibullah enjoyed in relation to other factions deteriorated 

and differentiation increased even further. This prompted the regime to intensify its support to 

“rural militias” similar in structure to the Mujahideen (Rubin 1989: 161). These militias were 

mostly recruited from the Mujahideen. This suggests low integration, as the factions left their 

alliance to fight with the opposition. The Kabul regime relied heavily on these groups. This was 

exemplified from 1986 – 89, when it restructured its official army to include some of the militias 
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 whose commanders gained more autonomy, thus increasing differentiation within the regime as 

well as in the wider Afghan elite structure (Giustozzi 2003: 5). As a result, commanders such as 

General Abdul Rashid Dostum of the 53rd Infantry Division gained greater control in his locality 

(Giustozzi 2003: 5). The support of these militias also put the Najibullah regime under 

considerable fiscal strain (Dorronsoro 2005: 205). The reduced power base of the Najibullah 

regime therefore questioned “the functionality and even the existence of the state” (Dorronsoro 

2005: 206). In sum, the elite structure was reproduced through fluctuating differentiation that 

triggered Hekmatyar’s and Najibullah’s attempts at violent power formation, which led to further 

fluctuation in differentiation and more avenues for violent power formation.  

Due to the increased infighting among the Mujahideen, the P7 lost much of its violent 

power formation with refugees being “fed up” and “leaving” the camps (Bussey 1991). This 

increased the autonomy of local Mujahideen commanders who started to criticise the P7, one 

claiming that the leaders were “out to enrich themselves and make themselves famous” 

(Debusmann 1989). Even though the Soviets had reduced their influence in Afghanistan, 

fluctuating differentiation and low levels of trust within Mujahideen resulted in the Kabul regime 

still enjoying significant autonomy (Rubin 1989: 160).   

9.4 Material Power Formation 

Even though the Soviet withdrawal did not fundamentally change the unstable elite structure, 

Soviet and other international actors were sources for material power formation in the Afghan elite 

structure. The instability of the elite structure allowed regional and international elites to provide 

resources for power formation. As the United States (US) perceived the 1979 invasion as an 

attempt for the Kremlin to expand power outside its East European sphere of influence into 

Southwest Asia, it triggered US support to Pakistan to counter Soviet influence (Carpenter 1994: 

77). Washington, in agreement with the political elite in Islamabad, funnelled money and weapons 

through the Pakistani Inter-services Intelligence Directorate (ISI) to the Mujahideen (Rubin 2002: 

196). At first both Pakistan and the Mujahideen denied this relationship (Gage 1980). Furthermore, 

US and Pakistani support was initially disproportionally given in favour of Hezb-e Islami (HWC 

1988: 2). This is because Hekmatyar was aligned with Pakistan’s national interest on a number of 

issues. Most notably, they affiliated ideologically through “religious authoritarianism” which 
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 helped to counter increasing Pashtu nationalism in Pakistan. Hekmatyar also held antagonist 

views towards India, and was willing to settle an ongoing Afghan border dispute with Pakistan 

(Carpenter 1994: 80). This caused further resentment among the P7, with Khalis’ Hezb-e Islami 

temporarily leaving the group, accusing the leadership of using the aid “money to fight rival 

resistance groups in the country” rather than the Soviet Union (The New York Times 1983). 

Mojaddedi, leader of the Jabha-i-Nijat-i-Milli, also later briefly left the P7 alliance, partly due to 

the monopoly some leaders had on the aid money (Reuters News 1988). Mojaddedi claimed that 

“Hekmatyar still gets more than the rest of us, (yet) he is killing people everywhere, creating 

problems, denying and even threatening this government” (Gannon 1990). In sum, international 

support, as a consequence of fluctuating differentiation in the Afghan elite structure, led to further 

increases in differentiation. 

The consequence of US and Pakistani support for the P7 was inflation of power towards 

members of these groups, which in Afghanistan only had a “modest” following (Carpenter 1994: 

78). One western diplomat explained that “the patterns of western aid have been bureaucratizing 

the resistance . . . moving its center of gravity from the battlefields to Peshawar”. One aid worker 

elaborated on this, stating that “USAID is used to working with the bureaucracies of a host 

government […] but here there are no Afghan ministries to work with - so they’re trying to 

artificially create some” (Rupert 1986c). As a result, the western idea of the state indirectly 

provided material power formation to the elite, who spent aid “money to build up their political 

positions” within the resistance movement. One aid worker reflected that in the west this “is 

inefficient and corrupt, but for [the elite], it is their natural behavior” (Rupert 1986c). Thus, elites 

could form material power due to the inherent contradictions between western ideas of the state 

and the unstable elite structure.  

In a further attempt to increase resources for the Mujahideen, the Peshawar seven and 

international donors used NGOs as an instrument to deliver aid to villages which then could assist 

the commanders. This was part of a “broader military strategy of keeping the civilian population 

inside Afghanistan” (Goodhand 2002: 842). Afghan populations displaced to refugee camps in 

Pakistan was used in a similar way. All refugees had to register with one of the seven parties, 

which in turn obtained greater bargaining capital when negotiating aid allocations with donors 

(HWC 1988: 89). Aid to social groups was a way for the elites and their international donors to 
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 undermine the power formation of their opponent. This aid also gave more power formation to 

the elite who was receiving the aid, as groups only received the aid if they aligned with the 

commander. Thus, aid was not delivered in terms of “humanitarian need” but rather depending on 

the power relations within the elite structure (Goodhand 2002: 842). The presence of aid agencies 

also allowed for material power formation, as the commanders would tax aid agencies at 

roadblocks, with some NGOs reporting wastage levels of 40 per cent (Goodhand 2002: 842). This 

not only created a dependency vis-à-vis the commander and the aid agency, but, as with most aid 

programs, it also created a “culture of dependency” in the broader society which significantly 

reduced food production (Goodhand 2002: 842). 

Similarly, populations in urban centres were dependent on aid and employment from the 

regime.  The regime’s attempts to depopulate the countryside led to “forced urbanization” which 

overloaded the already strained urban communities (Rubin 2000: 1792). Through the politically 

motivated delivery of aid and due to international actors’ focus on the western idea of the state, 

the elite structure was reproduced, as it led to more attempts at autonomy among the Mujahideen. 

In addition, it regionalised the elite structure even further. 

Regionalisation was evident as the focus on the leaders in Peshawar gave them more 

material power formation than the commanders in Afghanistan. If a commander attempted to set 

up an independent organisation, ISI would deliberately support opposing commanders to 

undermine the new organisation. This placed the Peshawar leaders in a powerful position where 

the commanders on the ground had to form alliances with the political parties to sustain their forces 

(Carpenter 1994: 79). ISI recruited the commanders to carry out specific operations in exchange 

for funds and weapons. At times, if a commander refused, ISI would lure his subordinates or 

commander of another group to carry out the operation. Carpenter (1994: 79) suggests that this 

was a “classic ‘divide-and-rule strategy’” to further Pakistani interests, thus further fragmenting 

the Afghan opposition. In other words, the dependencies created among the Afghani elites 

manipulated and generated fluctuating differentiation as commanders and parties at times achieved 

more autonomy only to be reduced when Islamabad changed alliances. Consequently, the 

Mujahideen remained fragmented and disorganised (Rubin 2002: 201). Eventually this produced 

“a system of patronage between the regional leaders of the anti-communist resistance and the local 

population” (Giustozzi 2003: 5). This “arms pipeline laid the foundations for the regionalized war 
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 economy that was to emerge in the 1990s” (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 895). As a result, and 

much like the Kabul regime, the leadership in Peshawar became increasingly disconnected from 

the Afghan society (Rubin 1991: 73). 

In addition to US and Pakistani funds, Saudi Arabia, which wanted to counter Iranian 

influence in Afghanistan, funded the P7 (Rubin 2002: 224). With the incentive of further aid, Saudi 

Arabia forged the parties into an alliance, which was short-lived due to low elite integration. Low 

consensus was evident not only among the Afghan elite but also among their patrons. Pakistan 

opposed the Saudi idea of a unified Mujahideen. It also disagreed with Iran, which had already 

funded four political parties operating in western-central Afghanistan (Carpenter 1994: 81). Iran 

took advantage of this disunity and signed a treaty with Hezb-e Wahdat as well as Jamiat, whilst 

the US and Pakistan increased their aid to Hekmatyar (Rubin 2002: 253). Thus, not only was the 

elite fragmented among themselves due to the dependency of Pakistan funding, it was also divided 

due to dependencies relating to Saudi and Iranian interests. If the Mujahideen was in reciprocal 

dependency with the elites in Peshawar, which in turn depended on external support, the PDPA 

regime and its militias were in a similar relationship with Russian support (Cramer and Goodhand 

2002: 895).  

Despite the influence of foreign powers, the instability of the elite structure should still be 

attributed to fluctuating differentiation and low integration. For instance, in Afghanistan the 

commanders’ authority and legitimacy depended on their security provision to society and the 

quality of their leadership rather than party membership, and by extension their affiliation to 

external powers (Tarzi 1991: 486). Further, the influence of foreign powers, especially the US and 

Saudi Arabia (which had a vested interest in unity among the Mujahideen) could not increase 

integration (Tarzi 1991: 486), thus demonstrating the limits of their influence. Global powers did 

not reproduce the elite structure; it was reproduced due to low levels of integration and fluctuating 

differentiation, which to some extent was exacerbated by foreign influence but was not a product 

of it.  

Further highlighting the extreme fluidity in power is the complex network of relations in 

the Afghan elite structure. The parties in exile had little organisational structure, thus suggesting 

high intra-elite differentiation. Their relationship to the local resistance and its commanders 
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 weakened with time, giving the commanders in Afghanistan greater autonomy. This suggested 

low differentiation within Afghanistan, as the commanders could formulate their own strategies 

(Dorronsoro 2005: 123). As a result, the Peshawar seven started competing to represent the 

Mujahideen commanders, with all of them seeking a “monopoly of representation” (Dorronsoro 

2005: 123). To appeal to the commanders, the parties used promises of resources and claims of 

religious superiority with each party except Hekmatyar having an Ulema at the top of the 

leadership (Dorronsoro 2005: 142). Geographical, social and ethnic considerations were also 

reasons why the commanders would join a party (Dorronsoro 2005: 162). All of this led to the 

parties transforming into instruments of material power formation for local commanders 

(Dorronsoro 2005: 167 – 69). This had a great impact on society in Afghanistan, as it shifted the 

power dynamics from traditional leaders to the Mujahideen commanders (Rubin 2002: 228).  

The various levels of differentiation in the Afghan elite structure become even more 

complex when considering the commanders’ relation to each other and to the Kabul regime. The 

commanders’ relationship to one another was “characterised by competition arising out of personal 

rivalries, logistical issues, control over strategically positions, and humanitarian aid” (Dorronsoro 

2005: 209). However, differentiation started to fluctuate inside Afghanistan as the commanders 

shifted alliances to the parties in Peshawar “in the attempt to gain leverage and increased supplies” 

(Giustozzi 2003: 5). The party leaders could therefore not punish the commanders as they might 

leave the alliance. Thus, there was little agreement for how politics should be conducted, which 

increased mistrust and reduced integration (Dorronsoro 2005: 210). As the commanders gained 

more independence from the P7 they derived “their effectiveness and legitimacy not from party 

membership but from their ability to function as local leaders acting as intermediaries with 

outsiders” (Rubin 1989: 153). Whenever indications of Soviet withdrawal emerged, increased 

infighting between the Mujahideen occurred, as the more land they consolidated the more capital 

they would have when entering peace negotiations (The Globe and Mail 1981b). As most 

commanders attempted to control most sectors within the elite structure to increase their autonomy 

(and reduce differentiation) it resulted in violent conflict between the Mujahideen (Dorronsoro 

2005: 210). In sum, internal and external dependencies produced material power formation which 

fluctuated differentiation 

Internal dependencies created through representation of social groups were also important 
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 for the PDPA regime. Employment and other financial incentives were made to recruit members 

to the party. All members of the army and security forces also had to join the party. As a result, 

from 1980 – 1986 the party membership almost doubled (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1363). It is 

estimated the Kabul regime employed 80 per cent of the Kabul population. In return for 

employment the residents received coupons to buy necessities (UNESC 1992: 22). Highlighting 

the perceived importance of numbers of followers, Najibullah claimed that “[s]uppose there are 

five million Afghan refugees […] Why do you regard their views and not the views of the 

majority?” which was still in Afghanistan (Walsh 1988). Gaining party recruits was not only a 

way for Najibullah to legitimise the regime, but also an attempt to undermine the Mujahideen.  

Further countering the Mujahideen, Najibullah used his militias to cut off supply lines for 

the P7 commanders (Rubin 2002: 269). When introducing the policy of national reconciliation, 

Najibullah also offered weapons and money in return for support, and “this policy had some 

success, especially in the Tajik and Uzbek areas of the north” (Halliday and Tanin 1998: 1369). 

This reduced the sources of material power formation for the Mujahideen and at the same time 

reduced differentiation in the favour of the PDPA. However, the reduction in differentiation was 

only temporary. When the PDPA struggled to buy its support due to financial deficit most of its 

dependents, who had achieved some autonomy, turned against the regime (Halliday and Tanin 

1998: 1369).  

With the Soviet withdrawal, the regime saw a reduction in aid and became increasingly 

dependent on the natural gas trade (Rubin 2000: 1791). However, with the withdrawal most 

expertise in natural resource extraction and maintenance disappeared and the levels of gas 

extracted fell. The regime now faced a financial crisis as it had exhausted its finances to pay for 

alliances. To resolve this issue and to form material power, the regime started to print money, 

which lead to hyperinflation with food prices increasing tenfold (Rubin 2000: 1792). Ironically, 

this hyperinflation gave more material power to the P7 commanders as the demand for cash-

producing activities, such as drug and goods trafficking, increased (Rubin 2000: 1793). Another 

alleged revenue for the regime was opium production. The then US Attorney General Edwin 

Meese maintained that the PDPA regime “certainly maintains an absolute indifference to any 

measures to control poppy. We strongly believe that there is actually encouragement, at least 

tacitly, over growing of opium poppy” (Renfrew 1986). The Mujahideen also attempted to control 
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 poppy cultivation. This gave the commander greater autonomy than traditional leaders, as the 

opium production generated employment opportunities and security provision (Marten 2007: 55). 

Opium and other illicit trafficking were facilitated as the aid and arms programs had 

established a network which weaponry and money could be funnelled through (Goodhand 2002: 

842). When the Soviet Union withdrew, the commanders were no longer dependent on the P7 in 

Peshawar, as aid agencies could establish offices in Afghanistan. Without the threat from Soviet 

aerial attacks, the commanders could establish more rigorous material power formation activities 

(Rubin 2002: 256). However, the availability of material power formation led more commanders 

to attempt greater autonomy that translated into increased differentiation and civil war. This 

represents the second narrative in the Afghan state failure and will be analysed in Chapter 10. 

9.5 The Reproduction of the Unstable Elite Structure during the Soviet invasion 

The only reason for unity within both the PDPA and the Mujahideen was a result of power 

formations available in the regional Afghan elite structure. When united, each of these elites 

attempted to undermine the other. This indicates that integration was low, as there was little inter- 

and intra-elite trust. It also shows the symbiotic relationship between extreme fluctuation in 

differentiation and how power is formed in the unstable elite structure. For instance, the PDPA 

forged unity to undermine the symbolic power the Mujahideen formed through the Jihadi rhetoric. 

The Jihad discourse was initially successful and shifted differentiation to the Mujahideen. The 

success of the Jihad discourse was further validated when the PDPA attempted to undermine it or 

adopt it. 

The PDPA also unified to receive Soviet’s assistance. The fact that the PDPA gained more 

autonomy after the Soviet withdrawal suggests that local elite differentiation rather than global 

power influences the elite structure. Another example indicating the significance of the local elite 

power structure is how demands for weapons led to increased demand for security which allowed 

elites to reproduce power. The supply of weapons was provided through international donors. Thus 

if there had been no demand for weaponry, regional and international elites would have less 

political capital in the Afghan elite structure. While international forces exacerbated the existing 

elite structure, they did not create it or change it.  



- 181 - 

 The PDPA era also indicates that society is an indirect source for power formation but of 

lesser significance in altering the political structure. At first society was part of the Mujahideen 

uprising but as the P7 formed power, society became a passive actor. For instance, as the elites 

‘battled’ to define gender or religious identities they fluctuated differentiation but also denied 

society agency. Another way society became an indirect source for power formation was through 

the networks of solidarity which allowed the Mujahideen to form violent power through security 

provision. The PDPA regime formed material power through a divide and rule tactic which 

encouraged ethnic tribes to fight the Mujahideen. This increased differentiation as it gave power 

to less influential tribal leaders. It also highlights that during the PDPA era it was not society’s 

ethnic composition that maintained ‘state failure’ but rather that how elites formed power 

reproduced unusable elite relations through fluctuating differentiation. The treatment of society as 

a means for power increased violence, impeded reconciliation and reduced trust in the Afghan elite 

structure. 

These power formations moved the elite structure further away from urban spaces. This 

suggests that the focus on the state and its sovereign borders are redundant when analysing the 

operation of power under conditions commonly defined as state failure. Initially, the state was not 

tied to a strict western conception, instead it was closely linked to either communist or Islamic 

ideology. However, eventually the western idea of the state reproduced the elite structure. For 

instance, it compelled the P7 to attempt the establishment of formal government institutions in 

Jalalabad, which triggered a violent response from the PDPA. The western idea of the state made 

possible the reproduction of the unstable elite structure. This was only to be exacerbated during 

the second phase of the Afghan state failure narrative and the era analysed in the next chapter, the 

Afghan Civil War. 
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 CHAPTER 10 

No State in Sight? Peak Fragmentation during the Civil War 

 

“O a blade, 

yieldingly supple and strong, 

o a lithely dancing blade, 

proudly obeying the sternest law, 

the rhythm’s hard law in the steel - 

o a blade 

I would be in body and soul! 

 

You I hate, 

you my wretched willow-being, 

you that twine, you that twist, 

patiently obeying others’ hands. 

You I hate, 

you my lazy dreamer-being. 

You shall die. 

Help me, my hatred, you sister of longing, 

help me to become  

a blade, yes a blade, 

a dancing sword of hardened steel!” (Boye 1922). 

 

 

10.1 Introduction: Elite integration and Differentiation during 1992 – 1996  

The break-up of the Soviet Union and the creation of newly independent Central Asian states 

meant that Afghanistan lost the strategic position it had previously enjoyed as a buffer state. To an 

extent it reverted to its previous position as a ‘transmission zone’ with open borders crossed by 

trade routes. Neighbouring countries backed differing groups within the fragile Mujahideen 

coalition, leading to Afghanistan being labelled as “broken” (Jalali 2001: 88). As a result, there 

was no longer a defined “‘Afghan conflict’. There were multiple conflicts, which together formed 

a regional conflict system of interconnected zones of instability” (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 

897 – 98). This meant that the Afghan elite structure was further regionalised, and at the same time 

differentiation increased, as access to power extended with the increased geographical space. It is 

therefore justified to speak of a second Afghan war, as with the fall of the People’s Democratic 

Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) regime in 1992 and increased differentiation, new actors and 

ideologies emerged (Dorronsoro 2005: 233).  

The rule of the PDPA regime came to an end when Massoud allied with parts of the 
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 Parcham faction, including General Dostum, leader of Junbish-i-Milliyi Islami (Junbish) and the 

Shiite-derived party Hizb-i Wahdat led by Ali Mazari (Rubin 2002: 273). Dostum joined the 

alliance as he was angered with Najibullah, who to marginalise Karmal supporters in the north, 

had used his local militias against Dostum (Dorronsoro 2005: 237). To counteract this alliance, 

Hekmatyar allied with factions of the PDPA army as well as the Abdul Rasul Sayyaf-led, Ittehad-

e Islami, and moved his forces closer to Kabul (Amnesty International 1993: 3). On 25 April 1992, 

Massoud and Dostum entered Kabul and defeated the Hezb-e Islami–regime coalition forces. 

Najibullah, who had attempted to flee Afghanistan to India but was intercepted by Dostum’s 

forces, had to take shelter in the United Nations (UN) office in Kabul (Dorronsoro 2005: 238). 

This marked the collapse of the PDPA regime. Even though the above-mentioned alliances were 

formed, the fall of the PDPA should not be attributed to the military strength of the Mujahideen 

but rather, as was demonstrated earlier, to the internal weakness of the regime (Harpviken 1997: 

276).  

Likewise, the weakness and fragmentation of the Mujahideen was soon evident. On the 

same day as Massoud entered Kabul, peace talks between Hekmatyar and Jamiat led the Peshawar 

Seven (P7) to forge a power sharing agreement, the Peshawar accords. The agreement established 

the Islamic State of Afghanistan, which announced Sibghatullah Mojaddedi as an interim President 

for a two-month term, Massoud as Minister of Defence and Hekmatyar as Prime Minister 

(Khalilzad 1997: 44; Amnesty International 1993: 2). The new regime introduced Sharia law 

(Oxfam 2009: 9). However, the extent to which law and order was restored was limited as Kabul 

was divided among the various Mujahideen commanders. The new Mujahideen regime struggled 

to control Kabul and was unable to exert its power beyond the city (Jalali 2001: 87). This was 

largely due to escalating infighting between the Mujahideen. For instance, a week after the 

formation of the interim government, Mojaddedi’s plane arriving from Islamabad was attacked, 

with the President claiming that Hekmatyar together with Najibullah were behind the attack 

(Human Rights Watch (HRW) 2005: para 3). In addition, the Wahdat faction was in continuous 

infighting with the Sayyaf-led Ittihad over west Kabul. The Hazara population, which had always 

been a minority due to their Shiite affiliation, supported Wahdat and gained unprecedented 

political power (Harpviken 1997: 280). Furthermore, Hekmatyar accused Dostum’s forces of 

looting and attacking civilians and requested him to withdraw his forces. When Dostum refused 
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 and Hekmatyar indiscriminately shelled the city from May to August, the interim government 

retaliated by bombing Hekmatyar’s stronghold (HRW 2005: para 3). By the end of 1992, 5000 

people had died and 500,000 had become refugees (Rubin 2002: 273). 

Later, as part of the power sharing agreement, Mojaddedi turned over the presidency to 

Rabbani who appointed Hekmatyar as Prime Minister. This did not stop the latter from continuing 

to shell Kabul (Carpenter 1994: 79). Suggesting low integration, when his term as President was 

over Rabbani did not hand over the Presidency, and as a result, several factions of the Mujahideen 

turned against the new regime, thus increasing differentiation (Khalilzad 1997: 44; Oxfam 2009: 

9). In addition, the Shiite factions demanded one-fourth of government seats and when these 

demands were not met they rejected the power sharing agreement (Dorronsoro 2005: 239). 

Eventually, when Hekmatyar’s forces where losing ground, the Junbish militia was no longer 

required in Kabul, and this, together with Dostum’s dissatisfaction with his role in the new regime, 

broke the Junbish–Jamiat alliance (Dorronsoro 2005: 244; Khalilzad 1997: 44). When Jamiat, on 

Massoud’s orders, attempted to disarm Wahdat, fighting escalated between the two and their 

alliance came to an end. The split between Dostum and Wahdat as well as the attacks from 

Hekmatyar meant that Massoud was fighting on three fronts at once (Giustozzi 2003: 10). 

However, in 1993, Ittehad-e Islami split with Hekmatyar and joined Jamiat to fight its former ally 

(Amnesty International 1993: 3). Russia also supported Jamiat because many Tajik army forces 

defected from the PDPA regime to Jamiat, bringing with them Soviet contacts. It was also geo-

strategically beneficial for Russia to support the predominantly Tajik party (Giustozzi 2003: 8). 

To counter Jamiat’s growing autonomy, the Supreme Coordination Council was established, 

which included Dostum, Hezb-e Islam and Wahdat (Amnesty International 1995a: para 3). These 

are only a few examples of realignments in the Afghan elite structure. In fact, “every major group 

… both allied with and fought against every other major group at one time or another” (Khalilzad 

and Byman 2000: 67).  

Not only were the various Mujahideen factions fighting each other, the cohesion within the 

various parties was deteriorating. When Rabbani became President many of the Mujahideen from 

Jamiat’s younger generation, with the support of Massoud, started questioning the senior 

leadership within the party, accusing it of corruption. In addition, former PDPA supporters joined 

the younger faction and brought with them doubts regarding the party’s strict adherence to 
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 ideological Islam (Giustozzi 2003: 11). Thus, integration within the party reduced as a result of 

ideological disagreement. At the same time differentiation increased and led to at least one instance 

of violent conflict between the Massoud and Rabbani factions. The Shiite parties were also not 

coherent and in 1994 Hezb-e Wahdat started to fight another Shiite party, Harakat-e Islami 

(Council of the European Union (CEU) 2001a: 11). While both intra- and inter-elite differentiation 

continued to fluctuate during the Civil War, the regional character of the elite structure was further 

cemented.  

The regionalisation of the Afghan elite structure was evident as the new regime was 

struggling to expand power outside Kabul, allowing independent militia leaders to set up control 

over local areas in Afghanistan (Khalilzad 1997: 45). Typified of this was Dostum, who fought 

Kabul to force Massoud into recognising the former’s control over the northern regions. Ismail 

Kahn, another Jamiat commander never attempted to control Kabul, instead consolidating his 

stronghold in western Afghanistan (Giustozzi 2003: 7). Khan controlled most of the western region 

with Herat as its stronghold. Both these elites and their factions managed to establish autonomy 

and provide some security to local communities in their area of control (Shahrani 2002: 719).  

Dostum’s Junbish thrived from instability in Kabul and refused any agreement that would 

implement state institutions. Similarly, Wahdat was actively undermining any attempts to 

centralise power (Dorronsoro 2005: 242). Paradoxically, the fighting over the capital, which 

usually epitomises the state, led to further regionalisation of the elite structure. This regionalisation 

is a clear example of why the western ‘state failure’ concept is inadequate when analysing the 

events in ‘states’ like Afghanistan. This is because first, as has been indicated, the state at best 

only existed in the minds of the elite and second, the fluidity of power and the ever-changing nature 

of differentiation cannot be understood through the state as the spatially fixed unit for analysis.  

The fighting over Kabul also allowed a newly established elite faction to rapidly gain and 

centralise power. The Taliban emerged in 1994 and consisted of former refugees who had 

undertaken religious studies in Pakistan. Mullah Omar, a former Mujahideen from Hezb-e Islami 

(Khalis), led the movement and capitalised on the widespread discontent against the nominal 

government (Khalilzad 1997: 45). The Taliban’s first victory was the siege of Kandahar, where 

they managed to restore order in the city (Amnesty International 1995b: para 5). Eventually, in 

September 1996, the movement took Kabul with the Rabbani government retreating to the Panjshir 
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 Valley (Harpviken 1997: 280). To understand the Taliban’s rapid rise to power, it is essential to 

understand how the elite structure reproduced from the PDPA era to the Civil War. This is because 

the power formations prevalent in both periods, which were results of fluctuating differentiation 

in elite relations, led to more fluctuation and more avenues to form power that eventually allowed 

the Taliban to monopolise most of these power formations.  

10.2 Symbolic Power Formation 

With the Soviet withdrawal and the fall of the PDPA regime, the Jihadi rhetoric lost resonance. 

The Mujahideen’s stature in society deteriorated as the Civil War erupted. Acts of brutality and 

destruction contributed to changes in society’s perceptions of the Mujahideen from idealised 

freedom fighters to feared men (Oxfam 2009: 10). One woman expressed these sentiments when 

stating that all the Mujahideen “are dogs - they pretend to be Moslems but they are nothing” 

(Agence France-Presse (AFP) 1993aa). Often these changes in perception were blamed on the 

actions of counter-elites. One Mujahideen claimed that Hezb-e Islami, Wahdat and Dostum were 

making “everything wrong in the name of the mujahideen” (Bhatia 2007: 96). The failure of the 

Mujahideen to establish an ‘Islamic state’ also undermined the Jihadi discourse (Cramer and 

Goodhand 2002: 903). One Kabul resident referring to these failures claimed that “[i]n all the 14 

years of the war it was never this bad” in Kabul (cited in Price 1992). 

The diminishing value of the Jihadi discourse gave symbolic power to elites whose 

opponents were still capitalising on Jihad. For instance, to counter the symbolic power of 

Hekmatyar, Dostum appealed to the nation rather than religion, and advocated for “an Islamic 

government but not a fundamentalist one”, claiming to represent “a nationalist movement based 

on the rights of all sections of society” (Thomas 1992). Hekmatyar, on the other hand, initially 

maintained the liberation/Jihadi discourse. He justified Hezb shelling Kabul and refused to work 

with Dostum by labelling him a “Soviet puppet” and maintaining that Hezb would not enter a 

coalition with “communists and remnants” of the PDPA regime (AFP 1992b). When Rabbani took 

power, Mojaddedi also implemented the liberation discourse and proclaimed that Afghanistan was 

“under the colonialism” of the former (Asghar 1993). As a response Rabbani, adopting the 

liberation discourse and legitimising Jamiat’s power, claimed that through “the blessing of our 

Jihad the Russian empire was vanquished, the Berlin wall came down, and the Central Asian 
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 Moslem republics became free and independent” (AFP 1993d). Khalis on the other hand blamed 

both the Rabbani government and Hekmatyar that “the hopes of Jihad have been frustrated due to 

the activities of communists who have penetrated the ranks of the mujahedeen” (White 1994a). 

Because differentiation was high, most of this rhetoric should be interpreted as power formation 

rather than to ideological commitment. 

The commitment to these discourses can be evaluated, for instance, against the irony that, 

as Massoud highlighted, Hekmatyar was “rejecting those forces who cooperated, participated in 

the collapse of the regime of Kabul but appreciate[d] those that were not participating and still 

[had] communist ideas” (Davidson 1992b). Further discrediting Hezb’s anti-communist rhetoric 

and Dostum’s anti- fundamentalism, Hekmatyar and Dostum eventually allied in a failed attempt 

to oust Rabbani (AFP 1994a). After this, and demonstrating the convenience of discourses rather 

than commitment, Rabbani, who was previously allied with Dostum, took over the anti-communist 

discourse and refused a ceasefire with Junbish’s “communist militia” (Reuters News 1994a). To 

undermine Dostum, Jamiat declared Jihad against him and maintained that he was a “killer and a 

criminal, who did nothing for the past 15 years except assassinate the Afghan people” (AFP 

1994a). The party accused Hezb of allying with Dostum, urging Hezb supporters to leave the 

alliance or face death, and denounced Hekmatyar as Prime Minister, stating that he had “forfeited 

his honour, his prestige, and the achievements of his political past” (AFP 1994a). According to 

Jamiat, this counter-discourse was successful with commanders leaving the alliance for the 

nominal government (AFP 1994c).  

The various factions also continued to use rhetoric against foreign powers to undermine 

the power of others. In response to the nominal government’s threats against Hezb, Hekmatyar 

claimed that it had no legitimacy and urged the international community to stop supporting it (AFP 

1994a). In tandem with this strategy, Hekmatyar also adopted anti-western rhetoric, stating that 

the United States (US) was deliberately “disintegrating the country into small units” (AFP 1992f). 

Similarly, the nominal government often, but indirectly, criticised Pakistani involvement in the 

elite structure. For instance, Rabbani claimed that the coup conducted by Hekmatyar and Dostum 

“was an external conspiracy” (AFP 1994b). After an incident where Pakistan had killed three 

Afghan hostage-takers, demonstrations broke out in Kabul which saw attacks on the Pakistani 

embassy. These protesters maintained similar rhetoric as the nominal government and were 



- 188 - 

 chanting “[d]eath to Gulbuddin (Hekmatyar) and his allies Pakistan” (Reuters News 1994b). It is 

alleged that the Pakistani government unofficially blamed Massoud for instigating the raids 

(Rashid 1994). It is evident that low levels of trust extended to regional elites. The nominal 

government never explicitly accused Pakistan of interference but it was clear that it attempted to 

undermine Hekmatyar’s power when suggesting he had foreign backing.  

The waning of the jihadi discourse also gave prominence to discourses appealing to 

identity. The PDPA-era had changed much of the social structure in Afghanistan. The Mujahideen 

had gained unprecedented power and traditional leaders had lost much of their influence. Local 

identity groups formed networks for survival (qawms or sub-tribes) often affiliated with 

Mujahideen commanders (Goodson 2003: 85; Tarzi 1991: 484). The inability to use Jihad as a 

means for symbolic power formation therefore produced discourses alluding to community 

solidarities to gain material power formation (Dorronsoro 2005: 233). This together with the 

dissonance of the Jihadi discourse allowed the manipulation of identity politics. Most factions 

aimed at creating a ‘state’ which through ethnic affiliation and eventually hegemony would impose 

its rule on the other ethnic groups (Shahrani 2002: 719). For instance, the alliance between Jamiat, 

Wahdat and Dostum was forged for “safeguarding the rights of minorities in Afghanistan against 

the dominant influence of the Pashtun” (Amnesty International 1993: 3). Another example of 

identity politics is accusations that Jamiat’s influence over the nominal government was an attempt 

by Massoud and Rabbani to create a Tajik hegemony in Afghanistan (Khalilzad 1997: 45). Later, 

the Taliban appealed to Pashtu grievances against the alleged Tajik hegemony (Katzman 2002: 3; 

International Crisis Group (ICG) 2003: 6). 

These changes in rhetoric had significant impact on differentiation and integration. Hezb-

e Islami had previously used religious rhetoric against Pashtu nationalism partly to appeal to 

Pakistan. However, when the group was losing ground it changed rhetoric and appealed to Pashtu 

nationalism, coming to the defence of Pashtu interests (Dorronsoro 2005: 257). The split of 

Wahdat can also be traced to ethnic rhetoric. Parts of the group’s elite challenged founder Abdul 

Ali Mazari’s leadership, claiming that he conducted racist policies as he favoured Shiite Hazaras 

over other ethnic groups (CEU 2001a: 11). Highlighting the implications of the identity rhetoric, 

one Kabul resident explained that “before [the Civil War] there were no differences between 

Pashtun and Hazara, we were all brothers but now this fighting has ruined everything” (Price 
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 1993b). In the city of Kunduz, Jamiat alleged that Hezb followers had turned against Dostum’s 

forces. Further demonstrating the importance of identity, Jamiat suggested that “the majority of 

Uzbeks in Kunduz and Takhar provinces are loyal to the state, only the Turkomans side with 

Dostam” (White 1994b). Not only did identity politics become intertwined with the elites’ idea of 

the state, it was also an important means in attempting to control all sectors in society. The shift 

from Jihadi rhetoric to identity politics suggests that neither religious sectarianism nor clan 

affiliation was instigating violence per se. Rather it is the availability of symbolic power, which is 

dependent on levels of elite integration and differentiation, that leads to violence, reproducing the 

elite structure and giving new means for power formation. 

Even though the Jihadi discourse was eschewed, the various elites used religion as a means 

for symbolic power. This also affected differentiation and integration. For instance, one of the 

reasons why Jamiat split with Wahdat was because Massoud did not want to be associated with 

the group’s Shiite ideology, as this would deter more conservative Sunni groups, such as Ittehad, 

from joining Jamiat (Dorronsoro 2005: 242). The implementation of a strict interpretation of 

Sharia law also allowed factions to attempt to control various sectors of society as they entered 

homes and workplaces to assure that the “Islamic dress code” was observed (Amnesty 

International 1993: 3). Even though Jihad lost resonance it was still used. Rabbani eventually 

called for Jihad on Dostum (US Department of State (USDS) 1995: 5). This suggests that not only 

was Jihad used for political convenience with no ‘real’ commitment to the discourse (as Rabbani 

and Dostum were former allies) it also demonstrates that attempts at symbolic power formation 

increased as differentiation increased. Even though religion was used to a lesser extent than during 

the previous period to incite violence, it was still used in the battle over womanhood. 

The control over the womanhood discourse continued and had increasingly negative 

consequences for women. Women were banned from working and were targeted through raids, 

which at times included rape (Amnesty International 1993: 3). Educated women were also a main 

target as all elite factions maintained that their minds had been “poisoned” under the PDPA regime, 

and that these women were in breach of Islamic principles (Amnesty International 1993: 5). This 

can also be seen as a symbolic attempt to undermine the power of the old elites. In a similar vein, 

when taking Kabul, the Mujahideen factions destroyed large quantities of alcohol on the basis that 

“the despotic and tyrannical communist regime kept eye-catching quantities of such beverages in 
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 the hotels, their residences and state establishments for their use when Moslem Afghans were 

facing starvation” (Roche 1992) A “pro-western” party leader highlighted that this act was an 

example of how “Islam [was] being used for purely political motives, to imply that if you are not 

a fundamentalist you are somehow like the communists” (Roche 1992). Portraying the old elites 

as ‘bad’ was therefore a way to form power. The various factions also used religion to form power 

by establishing order as well as undermining the old elite. Control over society gave faction leaders 

more power formation, for instance through symbolic manifestation of womanhood. However this 

also led to the oppression of parts of the society. Thus, due to the volatility of power and the 

resulting fluctuation in differentiation, violence increased.   

The various factions attempted to control information, with intimidation of journalists 

being common. Most factions had their own newspapers and some, such as Rabbani, Dostum and 

Hekmatyar, had their own radio stations (USDS 1995: 4). Control over information led to violent 

conflict: the infighting between Ittihad and Wahdat allegedly started because each side was tearing 

down the other’s propaganda posters in Kabul (HRW 2005: para 7-8).59 Another way to control 

information was to force academics to flee the country. Some of these academics settled in 

Peshawar where facing death threats and actual assassinations, they advocated for democracy and 

reconciliation (Amnesty International 1993: 6). Thus, in the unstable elite structure, elites 

attempted to undermine the power counter-elites produced through discourses. This happened 

either through the promotion of a counter-discourse already prevalent in the elite structure, such 

as anti-communist discourses, or by the introduction of an alternative discourse to the elite 

structure, such as reconciliation and democracy. These counter-discourses were met with attempts 

to maintain the dominant discourses in the structure. Eventually, the clash of discourse manifested 

itself in physical violence which reduced integration and shifted differentiation.   

Discourses surrounding the various elites’ personalities were also a means for power and 

a source of conflict. Like Hekmatyar, Dostum gained a reputation for ruthlessness both in training 

his troops and for “his readiness to shed blood” (Giustozzi 2003: 8). This discourse translated into 

symbolic power for both Hekmatyar and Dostum as they could control society through fear. 

However, these discourses gave counter-elites opportunities for power formation, as they could 

                                                      
59 Even though the background cause of the infighting was probably the Sunni-Shiite divide and the influence of 

Saudi Arabia and Iran, the incident suggests that both factions recognised the value of controlling information. 
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 appeal to grievances in the communities under these men’s control and undermine their 

international reputation. For instance, Mojaddedi upheld that Hekmatyar had no seat in his 

government as he had “violated human rights” and killed civilians (Herbaugh 1992a). Later 

Rabbani, alluding to Hezb’s brutality, urged the international community to “sever all sorts of 

links” with Hekmatyar (Zubeiri 1992) and to undermine his legitimacy, he claimed that Hekmatyar 

was a “criminal element rejected by the Afghan people for his misdeeds” (AFP 1992e). Massoud 

also maintained that Hekmatyar was “a man without religion” as well as “a madman” (AFP 1993c).  

Massoud also thrived on his reputation as someone who “excelled in the art of public 

relations” (Giustozzi 2003: 12). He managed to establish good relationships with scholars and 

journalists and was often favourably perceived in the western media. Encapsulating Massoud’s 

public image, the Iranian foreign minister Ali Akbar Velayati praised him “as the most courageous 

of all the military leaders of the mujahedeen” and asserted that “he’s still the Lion of Panjshir” 

(Dorranie 1992). However, as highlighted in the Washington Post, mediators in the conflict soon 

observed that Massoud’s “appetite for power and his taste for fratricidal vengeance [ran] as deep 

as anyone’s” (Coll 1994). For instance, he indiscriminately bombed Mazar-i-Sharif where many 

regional Afghans had sought refuge. To undermine Massoud’s public image, Pakistan accused him 

of being responsible for a bomb blast in December 1995 killing 78 Pakistanis (Dorronsoro 2005: 

253). Hekmatyar and Massoud’s attempts at undermining each other’s public images continued 

the rivalries between Hezb and Jamiat and made any form of reconciliation impossible. Symbolic 

power formation therefore reduced the possibility for peace. In fact, peace agreements and cease-

fires were reached and broken on a regular basis. One Kabul resident highlighted that these had no 

real impact on peace as the parties had had those “kinds of agreements 20 times before” (Price 

1992).  

The state was also a source of contention in relation to power formation. After the Kabul 

takeover, Hezb speculated that Mojaddedi would not honour the Peshawar agreement and hand 

over power, claiming that Rabbani was the only one with “legal authority” (AFP 1992a). In repose 

to Hekmatyar’s accusations, Mojaddedi reduced them to propaganda which “was triggered by 

some people at certain places, including Pakistan” (AFP 1992c). However, when the date for 

transfer of power approached he attempted to legitimise his rule, claiming that it was up to the 

people of Afghanistan to decide when or if he would resign (Chakravarty 1992b). Mojaddedi 



- 192 - 

 justified his actions by stating that the P7 leaders had not adhered to the Peshawar accords, 

accusing Rabbani of forming a Loya Jirga before the date for transfer of power, Hekmatyar of 

committing human rights violations, and Hezb-i-Wahdat and Ittihad for continuous infighting in 

Kabul (AFP 1992d). For Mojaddedi, the state discourse was a way to justify his rule. The use of 

this symbolic power formation led to decreased differentiation as Jamiat and Hezb allied to 

pressure Mojaddedi out of office. At the same time, counter-elites opposed to Mojaddedi used the 

state discourse to discredit his rule, referring to it as ‘illegal’ and without ‘popular support’.  

Jamiat eventually came to control the state discourse, which allowed them to undermine 

the counter-elites’ attempt to control the state. For instance, Massoud claimed in relation to 

Hekmatyar’s attacks on Kabul that groups fighting “against the government which is acceptable 

to the majority of the people […] are rebels and” traitors (emphasis added Davidson 1992a). When 

Rabbani took power, he did so on the basis that he appointed a Hezb-nominated Prime Minister 

named Abdul Sabur Fareed. However, due to Hezb continuously shelling Kabul, Rabbani soon 

dismissed the proposed Prime Minister and expelled Hekmatyar from the nominal government. In 

relation to this, Hekmatyar claimed that “Rabbani is neither an elected President nor has he the 

power to make such a declaration” (AFP 1992e). As a response and to further justify his rule, 

Rabbani held a Hal-o-Aqad (National Assembly) to elect himself President. The other Mujahideen 

factions maintained that the election was rigged. Five factions including Hezb-i-Wahdat, Dostum 

and Hekmatyar were absent, and except from Jamiat the only significant party present was Rasul 

Sayyaf’s Ittehad-al-Islami (Reuters News 1992). One Mahaz-e Milli leader alleged that the 

meeting was “illegal and undemocratic,” maintaining that the “non-participation in the shoora 

(meeting) was due to the misconduct of the commissions supervising the election of shoora 

delegates and the fraud and irregularities of the ruling Jamiat-i-Islami party” (White 1992). This 

led a coalition of four opposition parties to demand the resignation of Rabbani, threatening that 

they would otherwise “turn against the government” (Masood 1992). Rabbani insisted that he had 

popular support and that those attempting to oust the government were acting against the “nation’s 

will and decision” (Reuters News 1993aa). A year later Rabbani refused to step down despite a 

peace agreement concluded he should, maintaining that he was the “legitimate president of 

Afghanistan” (Salahuddin 1994b). To further legitimise his position Rabbani used the state 
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 discourse by taking the matter to the (nominal) Supreme Court, whose grounds for ruling in his 

favour, according to analysts at the time, were “flimsy” (Reeve 1994d).  

Like elites in Somali, Rabbani attempted to use the state failure discourse to achieve 

material power formation. For instance, he maintained that the “countries that are ignoring 

Afghanistan are making a big mistake […] This is because Afghanistan is without security and 

will become a haven for the narcotics trade and international terrorism” (Reeve 1994c). He also 

attempted to gain international legitimacy by stating that if he should “resign there will be a 

vacuum of power in the country” (Salahuddin 1994b). Further appealing to the western idea of the 

state, the nominal government responded to Amnesty International’s accusations regarding human 

rights abuses in Afghanistan, stating that despite “all the difficulties and the imposed fighting, the 

ISA (Islamic State of Afghanistan) has not spared any effort to prevent such acts and to ensure a 

countrywide security and peace so that nobody can abuse the fundamental rights of the people” 

(Reuters News 1994e). The nominal government further accused “a number of armed groups and 

mercenaries” of committing violations to undermine the state (Reuters News 1994e). Jamiat’s 

attempted ownership of state discourses thus allowed it to gain both material and symbolic power 

formation. However, it eventually led to increased differentiation as other elites attempted counter-

discourses.  

To undermine Jamiat’s symbolic power formation, in late 1993 six Mujahideen groups met 

in Jalalabad, where they claimed to have agreed on a peace formula which called for elections 

within a year. Jamiat was not present at the meeting and refused to acknowledge it as nothing more 

than “a meeting of a few influential people”, further elaborating that “anyone who wants to solve 

the Afghan problem can go to the President or can do so through the Parliament” (Reuters News 

1993ba). Later, a peace agreement was reached in Pakistan under the auspices of the host nation 

and Saudi Arabia, which prolonged Rabbani’s term for a further 18 months and appointed 

Hekmatyar as Prime Minister (AFP 1993ba). This did not satisfy Hekmatyar, who claimed he 

would not stop shelling Kabul until Massoud resigned as Defence Minister (Price 1993c). Dostum 

was also discontent, as he did not receive a formal position within the new government (Price 

1993c). Rabbani eventually agreed to let Massoud step down as defence minister (Reuters News 

1993ba). After the failed coup against Rabbani, Hekmatyar, Dostum and two other factions formed 

the “Supreme Coordinating Council of forces fighting Rabbani”. This group demanded Rabbani’s 
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 resignation and the establishment of a new interim government (Iraqi 1994). The use of these 

state discourses and the violence they instilled suggests that for the various factions the control 

over state discourse was a means for power formation. Like Somali, the paradox is that any 

attempts at state formation led to further fluctuation in differentiation which led to more avenues 

for power formation. Ultimately, the ‘state’ was only a means for symbolic power. In relation to 

both Rabbani and Hekmatyar claiming the legitimacy of the state, the then Ambassador to Pakistan 

commented, “[w]hat am I supposed to be representing here?” (cited in Gannon 1994). The answer 

to this question is that there was no state to represent. This is because the idea of the state was a 

construction of the elite structure and merely existed in the minds of the elites. Not only was 

symbolic power formation reproduced through the elite structure, it also operated in symbiosis 

with, and reinforced, violent power formation. 

10.3 Violent Power Formation 

The mutually reinforcing nature of symbolic and violent power formation was evident as the 

decreasing resonance of the Jihadi discourse changed societal perceptions of the Mujahideen. 

Distinctions were made between the real Mujahideen and so-called Mujahideen (Bhatia 2007: 97). 

The former was perceived as fighting a justified Jihad against the Soviet occupation and the latter 

as corrupt and brutal. One Mujahideen contended that the real Mujahideen commanders “just were 

for jihad, [while] the later combatants were for money or for position” (Bhatia 2007: 97). Similar 

sentiments were expressed towards the party leaders with one man highlighting that the leaders 

“stayed in Pakistan in their big, comfortable houses […] never fired a gun or had to watch their 

brothers die. The only thing they did was to get rich” (Herbaugh 1992b). These sentiments 

influenced young men who felt grievance against the Mujahideen and their leaders to proclaim 

Jihad against them (Bhatia 2007: 97). This change in perceptions justified more fighting, which 

gave more leverage to the various elite factions as they could extend protection to localities.  

As a result, and together with the regionalisation of the conflict, increased insecurity gave 

some factions more autonomy. For instance, Ismail Kahn successfully disarmed the population in 

his area of control and reopened schools. Similarly, Dostum unified some north-western provinces 

and could monopolise violent power formation (Shahrani 2002: 719). However, protection was 

still mostly provided through networks of solidarity (Amnesty International 1993: 4; Giustozzi 
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 2003: 6). In return for protection, elites could levy taxes. However, as resources were scarce it 

was more common for elites to gain revenue through road levies as this usually did not affect the 

local population (Giustozzi 2003: 6; Amnesty International 1993: 4). Due to the instability of the 

elite structure, which did not allow political elites to consolidate power formation in these networks 

of solidarity, local elites enjoyed greater autonomy (Amnesty International 1993: 4). As levels of 

trust were low, the political elite saw the loyalty of local elites as minimal and expected them to 

change alliances if they were losing autonomy. This autonomy (as a consequence of fluctuating 

differentiation manifested through the elites’ inability to control all sectors in society, and low 

integration evidenced by the political elites’ perception of disloyalty from local elites) thus 

hampered the ability to consolidate power and further fluctuated differentiation as the loyalties of 

local elites changed. This also led to further regionalisation of the Afghan elite structure, as power 

shifted from the capital towards regional Afghanistan.  

Considering this power fragmentation, the various elite factions attempted to form violent 

power through the establishment of Islamic courts in their localities. For instance, “in areas [that 

were] under the control of the (nominal) Afghan President or the Prime Minister, government 

ministers [could] solicit the imposition of a death sentence on an accused if they deem[ed] this to 

be in the interest of their affiliated government faction” (Amnesty International 1993: 9). The 

executions were often made public to demonstrate the violent power formation a certain elite 

faction had acquired. For example, when Massoud hanged three prisoners, his spokesman claimed 

that the execution was a message to others that law and order was to be restored. The men allegedly 

belonged to the Khalq faction of the PDPA regime (Amnesty International 1993: 9). The 

government also publicly executed two men who were accused of murder and robbery, telling the 

crowd that it was done “so people can feel safe and lead a normal life” (Straits Times 1992). 

Another way to form violent power was through the recruitment of fighters from the elites’ 

ethnic groups. This aligned with the change in the Jihadi rhetoric elaborated above, and resulted 

in a desperate need for fighters, which led to an increase in criminal activities by the militias. The 

elite ignored this due to the inability to control power formation in relation to other elites and due 

to their fear that the recruits would leave for the opponent (Jalali 2001: 87). Militias were therefore 

able to roam with little oversight. The desperate need for fighters also led to forced recruitment of 

children as young as twelve (Oxfam 2009: 9). One Pakistani official illuminated the structural 
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 consequences of this when highlighting that “an entire generation knows no other trade than 

using a weapon” (Bokhari 1994). The militias also used looting to undermine the power formation 

of other factions. One militiaman claimed that “Hezb-i-Wahdat looted our areas […] So we are 

just doing the same” (Price 1993a). Due to the volatility in differentiation, no elite could 

monopolise violent power formation. This led to more violence in society and more fluctuation in 

differentiation, as fighters were easily swayed by the symbolic or material power formation of 

elites, thus reproducing the elite structure. This together with the injection of weapons worth up to 

US$6 million, or the so called “Kalashnikovization” of Afghanistan, led to more violence in 

society (Barakat 2008: 16). 

Despite the ‘Kalashnikovisation’ of the Mujahideen era compared to the Soviet period, 

violence in the two periods remained much the same. Violence in both periods was used to punish 

counter-elites, as the elites imposed terror in areas under the control of their opponents to 

undermine the counter-elite’s ability to form violent power. Amnesty International (1995a: para 

2) observed that “[a]s territory changes hands after long battles, an entire local population can be 

subjected to violent retaliatory punishments by the victorious forces”. For instance, when the 

various factions indiscriminately bombed Kabul, one journalist recalls, “[t]here was little effort 

[by any of the factions] to aim at targets […][t]hey would shoot at anything in between, whatever 

it was” (HRW 2005: para 50). The same journalist claimed that “[b]oth Massoud and Hekmatyar 

had a lot of artillerymen who were trained”, further stating that the officers “knew what was going 

on” (HRW 2005: para 63). Hezb accused Jamiat of “firing missiles everywhere to create terror and 

panic among residents” in Kabul (AFP 1992a). Hezb further justified its shelling as it alleged that 

the nominal government strategically placed “weapons in civilian areas”, giving Hezb no other 

choice but to attack them (Reuters News 1995). In Jamiat’s defence, a former PDPA officer 

maintained that Hekmatyar had the expertise to “accurately fire on military targets. But he 

preferred to fire on the city and defenseless civilians in order to create tension and dissatisfaction 

among the people against Rabbani and Massoud” (HRW 2005: para 59). Another reason for the 

indiscriminate shelling was that it gave Hezb negotiating capital when entering the countless peace 

negotiations (Coll 1994). Thus, violent power formation translated into symbolic power formation 

in the form of recognition.  
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 The use of violent power formation to undermine counter-elites also led to societal 

destruction in Kabul, and there “was a general sense that the militia troops could do whatever they 

wanted at any time” (HRW 2005: para 123). Hekmatyar’s “rocket blitz” on Kabul, instead of a 

full-scale invasion, suggests that Hezb did not have enough artillery to invade the city (HRW 2005: 

para 37). Instead, Hekmatyar attempted to prevent Rabbani from forming power. For instance for 

four days Hezb prevented food from passing through the road blocks they held around Kabul, with 

the nominal government describing the actions as “inhuman and un-Islamic” (White 1993; Reuters 

News 1994c). As a result, even after the blockade was lifted, flour prices in Rabbani-controlled 

areas sky-rocked (Reeve 1994b). One aid worker explained that escalating “inflation and price 

rises caused by the opposition blockade […] forced people to sell most of their possessions” (The 

Observer 1994). In fact, as soon as fighting increased, food prices increased (Shuttleworth 1993). 

The success Hekmatyar gained from undermining Jamiat’s attempts at power formation was 

demonstrated through mass demonstrations held in Kabul, where citizens demanded that 

Rabbani’s government provide food and salaries (Masoud 1993).  

Eventually, the struggle for power formation among the various parties facilitated the rise 

of the Taliban in a similar way as the elite structure in Mogadishu allowed for the rise of the Islamic 

courts and eventually Al-Shabaab. The Taliban set up Islamic courts in their conquered areas and 

introduced security forces to maintain order by eradicating rape, looting and abduction, thus 

undermining the power of the Mujahideen (Amnesty International 1995b: para 5-6). The Taliban 

rule meant an end to road tolls, which challenged the Mujahideen’s methods of material and violent 

power formation (ICG 2003a: 15). In addition, with the rise of the Taliban, the little symbolic 

power the Mujahideen enjoyed through the Jihadi discourse vanished.  

10.4 Material Power Formation 

During the Civil War, the lesser value of the Jihad rhetoric and the decreasing stature of the 

Mujahideen also led to changes in the constellation of dependencies to foreign and internal actors. 

For instance, antagonism against Saudi Arabia and Pakistan grew (Rubin 2002: 247). This may 

suggest that the dependencies created during the previous era were in fact a result of the local elite 

structure rather than global power structures, and a means for the Mujahideen to consciously gain 

power rather than being protégés of the international donors. The changes in dependencies in the 
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 Afghan elite structure had consequences for material power formation. Pakistan was a major 

resource for indirect and direct power formation. Islamabad gave funding to any faction that was 

willing to shell Kabul. This became a type of “mercenary warfare” that directed material power 

formation to elites who otherwise would struggle to gain power (HRW 1991: para 132). While 

Pakistan provided material power for anyone fighting the nominal government, Iran supported 

Hezb I Wahdat, Saudi Arabia assisted Ittihad, and Jamiat received funding from Russia and the 

West. Wahdat and Ittehad were not only supported through material means but both Saudi Arabia 

and Iran provided advisors to these groups (Dorronsoro 2005: 236; HRW 2005: para 10; Carpenter 

1994: 81; Shahrani 2002: 719). There were also allegations that Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan 

were assisting Dostum. The Uzbek President denied any military assistance but confessed that his 

government supplied electricity to Dostum-controlled Mazar-i-Sharif (Johnston 1994). Rabbani 

alleged that Uzbekistan was sponsoring Dostum, stating that “[i]f the opposition is not supported 

by outside circles, how can they continue to manage these huge expenses of war?” (Reeve 1994a). 

One way the cost of war was sustained was through international aid. Humanitarian aid 

programmes also fuelled regionalisation as they gave material power to the various factions and 

thereby reduced their incentive to form more independent sources of power. With society being 

increasingly dependent on aid, alternative markets increased, as they were the only source for cash 

revenue (Goodhand 2002: 845). This increase in aid regionalised the elite structure even further. 

As Cramer and Goodhand (2002: 897) explain, instead of being a buffer zone Afghanistan became 

a “‘transmission zone’ with open borders crossed by trade routes”. Further regionalising the elites’ 

structure was that in most parts of the Afghan region no elite faction could control violent power 

formation, which led to an increase in looting and undermined any attempt to set up government-

controlled trade routes. This integrated the Afghan economy into local centres, the economies of 

neighbouring states, and allowed alternative markets to emerge (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 

898). The deterioration of the official economy was also a contributing factor to the increase in 

opium production during this period (Rubin 2000: 1793).  

When Russia withdrew and the material power available through external dependencies 

decreased, opium cultivation became an important source for material power formation (United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 2003: 90). Most of the drug-smuggling trade routes 

were set up during the resistance against the PDPA, as smugglers were assigned to carry weapons 
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 into Afghanistan and on their way back they brought opium (Rashid 1993). As the economy 

deteriorated, opium became a currency as well as an investment and most faction leaders gained 

tax revenues from opium cultivation (UNODC 2003: 21). In fact, as one Pakistani official 

explained, there was a “symbiotic relationship between insurgency and drug smuggling” where 

militias turned to drug smugglers for capital (Brauchli 1993). This regionalisation of the unofficial 

economy led to increased differentiation as the nominal government could not monopolise material 

power.  

The nominal government was struggling to achieve material power as most “custom points 

were controlled by local shuras”, with the main revenue gained from seizure of imported currencies 

printed in Russia (Rubin 2002: 272). The uncontrolled introduction of Russian bank notes and the 

availability of foreign currency led one central bank executive to predict that the “Afghani [would] 

outprice itself” (Chakravarty 1992a). Soon most factions started minting their own currencies 

(Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 898). Naturally, the uncontrolled printing of currency led to 

hyperinflation and devaluation of the Afghan currency (Rubin 2000: 1793). To undermine 

Hekmatyar’s symbolic power, the Rabbani government claimed in a radio broadcast that he had 

forged the local currency, “to pay his commanders and to undermine the economy” (Reuters News 

1994d). However, this statement had negative effects on the currency, with the Afghani 

plummeting. One government official admitted that the broadcast had the “reverse effect of what 

was expected” (Reuters News 1994d). To tackle this, the government forcibly shut down the main 

currency market in Kabul (Reuters News 1994d).   

The nominal government’s inability to form material power gave some elite factions more 

autonomy, thus temporarily reducing differentiation. One example is Ismail Kahn who managed 

to monopolise revenue from the Iranian border custom points (Giustozzi 2003: 12). However, most 

factions managed to attain some material power formation through, for instance, roadblocks. This 

fluctuated differentiation according to the ability do so effectively (Amnesty International 1995a: 

para 13). Another source of material power was looting. Most factions were accused of looting in 

Kabul (HRW 2005: 115–18). One reporter claimed that he saw with his “own eyes Sayyaf’s troops 

and Massoud’s troops looting as they entered the city, breaking windows, stealing whatever they 

wanted” (HRW 2005: 115). A former Shura-e Nazar leader maintained that the second-in-

command of Jamiat in Kabul received money from the party but did not pay his men, who then 
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 turned to looting. The elites that managed to control most sectors of society, through the means 

elaborated above, could gain material power as they used the control of these sectors to implement 

levies on the business community (Giustozzi 2003: 6). 

These negative consequences for the business community eventually triggered a decrease 

in differentiation. The Taliban enjoyed increasing support from the Afghan and regional business 

community, whose trade routes became more stable in Taliban-controlled areas (Harpviken 1997: 

280). In 1995, international oil companies and Pakistan (with assistance from the Taliban) initiated 

plans to build a natural gas-pipeline from Turkmenistan through Afghanistan to Pakistan (Shahrani 

2002: 720). This changed the balance of international dependencies as Pakistan shifted material 

power from Hekmatyar to the Taliban, who more successfully capitalised on Pashtu grievances 

and the general insecurity in the region (Shahrani 2002: 720; Dorronsoro 2005: 245).  

10.5 The Reproduction of the Unstable Elite Structure in the Civil War 

The Afghan Civil War allowed the formation of discourses which were more invested in the 

western state idea than during the PDPA era. This was a result of western donors perceiving the 

need for bureaucratisation of aid which transformed the idea of the western state to a source for 

discursive power. The local elite took advantage of these ideas. For instance, Mojaddedi used the 

state discourse to justify his rule and attempt to stay in power despite the Peshawar accords. Later, 

Jamiat used the state discourse to achieve material power, maintaining that it could not operate 

state institutions without international support. Jamiat’s ownership of the state discourse allowed 

them to gain both material and symbolic power, however it eventually led to increased 

differentiation as other elites attempted counter-discourses. Hekmatayar declared Jamiat’s 

ownership of the state discourse as unjustified and refused to enter peace talks, thus hindering 

reconciliation processes.  

As the state discourse became more prevalent, discourses alluding to Jihad lost 

prominence. This change in rhetoric demonstrates that the Mujahideen’s commitment to 

ideological Islam is doubtful. For instance, Hekmatyar first refused to stop the shelling of Kabul 

due to Dostum’s ‘communist’ and ‘infidel’ links before eventually joining forces with the latter. 

Further highlighting that religion was a matter of convenience was that even though Hekmatyar 



- 201 - 

 and Massoud and their respective factions were the most ideologically aligned, they were the 

factions in the Afghan elite structure that fought the most. The change from Jihad to the western 

state as the dominant discourse did not alter the way power operated in the elite structure. The 

western state discourse also led to fluctuating differentiation which gave more opportunities for 

elites to form power. This resulted in the reproduction of elite structure and violence in society. 

In fact, during the Civil War elites used violence to form power. Any attempt at reducing 

violence was seen as means to attain power. Therefore, to undermine the elites who had established 

security provision, counter-elites produced violence. For instance, communities under security 

provision were deliberately attacked. This happened through elites purposefully targeting villages 

that supported their enemies. This not only reduced the amount of resources counter-elites could 

extract from the villages, but also reduced their ability to form violent power formation through 

the use of protection in return for resources. This led to more armed fighters and increased 

criminality in the Afghan society. Thus, the unstable elite structure justified more fighting, as it 

gave more power to elite factions who could provide protection to society.  

Elites’ ability to achieve power through security provision and the quality of their 

leadership were increasingly important at the same time as party membership, and by extension 

their affiliation to external powers, became of lesser significance. For example, antagonism against 

Saudi Arabia and Pakistan grew during the Civil War. This suggests that these dependencies were 

a means for the Mujahideen to gain power rather than a lack in local elite agency. When elites 

could not achieve material power through international or domestic dependencies they attempted 

self-sufficiency. 

One example of elites attempting self-sufficiency was the increase of alternative markets 

in Afghanistan during the Civil War. As aid dependency reduced cash flows, these markets became 

the only source for cash revenue. Groups without accesses to these markets or territorial control 

over resources disintegrated. These changes also gave some elite factions, such as Kahn, more 

autonomy and temporarily reduced differentiation. Methods of attempting self-sufficiency include 

aid manipulation, drug production, printing of currency, or control of natural resources. This had 

negative consequence for regional and internal markets. This together with the desire to end road 

tolls, which was a way for the Mujahideen to gain material and violent power, prompted the trans-
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 regional business community to facilitate the rise of a new elite. The advance of the Taliban 

marks the end to the second narrative in the Afghan state failure and the beginning of the final 

chapter of Part Three. 
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 CHAPTER 11 

Clashing Ideas of Statehood: Unsustainable Differentiation Reduction during 

the Taliban  

 

“The strongest is never strong enough to be always the master, unless he 

transforms strength into right, and obedience into duty”.  

(Rousseau 1913: Chapter III). 

 

 

11.1 Introduction: Elite Integration and Differentiation during 1996-2001 

During the Taliban era, the security situation improved: “[t]his relative order and security can be 

argued to have represented a state-building project that at least partly reversed Afghanistan’s 

collapse” (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 897). This argument is not universally supported and the 

international discourses surrounding the Taliban regime are contradictory. For instance, the United 

Nations (UN) Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Assistance to Afghanistan considered 

its role in Afghanistan as similar to a neo-trustee position, identifying Afghanistan as a failed state 

in the process (see Duffield et al. 2001: 12). The UN Special Mission for Afghanistan 

conceptualised the regime as a rogue state (Duffield et al 2001: 12). At the same time, the UN 

Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC 2003: 23) wrote, “as of late 2001 all available social and 

economic indicators pointed to Afghanistan being a country on the verge of complete collapse, 

having already been close to social and economic breakdown for many years before”. Human 

Rights Watch (HRW) (2002b: 4) claimed Afghanistan to be “a textbook definition of a failed state 

under the Taliban”. 

Scholars also disagreed on the conceptualisation of Afghanistan as a failed state. Goodson 

(2003: 88) suggested that due to the Taliban’s inability to provide “humanitarian” infrastructure, 

“Afghanistan became an international backwater and a failed state ripe for the Taliban and al-

Qaeda to dominate” (emphasis added). In a similar vein, Jalali (2001: 98) maintains that “the 

Taliban failed to stabilize the country and create an effective government” which due to its 

“extensive links to foreign extermist networks […] and poor human rights record, resulted in 

international isolation of the movement” (emphasis added). Rubin (2000: 1793) on the other hand 
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 suggests that as the Taliban took control: “they implemented a transition from localized predatory 

warlordism to weak rentier state power based on a criminalized open economy”.  In the strictest 

sense Taliban rule would not be classified as state failure as the Taliban initiated some form of 

‘state structure’. Despite the centralisation of power and an unprecedented decrease in elite 

differentiation during the Taliban rule, the unstable elite structure persisted (Duffield et al 2001: 

11). 

The state failure narrative is unable to explain how the Taliban could maintain order while 

the broader society was still suffering, hence the contradictions in conceptualising the Taliban 

period as one of ‘state failure’ (Schneckener 2009:7).60The elite structure framework, focusing on 

the fluidity of power and bypassing the state as unit of analysis explains that elites can form power 

which may bring order. Eventually, however due to the nature of unstable elite relations, violence 

will re-emerge. The Taliban era is also of interest as it epitomises the tension between rural and 

urban Afghanistan, which further indicates the extreme regionality of relations in the Afghan elite 

structure (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 897). In addition, the Taliban phenomenon gives ample 

opportunity to evaluate the elite structure framework, as this was a critical juncture where state 

institutions could have been consolidated. However, this did not happen, as fluctuating 

differentiation being mutually constitutive with power formation, reproduced the Afghan elite 

structure. Before analysing how elites formed power during the Taliban era, the following section 

will map elite integration and differentiation.  

The Taliban takeover of Kabul in September 1996 “has been characterised as yet another 

phase in the unending Afghan saga” (Dixit 1998: 99). This phase begins with Taliban leader 

Mullah Omar being crowned as Emir and renaming Afghanistan the Islamic Emirate of 

Afghanistan (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 897). As a response to the Taliban’s success, in October 

of that year Jamiat, Hezb, Junbish and Wahdat formed an alliance named the Supreme Council for 

the Defence of Afghanistan and started to continuously shell Kabul (Danish Immigration Service 

(DIS) 1998: 20). The alliance was extended in 1997 and renamed the United Islamic Front for the 

Salvation of Afghanistan (UIFSA), often called the Northern Alliance (Council of the European 

                                                      
60 Schneckener (2009) further justifies the need to emphasise the importance of non-state actors and how these not 

always need to be a problem to state building. In this case, as the following chapters will demonstrate the Taliban 

even though displaying some autonomy eventually reproduced the unstable elite structure.  



- 205 - 

 Union (CEU) 2001a: 13). The success of the alliance was hampered due to low integration. Its 

members did not align ideologically, differed in their constituencies and had different political 

ambitions. This led to high differentiation within the alliance and allowed the Taliban to decrease 

differentiation in the overall elite structure (Dorronsoro 2005: 255). Low integration within the 

Northern Alliance stemmed from the rivalry between Junbish and Jamiat, and also with Dostum, 

who joined the alliance in fear that the Taliban would challenge his power in regional centres even 

though he had been tactically cooperating with the Taliban before the takeover (Khalilzad 1997: 

47). In addition, differentiation was fluctuating within the various Mujahideen parties. Junbish was 

not coherent and Pakistan exacerbated this by convincing some of Dostum’s commanders to 

negotiate an alliance with the Taliban. Due to this reduction in followers, when the Taliban took 

Kabul Dostum had no other choice but to join Massoud (Dixit 1998: 103). Jamiat was also 

experiencing fluctuating differentiation, this being due to Massoud’s expansion strategies which 

led many Jamiat commanders to oppose him and ally with Rabbani. However, eventually Massoud 

marginalised Rabbani (Dorronsoro 2005: 25). Thus, low integration within the Northern Alliance 

led to fluctuating differentiation. One United States (US) embassy official highlighted the 

consequence of these unstable elite relations by suggesting that the necessity of alliance became 

its main weakness (DIS 1998: 31). The reverse was said for the Taliban regime, with one Pakistan 

official claiming that its unity was its greatest strength (DIS 1998: 41).   

Within a couple of years of the Taliban takeover, the unstable elite relations resulted in the 

fall of both Dostum’s and Ismail Khan’s “small emirate[s]” (Giustozzi 2003: 13). In May 1997, 

Abdul Malik Pahlawan, one of Dostum’s commanders, together with the Taliban agreed to take 

Dostum’s stronghold Mazar-i-Sharif, forcing him to flee to Turkey. Days before the takeover 

Malik had also handed over the then imprisoned Ismail Khan to the Taliban (United Nations 

General Assembly (UNGA) 1997: para 11, 69). After the takeover, the Taliban refused to share 

power with Pahlawan, who together with Wahdat and a popular uprising, forced the Taliban out 

of the city (Dixit 1998: 103; DIS 1998: 10). Dostum returned to Afghanistan in late 1997 and once 

again took control over Mazar-i-Sharif. In September 1997, the Taliban unsuccessfully attempted 

a new assault on the city (Amnesty International 1997: 2; DIS 1998: 10). Dostum and Pahlawan 

agreed to lead Junbish together (DIS 1998: 26). However, a few months later, mass graves 

containing Taliban fighters were discovered in the area. Dostum advanced into areas traditionally 
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 under Pahlawan’s control on the grounds that the latter was responsible for the summary 

executions, and this once again split Junbish (DIS 1998: 26). In July 1998, the Taliban made 

another attempt to take Mazar. This time they successfully took the city due to “Pashtun militia 

commanders from [the city of] Balkh who had become disillusioned with Hekmatyar” joining the 

Taliban (HRW 1998: para 22). The above events affirm that throughout the Taliban period the 

Northern Alliance remained factionalised and that this was “one of the main barriers to effective 

peace talks with the Taliban” (UNGA 1998: para 8). In sum, low levels of trust and fluctuating 

differentiation in intra-elite relations among the Northern Alliance led the Taliban to reduce 

differentiation in inter-elite relations but at the same time reproduced the elite structure, as elite 

reconciliation was impossible.  

Despite decreasing differentiation, it was alleged that the Taliban was factionalised.61 This 

was mostly due to splits between the original Taliban and new followers. For instance, during the 

time of the Kabul takeover, some Taliban factions agreed to ceasefires with Rabbani’s nominal 

government (Dixit 1998: 105). There were also “disturbances in Khost, Konar and Nangrahar” 

which triggered further discord within the Taliban (Jalali 2001: 96). Another source for 

factionalisation were divisions within the Pashtu tribe, with one sub-clan, the Ghilzai, being 

excluded from the Taliban leadership (DIS 1998: 41). There were also speculations that former 

Khalq and Mujahideen members of the Taliban were a source of friction (DIS 1998: 41). 

Differentiation further fluctuated as “boundaries between who was in and who was fighting against 

the regime were extremely porous” (Mendel 2010: 742). For instance, despite being aligned with 

the Taliban ideology, Hekmatyar at times supported the regime against his opponents but was at 

same time part of the Northern Alliance fighting the Taliban (Mendel 2010: 742). The Taliban also 

paid commanders to join them, which further exacerbated the ambivalence in alliances. 

Consequently, by 1998, ethic alliances defined the frontline leading to a stalemate in the conflict 

(DIS 1998: 30).  

Fragmentation within the Taliban was also affecting their success on the battlefield. In 

1999, the Taliban took areas north of Kabul. However, due to uncoordinated attempts at 

                                                      
61 Due to the secrecy of the movement much of the information regarding its structure is speculative. Various reports 

suggest that there was tension within Taliban leadership, however none of these reports provides examples or 

elaborates further on this (UNGA 1998: para 8 – 9). 
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 consolidating these areas, they soon lost them to Massoud (Jalali 2001: 93). In relation to this 

lack of coordination and further demonstrating fluctuating differentiation within the Taliban was 

varying degrees of law enforcement. When in power the Taliban adopted a strict interpretation of 

Sharia law but the implementation of this varied depending on local authorities (DIS 1998: 22). 

As there were no clear directives for policy and implementation, Harpviken (1997: 281) suggests 

that the Taliban leadership was not coherent. The UN further alleged that the “lack of a consistent 

policy-making body was compounded by the absence of a clear line of command and a lack of 

respect for hierarchy” which was much to blame for “the absence of a functioning State system” 

(UNGA 1997: para 24). 

According to the Taliban themselves, Mullah Omar’s leadership was never questioned. 

Under him was Mullah Mohammad Rabbani Akhund, Prime Minister and Vice President and 

leader of the Supreme Shura which consisted of six members (DIS 1998: 39). Taliban governors 

initially had some autonomy over local Shuras but their position in power, as with most ministers, 

was later rotated “with individuals frequently switching from one sphere of responsibility to 

another” (DIS 1998: 39). This suggests that the Taliban leadership attempted to prevent elites from 

gaining control of various sectors in society to maintain low differentiation. Eventually, the local 

Shuras lost their autonomy and “ceased to function” (ICG 2003a: 7). Consequently, on at least two 

separate occasions in 2000 Taliban governors joined the Northern Alliance (UNGA 2000: para 

27). Even though differentiation decreased to unprecedented levels compared to previous periods 

in Afghanistan, the elite structure was still suffused with very low levels of trust (Rubin 2000: 

1799). This continued to stimulate attempts from elites to achieve autonomy through power 

formation, thereby fluctuating differentiation.  

11.2 Symbolic Power Formation 

As in previous periods, the elites’ public image was important in forming symbolic power. One 

example is Dostum, who at first did not align with any elite faction and insisted that his followers 

referred to him as “Dostum the peacemaker” (Dynes 1996). Demonstrating the importance of 

reputation, after the Taliban defeat Dostum “symbolically exchanged his military dress for a suit” 

to avoid the connotations of his brutal actions during the Civil War (Giustozzi 2003: 8). The 

Northern Alliance also attempted to portray itself as a force for peace whilst discrediting the 
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 Taliban as a faction who did “not seek peace” due to its reliance on “militarism” (British 

Broadcasting Company (BBC) 1999c). Likewise, public image was important for Mullah Omar 

who was entitled Amir al-Mu’minin, the Commander of the Faithful, and created a mystique 

around himself by rarely appearing in public (Katzman 2002: 4; Jones 2008: 28). This personality 

cult also included the appearance of Omar as modest man without “personal ambitions” therefore 

conveying the view that he “was God-sent” (Dorronsoro 2005: 280). This gave the Taliban moral 

authority as “[t]he Pashtuns [found] it almost impossible to fight people with such religious 

mystique” (Thomas 1995). This authority was enhanced when Omar wore a cloak allegedly 

belonging to the Prophet Mohammed. This together with Omar’s claim to be emir of the faithful 

would have upset most other majority-Muslim states, so it should be interpreted as an attempt to 

appeal to domestic rather than international supporters (Sullivan 2007: 103).  

In fact, religious authority underpinned domestic support and was a means for the Taliban 

to achieve power (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 903).62 This also fluctuated differentiation. For 

instance, one former Northern Alliance commander joined the Taliban, justifying his defection as 

“an unforgettable cooperation and a sacrifice for Islam” (Agence France-Presse (AFP) 2000aa). 

Religious authority was also a means for the Taliban to undermine the Northern Alliance who they 

urged to end “relations with people who are against Islam” (Lyon 1996d). Sullivan (2007: 101) 

highlights the importance of acknowledging that the Taliban’s religious doctrine should not be 

seen as a convenient instrument in the state failure context for “selfish pursuit of power”, as the 

Taliban’s ideology had existed long before the group itself. Furthermore, Sullivan (2007: 102) 

maintains that the Taliban had no clear policy platform except from its strict religious ideology. 

This highlights that ideological conviction drove the Taliban and not opportunistic behaviour. It is 

proposed here that symbolic power formation, be it through religion, ethnicity or the western state 

discourse is unavoidable in the unstable elite structure. The inability of the Taliban to implement 

or extend a rigorous policy framework attests to this more than it demonstrates the ideological 

conviction of the Taliban. No policy framework could be developed since the Taliban, as with all 

elites in the elite structure, had to focus their energies on power formation to keep the counter-

elites at bay. This is also why the elite structure under the Taliban should still be categorised as 

                                                      
62 The Taliban was “motivated by a radical interpretation of Sunni Islam derived from Deobandism. Deobandism is 

a conservative Islamic orthodoxy that follows a Salaast egalitarian model and seeks to emulate the life and times of 

the Prophet Mohammed” (Jones 2008 :27).  
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 ‘unstable’. The Taliban were more successful in countering other elites but they could not alter 

the ways in which power was achieved.   

The unstable elite structure creates the opportunities for these power formations and at the 

same time these formations reinforce the structure. This is evident when evaluating a meeting 

between the UN’s Special Rapporteur and the Taliban’s Attorney General, where the latter claimed 

that the Taliban had achieved legitimacy through popular support by implementing “security; 

protection of public property; imposition of the Islamic sharia law and the disarming of people” 

(UNGA 1996: para 23). Even though distancing itself from the West, the Taliban regime’s 

perception of popular legitimacy resembles the discourse of the western state used in the unstable 

elite structure. For the Taliban, the idea of the state was intertwined with religion, and peace 

initiatives were always based on the condition that the state would adhere to the Taliban 

interpretation of Islam, with the Taliban maintaining that their “only victory will be when we get 

a true Islamic state for Afghanistan”. This was justified through the conviction that “[t]he concept 

of government was given by Islam, 1,400 years ago” (Financial Times 1995a, 1995b). This at the 

same time undermined any cooperation with Mujahideen factions or the international community 

which did not adhere to the Taliban ideology, as the Taliban maintained that “[f]or the last 1,400 

years no change has occurred in Islam” and that Islamic “principles are eternal and will remain 

eternal” (Reuters News 1996e).  

Due to these discourses, the elite structure was reproduced as the Taliban could only 

undermine other elite factions through violence and could not achieve domestic and international 

recognition, thus preventing them from controlling all sectors of society and allowing other elites 

to form power. Jamiat capitalised on the Taliban’s uncompromising stance, with Rabbani stating 

in contradiction to Jamiat actions before and after the Taliban takeover, that his faction “do not 

support more war. Everything possible should be achieved through negotiation” (Schork 1996). In 

addition, the Northern Alliance used discourse to undermine the Taliban’s religious authority, with 

Massoud stating that the “actions committed by the Taleban under the banner of shari’ah [Islamic 

law] are anti-shari’ah. They are inhumane and they are very far away from both shari’ah and Islam” 

(BBC 1999a). Rabbani also used this discourse to reduce differentiation amongst the Mujahideen 

by successfully appealing to Dostum and Hekmatyar to ally with Jamiat (Schork 1996; Lyon 

1996c). Hekmatyar adopted a similar discourse to undermine the Taliban, stating; “the war 
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 between Islamic State of Afghanistan and the Taleban group to be unlawful [against the laws of 

Islam]” (BBC 1999l). 

As the Taliban adopted the religious-state discourse, they foreclosed discourses alluding to 

ethnicity (Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 897). The Taliban adopted discourses alluding to national 

unity, which was prevalent during demonstrations and in official statements with the Taliban 

stressing that “All Afghan Nationalities are Brothers” (BBC 1996b). Similarly, Rabbani explained 

that “[p]eople who do not know Afghanistan well might believe that [ethnic discord underpinned 

the conflict] but the truth is that Afghanistan has, thank God, transcended sectarian and tribal 

sentiments […] Our struggle is political and others should understand it as such” (BBC 1996l).  

Even though the Taliban attempted to transcend ethnic division, these discourses were still 

apparent. For instance, the more the Taliban threatened Massoud’s Tajik territories, the more he 

played ‘the Tajik’ card. This led to counter-discourses from the Taliban who accused Tajikistan 

“of interfering in Afghanistan” (Dixit 1998: 106). The power of the ethnicity discourse also had 

geographical implications as it defined the frontline. For example, the Taliban controlled most 

land belonging to the Pashtuns (DIS 1998: 22). Dostum, even though denying that he was using 

ethnicity as a means for symbolic power, maintained that he was protecting “the political rights” 

of the people under his control who were mostly Uzbek, and that he would make sure that these 

rights were “to be fully guaranteed in any government that is to take over from President 

Burhanuddin Rabbani” (AFP 1995ca). To undermine the symbolic power of the Taliban and to 

cling on to his own symbolic power, Dostum later refused to recognise the Taliban regime, stating 

that in order for the Taliban “to form a government, they must ask for [Junbish’s] counsel” (Reuters 

News 1996c). Further exemplifying the success of the ethnic discourse, a woman residing under 

Dostum’s rule maintained that “Afghanistan needs peace most of all, but not a Taleban peace made 

by the Pashtuns for the Pashtuns. We will support our general even if it means fighting” (Thomas 

1996). The Taliban, in turn, attempted to undermine Dostum’s symbolic power by asking his men 

to stand down on the grounds that he did “not represent the people of the north” (Lyon 1996b). 

It may appear that the Taliban’s success was due to ethnic loyalties since Hekmatyar’s 

followers of Pashtun origin refused to fight the Taliban when they closed in on Hezb’s base near 

Kabul (Clerc 1995). However, this should not be attributed to the Taliban’s support among 
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 Pashtuns. Hekmatyar had attempted to achieve symbolic power through Pashtun ethnic 

discourses in the Civil War but failed largely because of Massoud’s attempts at reconciling with 

the Pashtuns (Sullivan 2007: 97). Demonstrating the value of power formation rather than real 

commitment to ethnic discourses: after the Taliban takeover Hekmatyar started to oppose the 

ethnicity discourse, maintaining that Hezb would only accept a government built on a “broadly 

based front representing all ethnic groups” (BBC 1996c). Therefore, “ethnicity can be understood 

as ultimately an ambiguously supporting and challenging factor for the rise of the Taliban and not 

a sufficient explanation on its own” (Sullivan 2007: 97). The Taliban were successful in using the 

state discourse which reduced differentiation for their benefit. However, the ethnicity discourses 

fluctuated differentiation.  

The Northern Alliance also attempted to control the state discourse. The Mujahideen 

government was bestowed symbolic power, at least internationally, through their seat in the UN 

General Assembly (Netherlands’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs (NMFA) 1998: 3, note 2). Rabbani 

continually referred to the Northern Alliance as the Afghan government and maintained that his 

government was “the government recognized by all states and by the United Nations and the other 

UN bodies we participate in. Although our country is passing through a difficult period, it is still 

an existing state” (BBC 1996l). Even though the Taliban controlled most of the country it was 

important to remember “that the communists once controlled Kabul and more than two-thirds of 

the country” (BBC 1996l). This highlights not only that the state is an ideational concept held by 

the elites rather than a geographical object, but also the extreme regionality of the Afghan elite 

structure.  

In 1996, to further control the state discourse, the Mujahideen established the Supreme 

Council for the Defence of Afghanistan (SCDA), against which the Taliban declared Jihad (United 

Nations Economic and Social Council (UNESC) 1997: 5; UNGA 1996: para 54). Legitimising the 

SCDA and demonstrating that the Mujahideen perceived themselves as the legitimate power, 

Dostum argued that the state under the Taliban did not exist, maintaining that “[t]he state in 

Afghanistan has ended and has failed and has been replaced” by the SCDA (BBC 1996h). Further 

demonstrating the regionalisation of the elite structure and undermining the Taliban’s state 

discourse, Dostum proclaimed that “[t]he days have gone when whoever controlled Kabul 

controlled Afghanistan” (BBC 1996j). The Taliban’s decision to establish their administrative 
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 headquarters in Kandahar is also a testament to this (The Guardian 1997).   

As in previous periods, the state discourse hindered reconciliation and led to new avenues 

for power formation. Peace talks between the Taliban and the Mujahideen were initiated but stalled 

as the latter demanded that the Taliban demilitarise Kabul, and the former maintaining that the talks 

could only continue if the United Front “accepted to join and work within the system of the Islamic 

Emirate of Afghanistan” (UNGA 1999: para 12). The Mujahideen refused, claiming that the 

Taliban had “no popular or legal mandate to govern or to impose an emirate system” (UNGA 1999: 

para 12). The Taliban also discredited the Rabbani government, suggesting that due to its brutal 

actions in the past it had “no legal credibility or validity” in UN peace talks (BBC 1996k).  

The Taliban maintained that it had to resort to violent power formation as the group 

“control most of the country but” lacked international and local recognition and therefore had to 

use force “to capture all of” Afghanistan (Lyon 1996b). The Taliban further maintained that the 

refusal of recognition was “against natural law and the principles of the U.N. It is a crime and a 

tyranny against our people” (Johnston 1996). Yet the Taliban achieved some symbolic power from 

the lack of external recognition as demonstrated when residents of Kabul demonstrated against the 

UN’s refusal to recognise the regime. People in Kandahar and Kabul later protested against UN 

sanctions against the Taliban (BBC 1996b; Reuters 1999). These protests led to raids of UN offices 

and the Taliban was accused of “not doing enough to discourage these demonstrations” (Asghar 

1999) 

Non-recognition also became a means to control the peace process, with the Taliban 

refusing to enter peace talks until achieving foreign recognition (BBC 1999h). The Northern 

Alliance highlighted this by stating that “Taliban leaders […] used the theme of the talks only for 

propaganda purposes: they were not always sincere when speaking on their aspiration for peace” 

(Gridneva and Zhukov 2000). Due to fluctuating differentiation, the Northern Alliance could also 

not control all sectors in society and had to resort to violence. This phenomenon translated into a 

paradoxical view on the peace process where Massoud believed “that the only way to end the war 

is to find a negotiated solution” but at the same time that “until there is peace and a just distribution 

of power, we will continue to press our objectives and rid Afghanistan of the Taliban” (Clover 

1999). In sum, due to fluctuating differentiation, no faction could control all sectors of society and 
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 this led to power formations that fluctuated differentiation and cemented low integration. As a 

result, reconciliation processes were hampered and this further justified new power formations in 

the from of counter-discourses.  

Another prominent example of fluctuating differentiation in the elite structure was 

Hekmatyar’s ambivalent relationship to the Taliban movement. Initially he portrayed the Taliban 

as a “mercenaries’ movement”. In disputing Taliban claims that they had conquered his stronghold, 

he argued that “[i]f they are true Taleban (students), they would not tell lies like this and they 

would not be fighting Moslems” (Greste 1995). A year later Hekmatyar was willing to cooperate 

with the Taliban and distance himself from the Northern Alliance. Undermining Rabbani, Hezb 

declared that “the former government no longer exists” (BBC 1996c). Later Hekmatyar once again 

split with the Northern Alliance, accusing Massoud of gaining Russian support and claiming that 

he had “unofficial contact” with the Taliban (BBC 1999f). The following year Hekmatyar once 

more changed his rhetoric, now stating that the people “must all revolt against the Taliban and put 

an end to the civil war” (AFP 2000ba). Dostum is also an example of differentiation. In an 

interview he admitted that the Taliban’s “military victories in southern Afghanistan were not 

achieved without” Junbish (cited in BBC 1996j). Later, Dostum explained that he joined the 

Northern Alliance because “the Taleban leaders’ words and deeds diverge sharply”. Discrediting 

the Taliban and attempting symbolic power, he highlighted that “the history of Islam has never 

seen such barbarity as the Taleban are perpetrating now” (BBC 1996j). Further demonstrating 

fragmentation among the Northern Alliance, Dostum refused to recognise Rabbani as President 

(BBC 1996j). This suggests that elites used rhetoric to undermine counter-elites and to attract 

followers. This can only fosters mistrust in the elite structure and eventually fluctuates 

differentiation.  

Another way elites attracted followers was to use anti-western discourses. For instance, 

Mullah Omar criticised the US, Iran, India and Russia for aiding the Mujahideen (Dixit 1998: 101). 

This could be seen as a means to retaliate against the US, which had refused to allow the Taliban 

to set up an embassy in Washington, criticising their human rights record and opposing the 

Taliban’s attempts to attain Afghanistan’s seat in the UN (Dixit 1998: 101). The Mujahideen also 

maintained an anti-western discourse which mostly translated into complaints regarding the 

inefficiency of the UN. Rabbani’s spokesperson stated that “[t]he UN means ‘United Nothing’ for 
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 Afghanistan” (The Globe and Mail 1996). All factions tried to undermine the legitimacy of their 

opponents by accusing them of being protégés of regional powers. Dostum highlighted the irony 

of this by stating that “it is a Pakistani minister who is holding talks with me, while [the] Taleban 

is asking me to ensure that no-one interferes in our internal affairs […] this is simply ludicrous” 

(BBC 1996e).  

In fact, one of the prominent discourses throughout all periods was to undermine other 

elites’ by highlighting their foreign backing. For instance, Dostum claimed “[t]he Taleban [to] 

have no independent intentions” (Frail 1996). In a similar way Massoud ruled out cooperation with 

the Taliban as he perceived them as “entirely dependent on Pakistan” (BBC 1996j). The Taliban 

also capitalised on the influence of foreign powers in maintaining that “[f]oreign circles are helping 

our enemies and we consider them accomplices to the murder of Afghans because they are 

assisting opposition groups financially and militarily” (Johnston 1996). This discourse suggests 

that the rhetoric of the state and national self-determination was a way to form symbolic power. 

The commitment to this discourse is questionable as all factions had foreign backing. This reduced 

trust in the elite structure, as it became the norm that all elites had no real commitment to their 

rhetoric. 

The ‘war over womanhood’ also continued during the Taliban era. The Taliban 

implemented strict rules on women who had to wear the burqa when leaving their homes (Jones 

2008: 27) and could not gain access to education (Khalilzad 1997: 46). For the Taliban, it was 

important to reclaim the ‘purity’ of womanhood as opposed to the western conceptualisation where 

“Western women have lost the position of mother and teacher and women are used for the sexual 

pleasure and entertainment of rich people and masters of capital” (BBC 1999e). The Soviet 

treatment of Afghan women during the occupation also justified this reconceptualisation (BBC 

1999e). This extended to a reconceptualisation of manhood, where a decree was issued mandating 

that men had to grow “‘proper beards’- meaning untrimmed ones - within 45 days [and] Western-

style suits [were] banned” (Burns 1996a). In addition, in rural areas educated women were often 

derogatorily referred to as Soviets (DIS 1998: 61). This was a way to undermine the old Soviet-

backed regime, which had most support in urban centres (DIS 1998: 45). Thus, gender discourses 

were used to undermine the symbolic power of the previous elite and the West.  
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 To uphold these (re)conceptualised gender identities the Taliban established a Department 

to Propagate Virtue and Prevent Vice which punished men and women who did not conform to the 

Taliban’s narrative of gender (Khalilzad 1997: 46). The implications of the Taliban’s gender 

policies were damaging for many women who already had little access to schooling, but in fact for 

many the security situation improved. However, again highlighting the regionality of the elite 

structure, the Taliban implemented these rules more vigorously in urban centres (Dorronsoro 2005: 

300). According to a UN worker, “life in rural areas [had] not changed greatly for ordinary people 

with the advent of the Taliban” (DIS 1998: 23, 45). This was because the Taliban perceived cities 

“as places of sin and therefore [felt] the need for tough action to discipline the population and 

restore respectability” (DIS 1998: 45). The Taliban justified its strict rule in the cities as in the 

words of a cleric “the wishes of 1.5 million martyrs” were superior to the “wishes of 150,000 people 

in Kabul” (Burns 1996b).  

These gender discourses were closely tied to anti-western sentiments. The Taliban 

continuously maintained that western criticism was unfounded and that their actions were “all 

based on Islamic Sharia law including amputating hands, executing and ordering people to the 

mosque five times a day” (Wagstaff 1996). This was part of a larger discourse where the Taliban 

represented itself as a misunderstood movement whose only goals were to uphold the tenets of 

Islam. As such any criticism against the Taliban was to criticise Islam. This was exemplified in an 

interview where a Taliban official maintained that the West produced “propaganda” against the 

regime either because they “have no knowledge of Islam or because they are hostile to Islam and 

the Muslims of the Islamic” (BBC 1996g). In an interview the Health Minister Mohammad 

Stanakzai explained: 

Nobody understands us. The human rights situation and the situation of women are criticized. 

However, they [the West] do not talk to us. They do not understand what is going on here […] For 

example, the fact that the schools in Afghanistan are closed is criticized. I tell you why: there are 

no teachers. And we have no money […] Help us. And if you do not want to help us, give us at 

least enough time to help ourselves (BBC 1999d). 

Most western aid donors had withdrawn much-needed aid due to the Taliban’s harsh policies 

(Salahuddin 1999a). Another interpretation of the gender discourse is the Taliban regime’s desire 

to control knowledge. Mullah Omar stated, “[i]n Islam it is a responsibility for men and women to 

have knowledge of Islam and we are not against that … But the ulema (religious scholars) must 
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 work out the details” for how women should access education (cited in Lyon 1996d).  

These conceptualisations of man and woman were not new in the Afghan elite structure as 

many of the Mujahideen commanders had implemented and were still employing similar 

restrictions in the North (Dorronsoro 2005: 284). One aid worker highlighted this by stating that 

“the only real difference is that in the north you can fly a kite” (Kim 2000b). The Northern Alliance 

also attempted to control knowledge and undertook raids in bookshops which carried books that 

“did not have scientific, moral and ideological values” (BBC 2000aa). The Taliban capitalised on 

this and accused the West and US in particular of hypocrisy, asking why the US administration 

criticised the Taliban regime when it was “silent over the great crimes committed against women 

including children during the previous regimes in Afghanistan when women were oppressed and 

tormented by hawkish people and when their belongings, lives and honours were in danger” (BBC 

1999g).  

Despite implementing similar conceptualisations of womanhood, the Northern Alliance 

attempted to undermine the Taliban’s symbolic power formation by discrediting their restrictive 

social policy, Massoud asserting that unlike the Taliban, Afghans, are “not primitive people” 

(Burns 1996c). In a further move to undermine the Taliban’s symbolic power, the Northern 

Alliance demanded a change in these policies in order to achieve reconciliation. To undermine the 

Northern Alliance the Taliban maintained that they were “dictated by the Russians because the 

Russians do not want an Islamic society in Afghanistan” (Dynes 1996). The gender discourse not 

only hindered reconciliation processes but it also led to strict control over society which reduced 

differentiation in the various elites’ areas of control.  

The liberation discourse was also prevalent during this era and undermined attempts at 

reconciliation. Mullah Omar claimed that the Taliban “took up arms to achieve the aims of the 

Afghan Jihad and save our people from further suffering at the hands of the so-called mujahideen” 

(cited in Bhatia 2007: 97). Omar (cited in BBC 1999b) further maintained that the regime had 

“freed” the people who were “oppressed by the seditious militia”. Consistent with this discourse 

the Taliban portrayed the former Mujahideen regime as ‘criminals’ and due to this initially refused 

to cooperate with the Mujahideen. The levels of trust undermined any attempt at reconciliation as 

the Taliban perceived the Mujahideen as “war criminals” who they would “never forgive” (Gannon 
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 1996; see also AFP 1995aa; Lyon 1995b). The Taliban also appealed to the nation’s proud 

memory of resistance to foreign occupation, highlighting that “[w]e are proud that we kicked one 

arrogant [nation] to the ground, and we are not afraid to wrestle with another arrogant [nation]” 

(BBC 1999k). Further representing symbolic power and legitimate control over the state, the 

Taliban maintained that the Mujahideen would not have a role in the new Taliban state as they 

were “not acceptable to the nation” (Reuters News 1996c). Mullah Omar undermined the 

legitimacy of the Mujahideen by stating that “[t]he Rabbani government was illegal and not 

Islamic” (Lyon 1996d). The Taliban went as far as to claim that the Mujahideen had “downtrodden 

the holy goal of jehad [sic] and the blood of martyrs in their war for power” (BBC 1996d). The 

Taliban’s initial popularity is testimony to the success of the liberation discourse. However, this 

popularity declined as “harsh social policies” were implemented (Khalilzad 1997: 47). Due to this 

decreasing popularity, and highlighting the regionalisation of the Afghan elite structure, many 

Afghans perceived the Taliban “as an essentially foreign movement, a product of the refugee 

camps in Pakistan rather than of traditional Afghan values” (Khalilzad and Byman 2000: 67).  

The Taliban also formed symbolic power by destroying “hundreds of cultural artifacts that 

they deemed were polytheistic, including major museums and countless private art collections” 

(Jones 2008: 28). This was said to be done in the name of Islamic purity and should be interpreted 

as symbolising “a definite break with the west” (Dorronsoro 2005: 310; see also Jones 2008: 28). 

The destruction happened despite the Taliban having issued decrees forbidding destruction and 

smuggling of cultural artefacts (BBC 2000ba). Symbolic power to obtain cultural control was not 

something new in the elite structure, with “60 per cent of the country’s valuable historical artefacts, 

which are part of the country's history and culture … [being] taken out of the country during the 

years of war” under the Mujahideen (BBC 2000e). The Taliban, similar to the Mujahideen 

government, also publicly destroyed large stocks of alcohol, which they maintained was a symbol 

of  “anti-Islamic behaviour at a time of sedition and corruption” under the Rabbani government 

(BBC 1996f). Cultural control should therefore be seen as a means to undermine the previous 

elites’ power.  

In a further move to undermine the old elite, when the Taliban took Kabul they captured 

Najibullah who was still hiding in a UN compound and publicly executed him along with members 

of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) regime (UNGA 1996: para 57; Reuters 
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 News 1996b). It is worth highlighting that other elements of the PDPA regime such as members 

of the KhAD were incorporated into the Taliban regime. Thus the Taliban perceived “the specific 

know-how of such former KhAD and WAD agents as more important than their political past”, 

suggesting that the execution of Najibullah was largely symbolic (CEU 2001b: 29). At the same 

time, recruitment of former PDPA elite should be interpreted as a means for the Taliban to attract 

followers. 

11.3 Violent Power Formation 

For their part, the Northern alliance continued to attract followers through the memory of the 

Mujahideen cause, with one follower reminiscing that we “are fighting the Taleban [sic] because 

we gave sacrifices during the Russian invasion and we don’t want to be expelled from our territory 

by the Taleban [sic]” (Lyon 1996a). However, the Taliban was more successful in attracting 

followers as capital for violent power formation. This was demonstrated in that Wahdat, even 

though being in alliance with the Northern Alliance, was willing to negotiate with the Taliban if 

the Shiite Hazara minority would have a better standing in society (Dixit 1998: 101). This was part 

of a broader power project where the Taliban bribed communities to join their cause. This tactic 

was responsible for much of the Taliban’s territorial expansion (Dixit 1998: 105). For instance, it 

is alleged that the Taliban paid up to US $100,000 for commanders to shift sides (AFP 1995aa).  

The tactic of bribing was also a way for the Taliban to weaken the Northern Alliance with 

limited use of force. Malik’s betrayal of Dostum and the fall of Mazar to the Taliban is testament 

to this (Dixit 1998: 105). Another example is the fall of Khan-controlled Herat, which was 

attributable to the Taliban bribing his men into shifting allegiances (Giustozzi 2003: 13). The 

Taliban also recruited fighters from the greater region, with estimates suggesting that by 1999 30 

per cent of their troops were recruits from Pakistan (Rashid cited in Cramer and Goodhand 2002: 

897). However, the Taliban constantly denied the presence of foreign soldiers among their ranks 

(BBC 1999g). In addition, Taliban-conquered villages were required to provide a certain number 

of fighters to the Taliban militia or pay “US $200 to 300 per person” to be exempted from 

conscription (DIS 1998: 35). There were also reports of forced recruitment through the Mosques 

(Daily Telegraph 1996). The tactic of bribing as a means to attract followers had implications for 

the wider society, as when a major operation took place the Taliban were given foodstuffs which 
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 led to food shortages in the cities where provisions were sourced (Jalali 2001: 95). These attempts 

at violent power formation along with the high differentiation among the Northern Alliance 

reduced differentiation in the Afghan elite structure in favour of the Taliban (Dixit 1998: 105; 

Harpviken 1997: 282).  

The Taliban’s recruitment tactics demonstrate how, due to markets of violence, 

differentiation fluctuates according to who control these markets. These markets are dependent on 

elites’ ability to control followers. One example demonstrating the importance of attracting 

followers is Ismail Khan. When the Taliban took Herat they imprisoned Khan, who later escaped 

and started a guerrilla war against them. However, Khan’s insurgency was unsuccessful as “he did 

not succeed in attracting the local warlords back to his side” (Giustozzi 2003: 13). This changed 

with the US invasion which saw Khan’s following expand. Giustozzi (2003: 13) argues that this 

shows “that warlord patronage systems can in their own way be quite resilient, once the right 

conditions are in place”. A more elaborated explanation is that due to the US invasion, the Taliban 

was forcibly denied all power formation, which allowed other elites to form power.  

The Taliban’s successful violent power formation for a time should also be attributed to 

the Madrassa where recruitment of young boys occurred. These fighters had never witnessed peace 

and the success of this recruitment was due to the lack of education during previous decades 

(Sullivan 2007: 97). Thus, “[t]he social capital created in the madrassas banded together to create 

the Taliban movement, whose objective was to resist warlordism and corruption” (UNODC 2003: 

91). In a similar manner and indicative of the regionality of the elite structure, the Northern 

Alliance recruited militias from refugee camps in Iran and Uzbekistan (Reuters News 2000).  The 

creation of the Taliban and its success in recruitment should be seen as a consequence of 

fluctuating differentiation in previous eras, which led to  power formation that resulted in less 

education in Afghanistan and the refugee camps. This provided new means for power formation 

and reduced differentiation with the rise of the Taliban (Rubin 2000: 1794). As a result, not only 

did integration increase (as it created solidarity “emerging from shared experiences and common 

worldview” within the Taliban) but it also regionalised the Afghan elite structure (Dorronsoro 

2005: 278). 

To counter the Taliban’s violent power, the Northern Alliance ‘punished’ societies that 
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 were in support of the Taliban. For instance, reports of rape and violence against Pashtuns living 

in the Northern Alliance controlled area were common (Oxfam 2009: 13). The Taliban adopted 

similar tactics. For example, after the discovery of mass graves containing Taliban militias in 

Mazar, the Taliban committed retaliating attacks against the Hazara community (HRW 1998: para 

21). The Taliban publicly blamed the Hazaras for the killing, with the newly installed Taliban 

governor, Manon Niazi, claiming that “[t]he Hazaras killed our force here, and now we have to 

kill Hazara” (HRW 1998: 53 – 54). Worth noting is that Mullah Omar officially condemned these 

acts of retaliation and demanded his followers to end them (Dow Jones Index News (DJIN) 1999a). 

This suggests some degree of fragmentation within the Taliban. 

The reason for the Taliban targeting the Hazara community is also a consequence of 

fluctuating differentiation. A few weeks before the Taliban successfully took Mazar they were 

advancing on the nearby town of Balkh. Most combatants and the community at large in this town 

were Pashtun and affiliated with Hekmatyar. Wahdat, on behalf of the Northern Alliance, drove 

these Pashtuns out of the city and committed rape and murder “so that they would not be able to 

provide support to the advancing Taliban troops” (HRW 1998: para 8). This was counter-

productive as key commanders of the Balkh Pashtuns then joined the Taliban. They also allied 

with the Taliban because they disagreed with Hekmatyar moving closer to Wahdat (HRW 1998: 

para 8). Hekmatyar’s attempt at aligning with Wahdat and Wahdat’s attempt at undermining the 

Taliban fluctuated differentiation as the Taliban could finally take Mazar, thus reducing 

differentiation in the Northern regions. This is a mode of violent power formation as it aims to 

highlight the counter-elites’ inability to provide security to its followers. It is also a way of using 

violence as a means to obtain obedience and forge popular support. Further, it is an example of a 

“cycle of revenge killings” that “characterize[d] the civil war (read Taliban era) in Afghanistan” 

(HRW 1998: para 1). This cycle has been prominent in all periods of the Afghan ‘state failure 

narrative’ and is an example of how fluctuating differentiation gives new means for power 

formation. This continued after the fall of the Taliban with reports of Tajiks in and around Ismail 

Khan-controlled Herat, committing revenge attacks on Pashtuns (Giustozzi 2003: 13). 

Another reason for the Taliban’s success was their provision of security to society. The 

Taliban “Governor of Kandahar […] explained that the almost complete lawlessness prevailing in 

the country under Rabbani […] had in large part acted as a contributory factor in the emergence 
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 of the Taliban movement and a very important condition for its success” (DIS 1998: 18). This is 

also related to high levels of elite differentiation during the Civil War which eventually allowed 

the Taliban to control most sectors in society. The Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister (cited in BBC 

1995) explained the Taliban’s success in relation to their abolition of roadblocks near Kabul: “the 

food prices in Kabul fell, the dollar fell - that is the Afghani’s value appreciated. All these gave a 

feeling to the people that this movement could help them so that they could have a more 

comfortable life”. A Kabul resident explaied that as “fighting is over […] there will be no need to 

pay officials and mujahideens to fight this or that faction and the roads will be opened”. This 

stabilised the Afghani currency and produced power for the Taliban through security provision 

(Reuters News 1996a).  

Related to security provision, the Taliban also redefined social order. To maintain social 

order, reports indicate that the Taliban adopted a divide and rule tactic where they forcibly 

displaced residents of conquered cities to cities were the Taliban enjoyed full support (DJIN 

1999b). The Taliban also used the discourse of womanhood as a means to highlight its successful 

seizure of power, maintaining that they “pay women while they stay at home. So it is a matter of 

pride - it is matter of pride for all Afghanistan that we have kept our womenfolk at home” (BBC 

1996a). However, this security provision had negative consequences for many women, especially 

widows who were the sole provider for their households (The Independent 1996). At the same 

time, some women found improvements to the security situation during the Taliban era, for 

instance one woman highlighted that even though women “had to wear chadaris [shawls covering 

the entire body] and there were no schools for girls […], there wasn’t any robbery. All the people 

were calm” (Winterbotham 2012: 35).  

Low elite differentiation, as a result of previous fragmentation, allowed the Taliban to 

monopolise the definition of social order. This took the form of strict rules, which the Taliban 

perceived as founded in Sharia law (DIS 1998: 22 – 23). The Taliban therefore saw any opposition 

to this order as justification for retaliative violence (Agence France-Presse 1995ba). This contrasts 

with the Civil War where fragmentation meant that elites could not monopolise sectors of society, 

which led to conflict over how social relations, such as gender roles, were to be defined. In 

addition, security provision was closely related to the Taliban’s interpretation of Sharia law. In an 

unconventional editorial in the Wall Street Journal Nancy DeWolf Smith (1995) maintained that 
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 “[i]f a reporter in Kabul today asks a Taleb what kind of rule he wants in the future, he will 

answer ‘Islamic’, because that is the only word he knows for the rule of law Afghanistan so sadly 

lacks”. This observation clearly highlights the misunderstanding between the western idea of the 

state and the operation of power in the Afghan elite structure. 

The Afghan elite structure also contributed to another reign of terror in Kabul with arbitrary 

arrests and torture (Reuters News 1996d). The public execution of Najibullah also demonstrated 

to the people that the Taliban was in control (The Independent 1996). This ‘reign of terror’ 

impacted international aid organisations which due to imminent threats of arrests at times had to 

suspend their operations thus negatively influencing the already dire humanitarian situation (Lyon 

1996e). The Taliban’s ability to impose ‘social order’ more successfully than the Mujahideen is 

however not a testimony to the Taliban’s ‘brutality’, but rather a demonstration of the reproduction 

of the elite structure and an example of the importance of differentiation in shaping the structure. 

However, the Taliban did not have total control and differentiation soon fluctuated. For instance, 

reports, dismissed by the Taliban, claimed that general crime rates had increased (Pakistan Press 

International 2000). In relation to this “reign of terror” and indicating that the Taliban were not in 

full control over their forces, a statement by the Taliban insisted that their followers would be well-

behaved toward “the disturbed citizens of (war-shattered) Kabul so you get Allah’s mercy” (The 

Guardian 1996). The Deputy Minister for Vice and Virtue in Kabul went as far as to claim that 

his organisation was “in charge. The Taliban are not in charge, but they interfere in our task. We 

have had to warn them not to interfere” in Kabul (The Guardian 1996). The Taliban’s relative 

success in power formation also led to decreased differentiation among the Northern Alliance who 

instigated a system of collective security (Battye 1996). 

The Northern Alliance also achieved some power through security provision in the areas 

they controlled. However, as soon as an area was under attack, such as when the Taliban took and 

lost Mazar-i-Sharif, the power the Alliance had acquired was undermined as the militias went 

rogue, providing new opportunities for security provision (UNGA 1997: para 37). Thus, any 

unsuccessful attempt by the Taliban to lower differentiation reproduced the elite structure as the 

security situation deteriorated and produced new avenues for violent power formation.  
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11.4 Material Power Formation 

Internal and external dependencies were also important in undermining counter-elites’. For the 

Taliban, external dependencies were limited as the only states to recognise the Taliban were the 

United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan (Dixit 1998: 102; DIS 1998: 43). Despite this, 

the Taliban continuously denied having external dependencies, but reports suggest that Pakistani 

army personnel were included in the Taliban militia and Pakistan provided the Taliban with 

weapons, training and money (BBC 2000cb; Rubin 2000: 1794; Dixit 1998: 104). Initially, the US 

did not object to this support as it saw it as means to isolate Iran and provide stability for a proposed 

gas and oil pipeline (Rubin 2000: 1794). Saudi Arabia funded the Taliban until 1998 when the aid 

stopped over disagreement concerning the regimes’ connection to Osama Bin Laden (Rubin 2000: 

1794). The support the Taliban received from Pakistan was also a means of power for the Northern 

Alliance, with Massoud claiming that the war against the Taliban was “not a civil war, it is a 

Pakistani attack”, with the alliance “defending” themselves “from foreigners” and saying that 

“[t]he Taliban were created by Pakistan to fight for Pakistani goals” (Kim, 2000a). Commanders 

joined the Northern Alliance on the grounds that the Taliban was a Pakistani protégé (BBC 

2000da). For their part, the Northern Alliance received aid from Iran and weapons from Russia 

and central Asian states (Rubin 2000: 1797; Jalali 2001: 95). Reports also suggest that the Alliance 

received military training from Iran (DIS 1998: 43). To undermine this dependency the Taliban 

accused Tajikistan of supporting terrorists in Afghanistan and urged the people to join them against 

Russia, “the ancient enemy of Afghanistan” (DJIN 2000; see also Salahuddin 1999b).  

The Taliban enjoyed greater support from regional business elites who wanted an end to 

border and road tolls (Rubin 2000: 1794; UNODC 2003: 91). Exemplifying this was a 1995 

Taliban offensive on Herat (which is believed to have been financed by Pakistani traders, against 

the advice of the Pakistan army) to monopolise the markets and trade routes in the area (Goodhand 

2004: 161). Thus, external dependencies in the form of Pakistani support is necessary but not 

sufficient in explaining the rise of the Taliban. Rather, the Taliban’s ability to attract followers and 

their close ties to the business elite were critical elements in their success (Sullivan 2007: 105). 

Despite the fact that Northern Alliance on numerous occasions tried to undermine the Taliban due 
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 to their links with Pakistan, Rabbani admitted “that it is naive to see the Taleban as just a tool in 

Pakistan’s hands”, highlighting that “members of the Pashtun and Durrani tribes […] got fed up 

with their former leaders and began looking for alternative leadership” (BBC 1996l). One diplomat 

at the time stated that the “Taleban [sic] are fairly home-grown […] Every other Afghan group has 

been getting help from outside powers, but the Taleban have something different” (Lyon 1995a). 

Furthermore, it would not have been strategically beneficial for Islamabad to increase the Taliban’s 

power as this may have united Pashtuns across the region (Lyon 1995a). As highlighted in previous 

sections, symbolic power formation, as a result of the unstable elite structure allowed, the Taliban 

to capitalise on these elements. This demonstrates that  unstable elite structure is not solely a 

product of global power structures. Even if the Taliban was a product of the Pakistani ISI, they 

eventually became a part of the unstable Afghan elite structure, and due to the necessity of 

participating in the power formations characteristic of such structures, became less dependent on 

external forces.  

Even though the Taliban’s success should be attributed to their number of followers they 

did little to gain power from the broader society. The UN reported that inflation rates in Northern 

Afghanistan reached 560 per cent in 1997 and between 280 to 400 per cent in Kabul, with the 

Taliban regime “not taking any measures to improve the economy” (UNESC 1997: 24). There is 

conflicting information regarding economic development during the Taliban period with the UN 

later reporting that “the overall economic situation at least stopped deteriorating in the first years 

(1996 – 99) of the Taliban regime as inter-regional trade resumed in areas controlled by the 

regime” (UNODC 2003: 21). In 2000, a drought hit the region and economic development 

deteriorated. This drought led to aid dependency among most of the population and by 2002 half 

the population of Kabul was dependent on food aid (Oxfam 2009: 11; UNODC 2003: 23). The 

break with Saudi Arabia, the lesser significance of Pakistan and the disregard for public welfare 

provision suggests that the Taliban was reducing its dependencies and monopolising material 

power. This is in contradiction to social contract theories of state formation where the Taliban 

would have sought legitimacy through service provision to the broader society. Instead, the elite 

structure prompted the Taliban to focus their energies on power formations that would undermine 

counter-elites.  

The Taliban undermined the other factions by introducing an “economic blockade of 
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 Hazarajat, scorched earth tactics on Shamoli Plains and the deliberate destruction of rural 

infrastructure” (Goodhand 2004: 159). The blockade of Wahdat’s stronghold, Hazarajat, lasted for 

nine months (NMFA 1998: 5; DIS 1998: 87). This may also have been in retaliation against 

Wahdat for the atrocities in Mazar (DIS 1998: 87). Exemplifying how elite relations lead to more 

violence in the wider society: when retreating from the Shamoli Plains, reports suggest that the 

Taliban poisoned wells and destroyed irrigation systems (UNGA 1997: 117). The Taliban also 

forbade societies north of Kabul to harvest their crops as a means of revenge for these communities 

giving support to the Northern Alliance (UNGA 1997: 117). However, the success of these tactics 

was limited as unofficial markets were operating from Hazarajat (Goodhand 2004: 161). 

Even though the unofficial economy hampered the Taliban’s tactics in Hazarajat, it was 

also an instrument for material power as the movement gained revenue from the opium trade 

through taxation (UNODC 2003: 92). The Taliban’s security provision helped bolster opium 

production, which in 1997 increased by 25 per cent. Ninety per cent of this came from the Taliban 

strongholds of Kandahar and Helmand (Dixit 1998: 102; Rubin 2000: 1795). In the late 1990s, 20 

per cent of the Afghan population was dependent on poppy production, which consequently led to 

inflation in borrowing, marriage costs and land rents (Goodhand 2004: 163). Even though the 

Taliban gained significant revenue from the opium trade, taxation of border trade with Pakistan 

was more lucrative (Rubin 2000: 1795 – 6). At the same time, this trade network, dating back to 

the 1980s, facilitated the trade of opium (UNODC 2003: 128). Thus, the unstable elite structure 

during the Civil War facilitated material power in the form of unofficial trade networks which 

gave new means for power formation in the Taliban-era. 

From the time the Taliban took power in 1996 up to 2000, opium production doubled 

(UNODC 2003: 92). In 1999, the international community threatened the Taliban with sanctions 

through the UN Security Council. In response, the Taliban issued a decree demanding opium 

production be reduced by one-third (UNODC 2003: 92). Prompted with threats of more severe 

sanctions, in July 2000 the Taliban issued a decree banning opium cultivation (UNODC 2003: 38). 

The belatedness of the ban can be explained as the Taliban had promised opium-producing former 

Northern Alliance commanders not to interfere with their production in return for loyalty (UNODC 

2003: 92). In addition, the Taliban were cautious in implementing the ban, as roughly 84 per cent 

of poppy cultivating regions were Pashtun (UNODC 2003: 48). Thus, when the ban was 
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 implemented it affected “Pashtun villages disproportionally” (UNODC 2003: 51). However, it is 

also alleged that the business elite pressured the Taliban to ban the drug “in anticipation of rising 

prices and thus an increase in the value of their opium stocks” (UNODC 2003: 93). This is 

supported in that “the Taliban did not forbid the trade in opiates […] reflecting the fact that the 

traders constituted an important backbone for the regime” (UNODC 2003: 128). Prices exploded 

with the ban on opium and remained inflated until a few weeks after the 9/11 attacks (UNODC 

2003: 57). Despite the ban, which resulted in a decline in production of an estimated 90 per cent, 

revenue gained from poppy cultivation amounted to $56 million (compared to $91 million the year 

before the ban). This meant that revenue became more concentrated in the hands of a few, leading 

to hardship for most parts of society which were dependent on poppy cultivation, as the Taliban 

did not provide other income-generating avenues for the farmers (UNODC 2003: 61, 93).  

The Taliban’s control over opium production was also a means to use the state discourse 

in an attempt for international recognition and to achieve material power formation in the form of 

aid (Shaw 2006: 210). For instance, the Taliban maintained that international aid was needed, as 

opium eradication “require[d] funds that [were] beyond the resources of Afghanistan”, with further 

claims that international recognition of the regime would “open the way for helping to solve 

economic problems and the narcotics problem” in Afghanistan (Myre 2000).   

Another source for external recognition and a bargaining chip in the peace process was the 

harbouring of Osama Bin Laden and the regime’s human rights record, especially in relation to 

women’s rights (Rashid 2001: 140). The Northern Alliance used the presence of Bin Laden to 

undermine the Taliban regime, with a spokesman stating that the Alliance encouraged international 

sanctions as it would have “a moral effect, [and] psychological” impact on the Taliban and it would 

“help to shorten the suffering of our people and also to bring an earlier peace” (DJIN 1999c). To 

further undermine the Taliban, the Northern Alliance maintained that it had stopped drug 

production in its area of control while at the same time maintaining that “the Taleban are currently 

engaged in the manufacture of drugs in Afghanistan” (BBC 1999i). The Northern Alliance 

imposed a ban on opium production in 1999, a year earlier than the Taliban, however in contrast 

to Taliban held areas, by 2001 the yield harvest of opium had tripled in the alliance territories 

(Chouvy 2009: 151). 
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 In Massoud-controlled areas opium production also increased, however the main revenue 

for Jamiat was trade of gems (Rubin 2000: 1795). Due to the Taliban’s lack of external recognition, 

the Northern Alliance also gained material power through a minting monopoly (Jalali 2001: 95). 

The Taliban attempted to undermine this by issuing decrees making the use of these bank notes 

‘illegal’ (BBC 1996i). The Northern Alliance also challenged Taliban agency with Massoud 

maintaining that when evaluating the external support “involved in creating the Taleban” it “cannot 

be unconnected to the [oil] pipeline” (BBC 1999c). In return, the Taliban accused Massoud of 

having intentions of “start[ing] an economic and political war, in addition to the military operations 

against the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. This means that he will not let pipelines be built in the 

areas under his control. The construction of the pipelines could create jobs for thousands of people 

in this poor country and improve the economy” (BBC 1999j). 

With the US invasion in 2001, the Taliban soon lost access to power. However, this did 

not mean that the elite structure stopped reproducing. For instance, in 1998 when Dostum fled 

Afghanistan and was denied asylum in Uzbekistan (his former financier) he had to flee to Turkey. 

When Dostum returned in 2001, Uzbekistan once again started supporting his faction, Junbish 

(Giustozzi 2003: 8). Another example of continuation of the unstable elite structure was the 

activities of Khan, who, due to closer relations with Iran benefited greatly from customs levies 

along the Iranian border. This allowed him to form the largest militia among the factions after the 

fall of the Taliban (Giustozzi 2003: 13). After the US invasion, Khan and other local elites entered 

into violent conflict over the control of these borders (Goodhand 2004: 160). Further confirming 

structural reproduction is that Pakistan started once again to support “Hektmatyar and neo-Taliban 

forces”. The United States, to co-opt various elites in the fight against al-Qaeda and the Taliban, 

provided financial assistance. This provided new avenues for material power formation and at the 

same time threatened “to undermine the long-term project of state building” (Goodhand 2004: 

159). It is evident that elite structure reproduction occurred during the Taliban era; in fact the 

Afghan unstable elite structure has been reproducing since the PDPA rule. The following section 

summarises the Afghan state failure narrative. 
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 11.5 Conclusion: The Reproduction of the Unstable Elite Structure in Afghanistan 

As no one elite faction could monopolise all sectors in society, instead of leading to total societal 

control the unstable Afghan elite structure produced power formations that fluctuated 

differentiation. This was evident during both the PDPA and Taliban regimes. For instance, after 

the ousting of King Zahir Shah, the introduction of a new regime in Kabul saw differentiation 

slowly increase. Due to elites attempting to form power, and despite the Soviet invasion, the 

Parcham and Khalq parties factionalised. At the same time, the Mujahideen could not form a united 

front. The PDPA’s and the Mujahideen’s inability to control all sectors of society led to the 

prolonged rule of the Najibullah regime which allowed for the elite structure to produce power 

formations. For instance, the Mujahideen’s failure in the battle of Jalalabad, which could have 

toppled the regime, was largely due to their attempts at violent power formation, which included 

revenge tactics that deterred many PDPA officers from defecting.  

Likewise, the Taliban, even though they could monopolise violent power formation, could 

not control all sectors of society. The international community’s lack of acknowledgement of the 

regime gave symbolic power to the Northern Alliance, however this also incited the Taliban regime 

to stall the peace process.  During this time, the inability of the elite to control all sectors of society 

led to elite fragmentation. As a consequence the Taliban could not implement a coherent policy 

framework as the regime had to focus their energies at power formation to keep counter-elites at 

bay. As a result, the Taliban were more successful in countering elites but they could not alter the 

ways in which power formation was achieved. The Northern Alliance, due to fluctuating 

differentiation, also could not control all sectors in society and had to resort to violence. 

Consequently, reconciliation processes were hampered and this justified new power formations. 

The reproduction of the power formations identified in this thesis was evident during all 

periods. Fluctuation in differentiation during the PDPA era produced more opportunities for power 

formation which led to further fluctuation. For instance, the regime’s inability to control the 

religious sector produced, via the Jihadi discourse, symbolic power formation to the Mujahideen. 

During the early PDPA rule this attracted followers and reduced differentiation in favour of the 

Mujahideen. However, due to the availability of this power formation and the ability to use it to 

denounce an enemy, infighting between the Mujahideen escalated. Eventually the Jihadi rhetoric 
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 resulted in a reduction of differentiation in favour of the Kabul regime, as the Mujahideen were 

competing for power formation between each other. This produced new forms of symbolic power 

during the Civil War as elites eschewed the Jihadi discourse in favour of discourses alluding to 

ethnicity. The ethnicity discourse led to further fragmentation as is evident through the split of 

Wahdat or Hezb’s attempt to attract followers through this discourse. The shift from the Jihadi 

rhetoric to identity politics suggests that neither religious sectarianism nor clan affiliation was per 

se an instigator of violence. Rather it is the availability of symbolic power, which is dependent on 

levels of elite integration and differentiation, that leads to violence and reproduces the elite 

structure, providing new means for power formation.  

The gender identity discourse also reproduced the unstable elite structure. In all periods, 

the control over womanhood was a means to undermine counter-elites’ power. During the PDPA, 

this discourse operated in tandem with the liberation discourse and gave more symbolic power to 

the Mujahideen. However, this came to an end with the rise of the Taliban, who reduced 

differentiation as control over identity politics allowed for greater social control. Eventually this 

led to counter-discourses among the Northern Alliance and triggered international intervention. In 

common during all these periods was that society lacked agency in defining gender identities and 

suffered when the elite structure reproduced this mode of attaining symbolic power.  

The unstable elite structure also reproduced violent power formation. As elites attempted 

power formation, this entrenched violence which then forced the broader society to protect itself. 

As a result, the supply of arms increased which also increased the number of vigilante groups and 

exacerbated banditry that in turn led to more demand for arms to protect the countryside. The 

Mujahideen provided this protection in return for loyalty and taxation. In response, the PDPA (and 

later the Taliban) attempted to undermine the Mujahideen/Northern Alliance’s power formation 

by deliberately destroying arable land and irrigation systems. This fluctuated differentiation but at 

other times justified Jihad and gave more symbolic power to the Mujahideen/Northern Alliance.  

The unstable elite structure also produced external and internal dependencies. The 

instability of the elite structure allowed regional and international elites to deliver resources for 

power formation. This fluctuated differentiation as elites such as Hekmatyar enjoyed material 

support from outside actors. Despite the influence of foreign powers, the instability of the elite 
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 structure should still be attributed to fluctuating differentiation and low integration. For instance, 

in Afghanistan the commanders’ authority and legitimacy depended on their security provision to 

society and the quality of their leadership rather than to party membership, and by extension their 

affiliation to external powers. This was true in all periods but particularly during the Taliban era, 

where the recruitment of followers contributed to much of their success. Even if the Taliban was 

a product of the Pakistani Inter-services Intelligence Directorate, they eventually became a part of 

the Afghan elite structure and became less dependent on external forces. Further affirming that 

less significance should be attributed to global power structures is that antagonism against Saudi 

Arabia and Pakistan grew during the Civil War. This suggests that the dependencies created during 

the PDPA era were a result of the local elite structure rather than global power structures. They 

served as a means for the Mujahideen to consciously gain power rather than being protégés of the 

international donors.  

When elites did not enjoy international support, they attempted to find independent sources 

for material power, for instance through the minting of currency, aid manipulation or opium 

production. This led to greater suffering in society in the forms of aid dependency, drug addiction, 

rise of the shadow economy and hyperinflation. It also led elites to attempt to deny power to 

counter-elites, which had negative impacts on the broader society. One example of this is the 

Taliban’s disregard for public welfare provision, which suggests that the Taliban was reducing its 

dependencies and monopolising material power. This is in contradiction to conventional ideas 

about state formation where the Taliban would have sought legitimacy through service provision 

to the broader society. Instead, the elite structure prompted the Taliban to focus their energies on 

power formations that would undermine counter-elites. In sum, the elite structure was reproduced 

through international alliances, as it prompted counter-elites to attempt self-sufficiency, which led 

to more avenues for power formation. 

The analysis of elite relations in Afghanistan demonstrates the state failure narratives’ 

shortcomings when taking the state as its unit of analysis for two reasons. First, Afghanistan has 

been characterised as a failed state in a regional context. Such characterisation has often led to 

imagery of the Afghan state as a black hole where anarchy prevails. It has been demonstrated here 

that in the Afghan elite structure power has not operated in a vacuum and elite relations are not 

defined by anarchy. In fact, power has been very visible but also highly fluid in the Afghan elite 
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 structure. This does not mean that anarchy prevails as elites are aware of the fluidity of power, 

and they accommodate to this and as result reproduce unstable elite relations. Second, the Afghan 

case and the sequences of its failure have been disputed among scholars and policy makers, which 

also demonstrates the inadequacy of the state failure epithet. Instead, the unstable elite framework 

has allowed the explanation of how during Taliban rule the elite could form power. This brought 

order but inevitably, due to the nature of unstable elite relations, violence again emerged. In sum, 

this chapter has reconstructed the state failure narrative in Afghanistan and highlighted that the 

fluidity of power in the unstable elite structure fluctuates differentiation according to power 

formations. In the Afghan elite structure, this produced power formations that were used to 

undermine the power of counter-elites. As a result, new power formations emerged which once 

again fluctuated differentiation. This process also increased violence, impeded reconciliation and 

reduced trust in the Afghan elite structure. The final part of this dissertation will analyse the 

Afghan elite structure together with the Somali elite structure and present a reconstructed view of 

‘state failure’.  
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 CHAPTER 12 

The State Failure Narrative Reconstructed 

 

 

“We shall not cease from exploration  

And the end of all our exploring  

Will be to arrive where we started  

And know the place for the first time”  

(Eliot 1942: V). 

 

 

12.1 Introduction 

Instead of developing a universal theory for elite relations and state failure, the purpose of this 

dissertation has been twofold: first to suggest that western normative understandings, which 

presume the modern state form as the unit of analysis, obscure how power operates among local 

elites. This has been shown through an analysis of elite structures in Mogadishu, Somalia and the 

Afghan region. Second, to develop a framework for understanding the operation of power in 

‘unstable’ elite structures which demonstrates the fluidity of power and how these elite power 

relations are constitutive of ‘state failure’. Elites have not been analysed as units, rather this thesis 

adopted relationalism and has emphasised the complex and dynamic power relations among elites. 

To explain the reproduction of unstable elite relations, this thesis has developed a theoretical 

framework for elite interaction on the basis of relational assumptions, neo-elite theoretical 

concepts and empirical analysis of how power relations operated in the Mogadishu and Afghan 

elite structures. From this framework, the argument has been made that when there is little 

consensus on how to obtain power and there is volatility in elite autonomy, the elite structure 

generates ways of forming power that are prone to reproduce an unstable elite structure and 

maintain the condition commonly referred to as ‘state failure’. This study identifies that elites form 

power through symbolic, violent and material processes. 

To summarise how this thesis has achieved these two purposes, the first section of this 

conclusion will provide examples of how and why the state-focused literature fails to explain the 

operation of power in the two state failure narratives under investigation. To establish the benefits 



- 234 - 

 of decentralising the state, the second section will summarise elite integration and differentiation 

in the Mogadishu and Afghan region. This section will then proceed to compare and contrast the 

three power formations in both narratives and how they are mutually constitutive of the unstable 

elite structure. This is followed by an outline of this thesis’s contribution to the academic debate 

as well as its theoretical and practical implications. The final section will acknowledge the 

limitations of this study and how these provide directions for future research. 

12.2 Why Decentralising the State? 

The neglect of local elite power relations in the state failure literature is attributed to its focus on 

the state as the object of inquiry. This is largely due to its substanitialistc understanding of social 

relations. Substanistialism sees units acting through either “self-action” or “inter-action” 

(Emirbayer 1997: 284). The latter of the substantialist perspectives recognises the “inter-action” 

among units. Seen as such the unit does not generate its own action but action only occurs when 

the unit is among other units (Emirbayer 1997: 285). The institutionalist approach to state failure 

is an example of this. For this approach, institutions do not change, only their variable attributes, 

such as institutional capacity does. Institutionalism emphasises the importance of institutions such 

as the ‘social contract’, which in turn lead to conceptions of the state that ignore the idiosyncrasy 

of historical narratives and power struggles. Consequently, the literature presumes the modern 

state form and its institutions before any social relations and disregards local power structures 

shaping these institutions. In a Somali institutional context, Lewis (2004) contends that clan 

loyalty and association defines politics and that such a political system is incompatible with 

western state institutions. Similarly, Maley (1987: 711) argues that bonds within tribes in 

Afghanistan have been strong at the expense of the link between state and society. These bonds 

have also created tribal structures where a ‘particular’ kind of violence has emerged.  

These forms of institutionalist arguments maintain a western-centric view where violence 

and politics that are not practised through western state-like institutions are differentiated as bad 

(Harpviken 1997: 271 – 72). Admittedly, the clan system is a prominent characteristic in both the 

Afghan and Somali societies, however, as Bøås (2010) and Harpviken (1997) claim, it is not a 

determining feature. Clan relations and values change over time. One example of this is the decline 

of the Pashtun tribe’s hegemony in Afghanistan. In addition, at times the clan system has provided 
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 more security than that of western-imposed institutions (Tapper 1983:75). In both Somali and 

Afghanistan, elites have instrumentalised these sources of security. At the same time, the 

international community, due to its western-centric focus, has undermined these sources of 

security. The substantialist tradition and the western-centric focus on institutions also ignores, as 

illustrated through the Somali society, that the clan system has evolved from clan to sub-clans into 

sub-sub-clans to the extent that the concept of clan has largely lost its meaning. Another form of 

institutionalist argument suggests that the culture transmitted through political institutions has 

generated and maintained state failure in Somalia and Afghanistan (see Fox 1999; Englehart 2010). 

This also cannot explain changes in the state failure condition as the prominence of culture 

discredits the agency of social actors and the possibilities of social change. One consequences of 

this fixation on western institutions is that the state failure narrative cannot explain why Al-

Shabaab and the Taliban managed to provide security. 

The critical approaches to state failure attempt to explain how the international community 

produces state failure or how the current world order maintains state failure. This approach also 

falls within the ‘inter-action’ understanding in the substantialist tradition. Because the state is 

‘failed’ due to (interaction with) discourses maintaining the liberal order, it remains the primary 

focus. Arguments adhering to this approach suggest that for Afghanistan and Somalia, 

international involvement destroyed the pre-colonial social order, which was based on kinship and 

Islam. As result, these societies had no means to mediate violent conflict. The state could therefore 

only derive legitimacy through its integration into the international system and has in the Afghan 

case become a rentier state as it depends on external assistance rather than domestic support (Rubin 

1988: 1191).  

Such arguments may describe how the social structure changed between colonisation and 

decolonisation. However, it cannot alone explain how and why this social structure has continued 

and why the ‘postcolonial state’ in Somalia and the ‘rentier’ state in Afghanistan have had greater 

negative impact on social relations compared to similar states. This has led to arguments 

suggesting that the post-Cold War universalisation of the liberal world order has marginalised 

states such as Afghanistan and Somalia. However, Afghan state failure continued despite changes 

from the pre-to post-Cold War world order.  
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 Furthermore, it is true that the international community exacerbated conflict in Somalia 

and Afghanistan. Yet, in order not to discredit the agency of local actors, it is important to realise 

that these actors have managed to take advantage of the involvement of the UN and other 

international actors. For instance, in Afghanistan the commanders’ authority and legitimacy 

depended on their security provision to society and the quality of their leadership rather than party 

membership (and by extension their affiliation to external powers). This was true in all periods but 

particularly during the Taliban era, where the recruitment of followers contributed to their success. 

In Somalia, Mahdi’s low commitment to discourses appealing to United Nations (UN) support 

further highlights that for local elites, international alignments were a matter of convenience and 

just as instrumental in nature as tribal identities.  

In addition, the emphasis on externalities does not explain why certain parties which had 

foreign support (such as Hekmatyar in Afghanistan, and Mahdi and later the Islamic Courts Union 

(ICU) in Somalia) failed. Neither does it explain why those who succeeded, such as the Taliban, 

al Shabaab, and Massoud during the early Mujahideen days (and Aidid in relation to the ‘black 

hawk down’ incident in Mogadishu) had foreign assistance but enjoyed greater local support. In 

sum, due to substantialism and the state-centric focus which strives for causality and variables 

rather than appreciating the fluidity in relations, the critical approach frames the Somali and 

Afghani state failure according to spatially fixed units and focuses on regional or global rivalries. 

This prevents the critical approach from realising that global power structures affect the local 

operation of power but do not alone reproduce the unstable elite structure.  

In contrast, the neo-patrimonial literature recognises the importance of local elites. 

However, it also suffers from substantialist underpinnings as it perceives units to generate ‘self-

action’ where actions are taken according to a self-motivating maxim. Due to this approach’s 

portrayal of elites as rational agents their behaviour is largely seen as predetermined. It is the neo-

patrimonial logic that dictates actors’ behaviour. In addition, due to its focus on how local elites 

abuse the state and its institutions for their own self-interest, the state remains the unit of analysis, 

and is considered failed when elites no longer can attain resources through it. However, as Mac 

Ginty (2010: 578) highlights, rent-seeking actors can also benefit from state building and cannot 

merely sustain themselves through greed, as resource extraction is unfeasible in the long run. Rent 

seekers therefore also provide protection to societies (Mac Ginty 2010: 584). However, Mac Ginty 
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 (2010) fails to explain why elites at times provide security to society and at times not, as well as 

why they at times benefit from state building. Furthermore, for the neo-patrimonial approach the 

causes of state failure are also its consequences, as state failure is due to the predatory behaviour 

of elites that is caused by the neo-patrimonial nature of social relations, which is a characteristic 

of failure.  

To overcome this critique, Reno (2005) asserts that elite structures, which generate armed 

groups, are tied to the predatory behaviour of the pre-state failure regime. That elites and their 

relation to the pre-failure regime would be the reason for failure does not hold up in the Somali 

and Afghan contexts. New actors, such as the Taliban, the ICU leadership and Hussein Aidid, have 

emerged that did not have relations to the pre-existing regime and still submitted to the same 

behaviour as the rest of the elite in the structure. These shortcomings in neo-patrimonial arguments 

justify the development of a theoretical framework for how certain elite behaviours occur and why 

they maintain the condition of ‘state failure’. In sum, because the state failure narrative is drawn, 

in various ways, from substantialism and therefore presupposes the state, it cannot account for 

fundamental changes to it. As the state is the unit of analysis the characteristics of the state are 

perceptible to change but the unit of the state is not. 

12. 3 Results from Decentralising the State from the State Failure Narratives  

To understand the fluid nature of power relations, relationalism underpin this study. This is 

because relationalism allows us to question presupposed units, highlighting the material 

foundations of relations as well as their ‘symbolic’ aspects, and enables understanding of how 

agency and structures are in a reciprocal association (Ritzer 2001: 133). 

To unveil the fluidity of power relations and to detect the unstable elite structures, this 

dissertation has developed a theoretical framework informed by neo-elite theory. Neo-elite theory 

defines elite relations in terms of integration, which when high includes unity, inclusiveness and 

agreed rules of the game; and differentiation, which when high suggests elite autonomy and 

plurality. These characteristics of elite relations are static in nature and do not allow for an 

understanding of the fluidity in power. In an unstable elite structure, as there is uncertainty about 

how politics is conducted, elites may use ‘unconventional’ ways to attain and/or maintain more 
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 power, thus generating some form of autonomy and plurality. Therefore, in contrast to the neo-

elite conceptualisation, this study suggests that differentiation fluctuates over time in unstable elite 

structures. This dissertation has found that there are at least three ways in which elites form power 

in an unstable elite structure. In line with the relationaist approach, these power formations are 

ideational as well as material and are referred to as, symbolic, material and violent power 

formations 

To understand how unstable local elite relations, regardless of whether they are receptive 

to local or regional pressures, reinforce power structures that intensify suffering in the broader 

society, this study included Mogadishu as a relatively local elite structure and Afghanistan and its 

borderlands as an exceptionally regional elite structure. The study found that in the two ‘state 

failures’, elite relations experienced low levels of integration and increasing differentiation at the 

start of their respective state failure narratives. To detect the reproduction of elite relations, each 

state failure narrative also represented three periods in which elite relations could have been 

critically altered and institutions consolidated.    

12.3.1 Elite Integration and Differentiation 

The first period in Mogadishu began with the ousting of former military dictator Said Barre in 

1991. The opposition was soon divided into two groups: the Somali Salvation Alliance (SSA) and 

Somali National Alliance (SNA). These groups fragmented and civil war broke out. The second 

period started through a peace process aimed at the establishment of a Transitional National 

Government (TNG). Again, the TNG fragmented and various counter-elites formed factions 

against the nominal government, one of them being the Somalia Reconciliation and Restoration 

Council (SRRC). Infighting continued, allowing the rise of the Islamic Courts Union. The third 

period saw attempts of restoring state institutions through a Transitional Federal Government 

(TFG); however the rise of al-Shabaab clearly signifies the ‘failure’ of the TFG. 

Fluctuating differentiation was a defining feature of the Somali elite structure. 

Differentiation after the fall of the Barre regime was increasing to the point of violent conflict. It 

then decreased when the SSA formed symbolic and material power through UN assistance. This 

decrease continued through to the TNG but was short lived as the group factionalised and the 
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 business community gained more influence, thus increasing differentiation. Differentiation 

briefly decreased once more, as the ICU assumed control of most power formations. However, due 

to Yusuf’s and Alliance for Restoration of Peace and Counterterrorism’s (ARPCT) dependency 

on Ethiopia, the ICU was forced out of Mogadishu and differentiation increased as the TFG 

experienced internal power struggles. This gave leverage to al-Shabaab to control most sectors of 

society, thus decreasing differentiation. During all periods integration remained low.  

In Afghanistan and its borderlands, the first state failure narrative started with a 

communist-inspired coup against the King putting the People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan 

(PDPA) in power. The PDPA was also not cohesive. To stabilise the regime and to counterbalance 

grievances against it, in 1979 the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. Counter-elites fled to 

Peshawar in Pakistan where they formed the group of seven (P7). The P7 connected with resistance 

in the country, the Mujahideen. Fighting between the PDPA and Mujahideen continued until 1992, 

three years after the Soviet withdrawal. The second period started with the Mujahideen eventually 

toppling the nominal government. Soon fragmentation within the Mujahideen occurred and civil 

war broke out which lasted until the rise of the Taliban in 1996. Taliban rule represents the third 

period in Afghanistan’s state failure narrative. 

During the PDPA regime era, differentiation fluctuated as the Mujahideen formed 

symbolic power through the Jihad discourse. Eventually, Najibullah was successful in temporarily 

reducing differentiation in favour of the regime; this was as much due to increasing differentiation 

among the Mujahideen. However, due to increasing differentiation within the PDPA regime and 

in the border elite structure, the regime eventually collapsed. The second sequence in Afghan state 

failure saw differentiation peak as civil war broke out. This instability in elite relations allowed 

for the rise of the Taliban. Even though the Taliban initiated law and order, differentiation still 

fluctuated and consequently societal suffering persisted. Even though the Taliban, to a great extent, 

monopolised violent power formation, the movement could not control all sectors of society. The 

international community’s lack of acknowledgement of the regime gave symbolic power to the 

Northern Alliance, however this also incited the Taliban regime to stall attempts at peace.  

The Taliban movement could not implement a coherent policy framework, as it had to 

focus its energies on power formation to keep the counter-elites at bay. As a result, the Taliban 
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 were more successful in countering elites but they could not alter the ways in which power was 

achieved. The Northern Alliance, due to fluctuating differentiation, also could not control all 

sectors in society, and had to resort to violence. Consequently, reconciliation processes were 

hampered and this justified new power formations. The following section will compare and 

contrast power formation and its relation to structural reproduction in Mogadishu and the Afghan 

region. 

12.3.2 Symbolic Power Formation 

In both Mogadishu and the Afghan region symbolic power formation reproduced the elite 

structure. This was because low levels of trust increased the necessity for elites to constitute 

sentiments of group belonging among their followers. This was evident as any successful attempt 

at symbolic power formation in both the Mogadishu and the Afghan region reduced differentiation 

in favour of the elite forming power as other factions joined them. Even though there was a change 

in the actors holding power, the means of obtaining symbolic power remained. For instance, in 

Somalia, al-Shabaab’s usage of ‘Jihad’ to incite violence was similar to the way in which Aidid 

used anti-imperialistic discourses for the same purpose. Power formation was reproduced in a 

similar way in the Afghan elite structure. For example, the PDPA’s counter-discourses to the Jihadi 

discourse, and the Mujahideen’s infighting to control it, led elites to eschew the jihad discourse in 

favour of ethnicity discourses.  

The shift from the Jihad rhetoric to identity politics or anti-imperialistic discourses suggests 

that neither religious sectarianism and clan affiliation nor global power structures were instigating 

the violence alone. Rather it is the availability of symbolic power that is dependent on levels of 

elite integration and differentiation, which leads to violence. This reproduces the elite structure, 

providing new means for power formation. The study also found that violence emerged when 

counter-elites used discourses threatening the dominant discourse in the elite structure. For 

instance, in Mogadishu, and eventually in Afghanistan, symbolic power formation was achieved 

within the realm of the state discourse and the counter-discourses that emerged in relation to this. 

In Somalia and Afghanistan these counter-discourses were framed against western centrism and/or 

international or domestic reputation. However, elites’ low commitment to the dominant discourse 

and counter-discourses suggests that these power formations were a means to undermine counter-
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 elites rather than an appeal to ideology. Thus, these discourses were products of local elite 

structures rather than a reaction to global power structures. 

12.3.2.1 The Dominant Discourse: The state 

In Somalia and Afghanistan in all periods the dominant discourse alluded to the nominal state. In 

Mogadishu, this included points of reference, such as ‘President’, ‘passport’ and ‘government’. In 

Afghanistan references were made to elements of the communist state or a state based on Islamic 

principles. When these discourses lost resonance, this changed to include references to the modern 

western state. When elites successfully implemented the state discourse it decreased differentiation 

as elite groups could capitalise on internal and external support. This happened in favour of the 

Mahdi-led SSA and later the TNG in Somali. It also helped the PDPA, factions of the Mujahideen 

controlling Kabul and regional centres, and later the Taliban in Afghanistan. 

As the Somali elite attempted to appeal to international donors, the state discourse in 

Mogadishu was closely tied to the western definition of the state. During the Civil War the various 

elites’ relation to the international community validated their use of the state discourse. Mahdi 

successfully formed symbolic power through the state discourse, which also improved his relations 

with the UN. Simultaneously, the UN unintentionally verified to the Somali elite that reliance on 

external support was an efficient method for power formation. As a result, during the TNG era the 

nominal government used discourses relating to the western state to form symbolic and material 

power. Evidence of this was that the government claimed to have monopolised violence, and 

pledged to improve financial institutions. The Yusuf faction of the TFG replicated this discourse 

by appealing to the international community for peacekeeping troops and by using the threat of 

terrorism as means to allow Ethiopian intervention. The use of the western state discourse also led 

to elite competition in the TFG period. The location of the capital was perceived as a means for 

symbolic and material power and the Mogadishu group attempted to stabilise Mogadishu to return 

the state narrative to Mogadishu and thereby undermine President Yusuf’s symbolic power. The 

stabilisation efforts did not last long and the competition over the state discourse ended with the 

assassination of a British Broadcasting Company’s journalist and the attempted assassination of 

the Prime Minister (International Crisis Group 2006: 6). Paradoxically, the western discourse of 

the state maintained unstable elite relations in Mogadishu, as it allowed for the formation of power 
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 that was incompatible with the western idea of the state.  

In Afghanistan, the state was at first not tied to a strict western conception, instead it was 

closely linked to either communist or Islamic ideology. For example, the PDPA regime attempted 

to legitimise the state by demonstrating its successes in national economic development in a 

manner that was appealing to the communist ideology. Similarly, Islamic ideology did at first 

allow the Mujahideen to claim ownership of the state discourse. For the Mujahideen, Jihad was 

not only to liberate the Afghan nation but also to unite it. However, this religious discourse led to 

factionalisation within the Mujahideen. The Jihad discourse also led to infighting between the 

Mujahideen and the PDPA, as the latter on two separate occasions attempted to marry the 

communist state discourse with Islam. When one elite faction successfully formed symbolic power 

through the religious discourse, differentiation decreased. This occurred in favour of the 

Mujahideen as evidenced through the number of followers they recruited. As the influence of the 

religious discourse lost meaning and increased differentiation within the Mujahideen, the PDPA 

regime temporarily controlled the religious discourse. This reduced differentiation in favour of the 

Najibullah regime.  

Even though infighting did happen over Kabul during the PDPA period, and there was 

quarrelling regarding who would represent the Afghan state in the international community, the 

perception of the Afghan state was not as tied to a location as the Somali state was to Mogadishu. 

This changed during the Civil War when western donors perceived the need for bureaucratisation 

of aid. The western state then became a source of discursive power. As the idea of the western 

state was adopted in the Afghan elite structure, elites formed power through it. With the 

introduction of the Mujahideen nominal government, which saw Mojaddedi appointed as 

President, the state discourse was a way to justify his rule and attempt to stay in power despite the 

Peshawar accords. The use of this symbolic power led to decreased differentiation as Jamiat and 

Hezb allied to pressure Mojaddedi out of office. Eventually, when Jamiat came to control the state 

discourse, it could undermine Hekmatyar’s attack on Kabul as ‘illegal’. As with the elites in 

Somalia, Jamiat attempted to use the state discourse to achieve material power, maintaining that it 

could not operate state institutions without international support. Jamiat’s state discourse 

ownership thus allowed them to gain both material and symbolic power, however it eventually led 

to increased differentiation as other elites attempted counter-discourses.  
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 The Taliban’s success was largely due to domestic support, which was afforded the 

movement because of its ability to link its Islamic ideology to the core functions of the western 

state. However, due to lack of international recognition, eventually the Taliban could only 

undermine other elite factions through violence. This reduced domestic and international support, 

thus preventing the Taliban from controlling all sectors of society and giving power to other elite 

factions such as Jamiat. Jamiat capitalised on the Taliban’s uncompromising stance and 

highlighted its international support, all of which were attempts to justify its ownership of state 

discourses. Thus, as in Somalia, the focus on the state discourse by the international community, 

and the symbolic power this generated to faction leaders in Afghanistan, led to fluctuation in 

differentiation and maintained the condition defined as ‘state failure’. Also, similar to Somalia is 

the paradox that any attempts at state formation led to further fluctuation in differentiation which 

led to more avenues for power formation.  

These avenues presented themselves through elites who did not control the state. As there 

was no consensus about the ‘political game’, hence low integration, elites who did not agree with 

the operation of power in the elite structure attempted to undermine the dominant discourse and 

incite violence to hinder their opponent’s power. In Somalia, Mahdi and Aidid questioned each 

other’s legitimacy. In relation to the validity of the TNG, so did the SRRC. In Afghanistan, the 

Mujahideen attempted to undermine the state discourse by declaring the Soviet-backed regime as 

‘illegal’ and eventually set up a ‘government’ in exile to counter the regime. Similarly, the ICU in 

Mogadishu attempted to undermine the TFG by labelling it as ‘illegal’ and a ‘failed’ government. 

The state discourse led to violence, for instance in Afghanistan infighting between the Mujahideen 

and the PDPA occurred when the Mujahideen attempted to set up a nominal government close to 

the Pakistani border. 

During the Civil War and the Taliban era the state discourse also prevented reconciliation 

processes. In both periods, counter-elites declared the dominant elites’ ownership of the state 

discourse as unjustified and refused to enter peace talks. At the same time, the elite dominating the 

state discourse refused to enter peace talks if not recognised. Hekmatyar and later the Northern 

Alliance used this process to justify violence. The relationship between the deployment of state 

discourses and hampered reconciliation processes was also prevalent in Mogadishu. For instance, 

during the Civil War Mahdi and Aidid refused peace talks and later the SRRC used this to justify 
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 violence against the TNG. The state was not only a means to legitimise the various claims to 

power, but was also closely related to fluctuating differentiation as the elite faction controlling this 

discourse established symbolic power, and counter-elites validated this power through counter-

discourses (thus fluctuating differentiation).  

12.3.2.2 Counter-discourses 

Elite groups that could not attain power through the state discourse, used discourses alluding to 

neo-colonial sentiments, liberation, and international or domestic reputation. This undermined 

and/or incited violence against the opponent’s power. When successful this increased 

differentiation as these groups gained more autonomy. In Mogadishu, during all periods, 

discourses depicting international actors as having neo-colonial intentions stalled peace processes 

and resulted in violence. For instance, during the Civil War, these discourses allowed the SNA, 

and later the ICU, to attract followers and to justify violence against foreign troops in Mogadishu. 

Eventually this reduced differentiation in favour of both the SNA and the ICU.  

To counter the power the ICU formed through this discourse, the TNG and the ARPCT 

used anti-terrorist discourse to appeal for international support. However, this backfired and gave 

momentum through increased popularity to radical factions of the ICU. This way of forming 

power shaped by the instability of inter- (and intra-) elite relations generated a significant change 

in who held power in the elite structure. Another reason for this change was the ICU’s successful 

attempt to form power by using anti-imperialistic discourses to counter the TNG and the ARPCT. 

This anti-colonial discourse continued into the TFG era where the SRRC incited violence in 

response to Djibouti’s influence in the peace process. During this time, APRCT leaders suspicious 

of Yusuf’s campaign to trigger an Ethiopian intervention used anti-colonial rhetoric to incite 

violence in Mogadishu. Al-Shabaab also used anti-colonial discourses, appealing to nationalism 

and religion to undermine the power of  the TFG and Ethiopia.  

In Afghanistan, the anti-colonial discourses translated into liberation discourses against 

internal or external forces. The Mujahideen’s proclamation of Jihad legitimised violence and 

attracted flowers. This also impacted differentiation and integration. For instance, one of the 

reasons why Jamiat split with Hezb-e Wahdat after taking Kabul was because Massoud did not 
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 want to be associated with the group’s Shiite ideology, as this would deter more conservative 

Sunni groups such as Ittehad from joining Jamiat. 

The liberation discourse was also used to counter the PDPA’s attempt to control the 

discourse of womanhood through the communist state, with the Mujahideen, and later the Taliban, 

emphasising the importance of the protection of women against ‘imperialistic’ and ‘godless’ 

influences. This continued through the Civil War into the Taliban period and educated women 

were targeted as both elites maintained that these women’s minds had been ‘poisoned’ under the 

PDPA regime or by the West. This resulted in the Taliban reducing differentiation, albeit not only 

due to control over womanhood. Eventually, this led the Northern Alliance to develop counter-

discourses which undermined the Taliban’s international and domestic reputation.  

In common during all these periods was that society lacked agency in defining gender 

identities and suffered when the elite structure reproduced this symbolic power. Control over 

society produced more power formation, for instance through symbolic manifestation of 

womanhood, however this also led to the oppression of parts of the society. Thus, due to the 

volatility of power and the resulting fluctuation in differentiation, society suffered. Another 

interpretation of the gender discourse is the Taliban regime’s desire to control knowledge, as the 

regime restricted women’s access to education. The desire to control knowledge was prominent in 

all periods in the Mogadishu and Afghan elite structures as elites attempted to prevent certain 

discourses from emerging by threating or banning the media. In Afghanistan, this led to violence 

as the Mujahideen attacked schools in response to the PDPA regime’s attempt to control 

knowledge. 

The battle over womanhood was also a symbolic attempt to undermine the power of old 

elites. This was like the Somalia elite structure where during the Civil War the SNA claimed that 

they had ‘liberated’ the people from the ‘oppressive’ Barre regime. This led to at least two factions 

joining the SNA. During the TNG era, counter-elites to the nominal government highlight that it 

consisted of elites with relations to the Barre regime. Eventually the ICU used this liberation 

discourse against the elite that had ousted Barre, maintaining that it had led a peaceful uprising 

against the ‘warlords’. This discourse increased the ICU’s popularity.  
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 In both Afghanistan and Somalia, the anti-colonial discourse also allowed elites to 

undermine their enemies’ agency. In fact, in all periods in Mogadishu and Afghanistan, elite 

factions were accused of being products of foreign influence. However, international assistance 

also translated into attempts to form power. For instance, during the TFG period anti-terrorist 

discourses allowed the SRRC to reduce differentiation through Ethiopian patronage. Ethiopia, at 

the time increasingly concerned with religious extremism in Somalia, was responsive to anyone 

claiming to fight ‘terrorism’. Due to high levels of differentiation, and as the numbers of groups 

volunteering for Ethiopian patronage increased, faction leaders (at times in the same alliance) 

would accuse each other of adopting extremist Islamic ideologies.  

As the anti-terrorist discourses were rewarded through Ethiopian financial aid they paved 

the way for future use of similar mistrust-instilling power formations, thus reproducing the 

unstable elite structure. The use of counter-terrorism discourses was new to the Mogadishu elite 

structure. However, usage of these discourses resembled discourses used in the Civil War, where 

Farrah Aidid managed to rally people behind his anti-imperialistic discourses. Mahdi also sought 

power by successfully portraying Farrah Aidid as the enemy of peace and stability. Similarly, in 

Afghanistan, Hekmatyar used anti-western sentiments not only to attract followers but also to 

achieve funds from international financiers.  

Equally important was elites’ domestic reputation which was a source for power formation 

and a means to undermine the power formation of counter-elites. In Afghanistan, in all periods this 

was closely tied to the personalities of the various elites. Dostum and Hekmatyar gained 

reputations that instilled fear in society and to some extent allowed the formation of violent and 

material power. However, this gave opportunities to the counter-elites, as they could appeal to the 

grievances of the segments of society under these men’s control and could also undermine their 

international reputation. Massoud also thrived on his reputation as being charismatic and 

establishing good relationships with scholars and journalists and was often favourably perceived 

in the western media. Likewise, the religious mystique surrounding Mullah Omar is one reason 

why the society refrained from revolting against the Taliban.  

In Somalia, personalities mattered less but reputation was still important. Considering the 

societal perception that ‘imperial forces’ backed the TFG, one example of the importance of 
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 reputation is that when African Union troops replaced the withdrawing Ethiopian forces in 2009, 

this further solidified the perception that the TFG was a foreign instrument giving more popular 

support to al-Shabaab. Another example is when Mahdi attempted to undermine Aidid, suggesting 

that he had dictatorial characteristics and was against reconciliation and peace. These discourses 

reproduced the elite structure not only because they fluctuated differentiation but also because they 

reduced trust (and as a result integration) in the elite structure, as it became the norm that all elites 

had no real commitment to their rhetoric. 

12.3.2.3 Consequence: Low Commitment to Discourses 

The elites’ commitment to the discourses described above is highly questionable. One example of 

low commitment to its own discourses is Atto who embraced Mahdi’s rhetoric of reconciliation to 

undermine Aidid’s reputation. However, when Aidid and Mahdi eventually agreed on a peace 

settlement, Atto abandoned the reconciliation rhetoric. This lack of commitment suggests that 

discourses were invoked to attain symbolic power rather than liberating or reconciling the Somali 

society. Similarly, members of the ARPCT who had invoked anti-terrorist discourses against the 

ICU, eventually, when defeated, joined them. Later, highlighting the ICU’s low commitment to its 

anti-colonial discourse, parts of the ICU who had refused to cooperate with the nominal 

government agreed to join it. Another example is that elites such as Aidid, Hekmatyar and 

Massoud often changed their international alliances. This implies that the elite considered alliances 

a means for violent power formation rather than as a demonstration and commitment to a certain 

ideology or religion. As such the elites’ rhetoric appealing to international donors, highlighted in 

previous sections, can only be interpreted intend to achieve legitimacy among supporters and not 

as a ‘real’ commitment to the security and reconciliation of society. 

In Afghanistan, the various elites’ commitment to ideology is also questionable. For 

instance, the PDPA regime implemented discourses alluding to communism, however later 

abandoned this and instigated religious discourses. All of this suggests that the communist agenda 

was a matter of convenience rather than ideological adherence. Not only was it a way to appeal to 

the Soviet Union, which generated material power formation, but the communist rhetoric also 

reduced differentiation within the regime as it marginalised the Parcham faction. Later when 

Najibuallah implemented discourses alluding to religion he marginalised Karmal supporters within 
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 the regime and undermined the Mujahideen’s symbolic power formation.  

Similarly, the Mujahideen’s commitment to ideological Islam is doubtful. For instance, 

Rabbani eventually declared Jihad on Dostum and Hekmatyar. The latter, who first refused to stop 

shelling Kabul due to Dostum’s ‘communist’ and ‘infidel’ links, eventually joined forces with 

Junbish. Further highlighting that religion was a matter of convenience was the fact that even 

though Hekmatayr and Massoud and their respective factions were the most ideologically aligned, 

they were the factions in the Afghan elite structure that fought the most. The elites’ allusion to 

ethnic identities is also questionable. For instance, the shift form Jihadi rhetoric to identity politics 

during the Civil War suggests that neither religious sectarianism nor clan affiliation was essential. 

This is true for Somalia as well; for instance during the Civil War Mahdi at first alluded to clan 

identity, however he later appealed to the international community, advocating for national unity.  

Thus discourses not only instilled violence and generated suffering in society, they also 

reinforced low integration as the elite questioned the counter-elites’ commitment to these 

discourses. Temporarily successful symbolic power formation also served to fluctuate 

differentiation. As low levels of trust characterised intra-elite relations, elites had no strong 

commitment to their elite group and would leave for the opponent if they could attain more power. 

All of this undermined the reconciliation process and prospects for the establishment of state 

institutions. Ironically, the discourse of the state and the state failure narrative were used to form 

power or deny power to others, all of which resulted in violence. In sum, the state discourse 

exemplifies the fluidity of power in the unstable elite structure, demonstrating how differentiation 

fluctuates according to power formation, reveals how symbolic power formation produces counter-

discourses, which then reproduces the unstable elite structure as the counter-discourse fluctuates 

differentiation within and among elites in the elite structure. Paradoxically, in order to cope with 

the unstable elite structure, the wider community often reinforced it. This happened when 

communities where forced into violent labour or when they legitimised a certain faction in 

exchange for relative safety, all of which produced more opportunities for power formation. These 

coping mechanisms and their resulting violent power formations will be elaborated in the next 

section. 
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 12.3.3 Violent Power Formation 

Violent power formation occurred when an elite lost or was losing control over violence, such as 

the Barre and King Zahir Shah regimes. This gave opportunity for other elite factions to provide 

protection to social groups in return for resources and symbolic power. It also increased the risk 

of conflict as the number of elites increases to form power. However, it is not, as the institutionalist 

position in the state failure literature argues, the lack of a monopoly on violence that reproduces 

the elite structure and results in ‘state failure’. Rather, the use of violence or deterrence thereof 

causes elite differentiation and therefore fluctuation of power, which generates more violence and 

thereby more avenues for violent power formation.  The short-term benefit for the elite of reducing 

violence and providing security to society is financial through ‘taxation’. A long-term benefit may 

be territorial control. Thus, violent power formation occurs when elites gain revenue through 

providing security to society or when elites deliberately instil insecurity to reduce the avenues for 

the power formations of others. 

12.3.3.1 Providing Security 

One example of security provision is when the SNA worked with Islamic clerics to implement 

order in northern Mogadishu. This decreased differentiation as it allowed for the clerics to control 

the security sectors of Mogadishu. Likewise, the TNG attempted to fund its security operation by 

levying taxes in the markets in Mogadishu. The success and approval of these taxes depended on 

the TNG’s ability to increase security in the city.  

In Afghanistan during the Soviet invasion, the commanders on the ground depended 

greatly on the P7, however as the war prolonged the commanders achieved increasing autonomy 

by providing security. Successful attempts saw commanders absorbing other factions, thus 

reducing differentiation. For instance, those commanders who managed to establish advanced 

security provision structures, such as Massoud and Khan, absorbed other factions, thus reducing 

differentiation. The PDPA regime, as in Mogadishu, also gave land and protection of land in return 

for the loyalty of the landowner. Similarly, during the Civil War in Afghanistan differentiation 

fluctuated as the loyalty of local elites changed. Security provision saw both Khan and Dostum 

enjoying greater autonomy. This also led to further regionalisation of the Afghan elite structure, 
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 as power shifted from the capital towards regional Afghanistan where greater security was 

provided.  

As levels of trust were low in the Afghan region, the political elite saw the loyalty of local 

elites as minimal and expected them to change alliances if they were losing autonomy. This 

autonomy, as a consequence of fluctuating differentiation, manifested through elites’ inability to 

control all sectors in society. It also led to low integration evidenced by the political elites’ 

perception of disloyalty from local elites. This hampered the political elites’ ability to consolidate 

power and resulted in fluctuating differentiation as the loyalty of local elites changed. This also 

led to further regionalisation of the Afghan elite structure, as power shifted from the capital 

towards regional Afghanistan. This fragmented the Afghan elite and the struggle for power 

formation among the various parties facilitated the rise of the Taliban similar to the way the 

Mogadishu elite structure allowed for the rise of the Islamic courts and eventually Al-Shabaab.  

12.3.3.2 Facilitating Insecurity 

In both the Mogadishu and Afghan elite structures, elites facilitated insecurity in a similar 

way, as elites used counter-discourses to undermine the power of others. Any attempt at reducing 

violence was perceived as a means to form power. Therefore, to undermine the elites who had 

established security provision, counter-elites produced violence. For instance, in Afghanistan 

during all periods, communities under security provision were deliberately attacked. Elites 

deliberately targeted villages that supported their enemies. This not only reduced the amount of 

resources counter-elites could extract from the villages but also reduced their ability to hold on to 

power through the use of protection in return for resources. Rape and abduction of women in the 

opponent’s controlled areas was also commonly used to undermine the elite faction in control. 

To undermine the Mujahideen, the PDPA regime incentivised local tribes to fight them. 

This support was based on various ethnic affiliations and was often implemented according to 

divide and rule tactics. This not only led to increased insecurity in society but also to increased 

differentiation among the Mujahideen which was advantageous for the regime. Similarly, in 

Mogadishu, during the TNG era, the nominal government’s attempts to provide security was 

perceived by counter-elites as a means for the TNG to undermine its power. This led faction leaders 
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 to make sure that security in Mogadishu remained low. For instance, faction leaders kidnapped 

international aid workers and went as far as to initiate conflict over a major seaport to hamper the 

TNG’s security provision.  

The above examples suggest that due to low levels of trust, monopoly on power was 

perceived as an end in itself rather than an attempt to provide security and commitment to ‘the 

social contract’. In turn, this lead to opportunities for power, such as the Kabul regime’s 

manipulation of ethnic identities or the Mogadishu opposition’s attempts to instil insecurity. This 

increases differentiation, gives more avenues for power to previously less powerful elites and 

results in more violence in society. This is an example of the reproduction of the elite structure. 

This also demonstrates that it is not ethnically fragmented societies that are prolonging state 

failure, but rather that due to the fluctuation of power in the elite structure, destructive means of 

attaining power present themselves which in turn further reproduces the unstable elite structure.  

12.3.3.3 Consequence: Markets for Militant Labour and Weapons  

The elites’ quest to increase security to achieve financial and symbolic support reproduced the 

unstable elite structure as it resulted in markets for militant labour and weapons. Demand for 

fighters to achieve power created a culture of violence among the young, which then generated a 

greater demand for protection of groups in society and gave more opportunities for achieving 

power through violence. Not only does violent power formation require a market for violence but 

the unstable elite structure also undermines attempts at reducing violence if it is threatening the 

power of significant elites.  

During the Civil War in Afghanistan, the desperate need for fighters led political leaders 

to ignore criminal activities within their militias. The militias were therefore able to roam with 

little oversight. In addition, changes in public perception of the increased brutality of violence 

from the Soviet occupation to the Civil War incentivised young men, who felt grievances against 

the Mujahideen commanders’ accumulation of wealth and power, to proclaim Jihad against them. 

This led to more armed fighters and increased criminality in the Afghan society. Thus, the unstable 

elite structure justified more fighting, as it gave more power to elite factions who could provide 

protection to society. Due to the volatility in differentiation, no elite could monopolise power. This 
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 led to more violence in society and more fluctuation in differentiation, as fighters were easily 

swayed by the symbolic or material power of elites. This reproduced the elite structure. 

Regarding the Mogadishu elite structure, the UN’s fact-finding mission maintained that 

this spiral of violence was due to the lack of state institutions (UN Security Council 2003 para 97). 

However, it might not be the lack of state institutions which accommodated violence but rather 

that most elite factions, due to high levels of fragmentation (and as a result, limited resources for 

power formation) could not sustain their armed forces and achieve power through the provision of 

security. In Mogadishu, during the TNG era most faction leaders only paid their militias when they 

were in battle. Consequently, loyalty amongst the militia personnel was low. This, as in the Afghan 

region, resulted in temporarily unemployed militia roaming the streets. As a result, there was an 

increase in rape, and assault against women and minorities. The consequence of fluctuating 

differentiation was that violence was needed sometimes more than others. The militias were 

therefore not always occupied and would engage in criminal activities, which then gave 

opportunities for elites to once again provide security, thus reproducing the unstable elite structure. 

The acquisition of weapons determined the ability to achieve power. In Mogadishu, 

weapons were sometimes a direct means of power, at others they provided a foundation for power 

in the revenue they provided. Likewise, in Afghanistan the means to control violence also 

happened through the demand for weapons. For instance, most villages armed themselves because 

of the elite structure. The supply of arms increased the number of vigilante groups and banditry 

which in turn led to more demand for arms to protect the countryside. Thus, the insecure situation, 

as a consequence of the elite structure, produced more insecurity.  

In sum, due to fluctuating differentiation, where various elite groups competed to form 

power, society was widely insecure. This allowed elites to form power through demands for 

protection or through the facilitation of insecurity, which at the same time produced demands for 

‘violent labour’ and arms, which in turn resulted in more violence and fragmentation, and thus a 

reproduction of the unstable elite structure. The demand for weaponry also gave regional and 

international actors political capital in the Afghan and Mogadishu elite structures. This highlights 

that while international forces exacerbate the elite structures and suffering in society through 

financial assistance, they did not create it or change it. The lesser impact of international 
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 interference is also evident when analysing how elites formed material power. 

12.3.4 Material Power Formation 

Elites formed material power through the control of economic resources. When elites temporarily 

control most material resources it reduces differentiation. Fluctuation occurs due to resources 

being acquired through several dependencies, namely funding from external actors or from the 

domestic business elite. When counter-elites successfully undermine these dependencies, the 

dominant elite must forge new dependencies or attempt self-sufficiency. If unsuccessful, this 

increases differentiation as it allows counter-elites to form material power through dependencies. 

However, if successful this reduces differentiation in favour of the dominant elite. When this 

happens the dominant elite group, eager to maintain its power, will attempt to control all sectors 

in society. At the same time, the dominant elite needs to keep counter-elites at bay, which reduces 

the service delivery of these sectors and will generate more suffering in society. This gives 

leverage to contending elites who are challenging the dominant elite group.  

12.3.4.1 Internal Dependencies 

One example of domestic dependencies in the Mogadishu elite structure was the SNA’s 

relationship with businessman Ali Atto, who eventually withdrew his support from the faction. In 

fact, Atto repeatedly changed alliances. The behaviour of actors such as Atto demonstrate that low 

levels of trust characterise elite relations and that differentiation fluctuates according to the 

capacity to achieve power. The various elites’ lack of autonomy due to dependence on local 

financiers, such as Atto, suggests that differentiation was low. However, when a split occurred 

within or between an elite faction, differentiation increased, as the groups had to attempt self-

sufficiency. This often resulted in violent conflict as the groups had to compete. One example of 

this is the escalation of violent conflict in Mogadishu after the UN’s withdrawal in 1995. 

The business elite was influential in both elite structures. By the end of the Civil War, 

faction leaders in Mogadishu found it increasingly challenging to adopt most forms of power due 

to the instability of the elite structure and the unsustainable nature of the power formations 

attempted under such a structure. This gave rise to a Mogadishu-based business elite. This carried 

into the TNG era where the conflation between business and politics increased. The business elite 
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 had gained significant influence as it had established links to international markets and was in 

possession of funds to issue loans to the TNG. Likewise, in the Afghan region the rise of the 

Taliban was facilitated as the trans-regional business community saw an opportunity to end road 

tolls, which was a way for the Mujahideen to gain power.  

These phenomena increased hopes for stability. However, due to the unstable elite structure 

the business elite in Somalia and the Taliban in Afghanistan conformed to the actions required in 

such a structure, such as giving in to extortion-like demands from faction leaders and/or giving 

them financial support to protect their assets. As a result, the business elite in Somalia and factions 

of the Taliban in some instances turned to arms trafficking and other illegal business activities to 

compensate for revenue losses. The way elites attempted to attain power during the TNG and the 

Taliban era is consistent with how faction leaders formed power during all periods investigated in 

this study. The unstable elite structure generates this form of power which in turn reproduces the 

elite structure. In addition, the brief shift in power to the business elite in Mogadishu or the Taliban 

in Afghanistan did not change the elite structure, merely the actors able to form power in it.   

Another example of internal dependency is the Mujahideen commanders’ relationship to 

the P7. During the Soviet occupation, the elite inside Afghanistan depended on the P7 to receive 

allocations of aid money. Aid to social groups was a means for elites and their international donors 

to undermine the power of their opponents. This also produced power for the elites’ inside 

Afghanistan as communities only received the aid if they aligned with the commander. Thus, aid 

was not delivered in terms of humanitarian need but was rather allocated according to the power 

relations within the elite structure. The presence of aid agencies also allowed for material power 

formation as the commanders would tax aid agencies at roadblocks. When the Soviet Union 

withdrew, aid agencies could establish offices in Afghanistan and this as a result reduced the P7’s 

power. In a similar manner, people in urban centres depended on aid and employment from the 

PDPA regime.  

12.3.4.2 External Dependencies 

The instability of the Afghan and Mogadishu elite structures also allowed regional and 

international elites to affect power formation in these structures. For instance, in the Afghan region 
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 during the PDPA era, the US and Pakistan supported the P7 to counter Soviet aid for the PDPA. 

The consequence of this support was the inflation of power of the P7 groups. External 

dependencies manipulated and fluctuated differentiation as commanders and parties at times 

achieved more autonomy only to be reduced when Islamabad or the Soviet Union changed their 

local alliances.  

Similarly, to undermine the TNG’s material power and to form its own in, the SRRC, 

gained military support from Ethiopia and the war on terror. International intelligence agencies 

requested faction leaders to provide intelligence in return for money. Most of this money was later 

used to purchase weaponry. This is paradoxical, as the western perception of Somalia as a failed 

state and thereby a hub for terrorism translated into actions by the West, which reinforced the 

Somali elite structure and reproduced what is commonly known as state failure. This continued 

during the TFG era where faction leaders who successfully convinced Ethiopia and the US that 

they were allies in the war against terror achieved military and financial assistance from the above-

mentioned states.  

Many of these faction leaders appealing for external support did so through the anti-

terrorist discourse elaborated above. The low commitment to this discourse suggests that the 

Mogadishu based faction leaders formed external dependencies as a manner of expediency. This 

implies that the dependencies created were a result of the local elite structure rather than global 

power structure and a means for the elite to consciously gain power.  For instance, in Afghanistan 

the commanders’ authority and legitimacy depended on their security provision to society and the 

quality of their leadership rather than party membership, and by extension their affiliation to 

external powers. This was true in all periods but particularly during the Taliban era, where the 

recruitment of followers contributed to their success. Even if the Taliban was a product of the 

Pakistani ISI, they eventually became a part of the Afghan elite structure and less dependent on 

external forces. Confirming the lesser significance of global power structures is that antagonism 

against Saudi Arabia and Pakistan grew during the Civil War. When elites could not achieve 

material power through international or domestic dependencies, they attempted self-sufficiency. 
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 12.3.4.3 Consequences: Self-sufficiency 

One example of elites attempting self-sufficiency was the increase of alternative markets in 

Afghanistan during the Civil War. As aid dependency reduced cash flows, these markets became 

the only source for cash revenue. Groups without accesses to these markets or territorial control 

over resources disintegrated. These changes also gave some elite factions, such as Kahn, more 

autonomy, thus temporarily reducing differentiation. Opium production was also a means for self-

sufficiency and increased as groups with territorial control turned to opium. Methods of attempting 

self-sufficiency include aid manipulation, drug production, printing of currency or control of 

natural resources. These attempts happened in both Mogadishu and Afghanistan, and all had 

negative consequences as they often resulted in violent conflict over resources, hyperinflation or 

drug dependency among the militias.  

Attempts at self-sufficiency also led counter-elites to endeavour to undermine this power 

formation. One example is the Taliban’s disregard for public welfare provision, which suggests 

that the Taliban was reducing its dependencies and monopolising material power. This is in 

contradiction to state formation where the Taliban would have sought legitimacy through service 

provision to the broader society. Instead, the elite structure prompted the Taliban to focus their 

energies on power formations that would undermine counter-elites. Similarly, the ICU’s ban on 

Khat in Somalia was also a means to undermine other elites. The TFG like the ICU attempted to 

undermine the power formation of counter-elites in Mogadishu by imposing a ban on aircraft 

landing at Mogadishu airports. The Mogadishu faction saw this as a direct threat to their power 

base and stated that they would shoot down any aircraft that did divert.  

In sum, material power is a way elites attempt more autonomy in the elite structure. When 

temporarily successful it reduced differentiation. When unsuccessful it increased differentiation 

and led to violent conflict between various factions. The consequence of this fluctuating 

differentiation was the opening up of more avenues for material power formation and reproduction 

of the unstable elite structure. 
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 12.3.5 Similarities and Differences 

In conclusion, this study finds that the focus on elite relations explains how the fluidity of certain 

modes of power are mutually constitutive of unstable elite structures. In both the Afghan and 

Mogadishu elite structures, symbolic power formation led to clashes of discourses, which were 

met with counter-discourses. Successful discourses fluctuated differentiation, hampered peace 

processes, and led to violence. Violent power formation was achieved either through security 

provision to society or when elites deliberately instilled insecurity to reduce the power of others. 

The elites’ quest to increase security to achieve financial and symbolic support reproduced the 

unstable elite structure as it resulted in markets for militant labour and weapons. Material power 

formation included external or domestic dependencies, which when eroded, prompted elites to 

attempt self-sufficiency. This often resulted in violent conflict over resources, drug addiction, and 

hyperinflation. 

Apart from the similarities in the power formations elaborated above, the Mogadishu and 

Afghan elite structures highlight why differentiation increases and decreases. This finding 

contrasts with the static framework developed in neo-elite theory, which due to its view of power 

as fixed does not appreciate that differentiation fluctuates over time. This study found that in both 

elite structures differentiation decreased if the counter-elite group was so fragmented that a new 

elite group could control most sectors of society, as was evident during the Najibullah and the 

Taliban regimes in Afghanistan and during the ICU and Al-Shabaab rule in Mogadishu. 

Noteworthy is that in the Mogadishu and Afghan elite structures, when differentiation decreased 

because of a fragmented elite, some form of foreign intervention took place.  

Differentiation also decreased if one elite group convincingly attracted followers (albeit 

this was a more temporary decrease). Reduction due to attraction of followers is more temporary 

but more directly influenced by power formations than abovementioned long-term reduction in 

differentiation. This is due to the fluid nature of power formations, which only allow elites to 

temporary control power. For instance, Massoud in Afghanistan (through the Jihad discourse) as 

well as Yusuf and Mahdi (through donor appealing discourses) in Mogadishu, all temporarily 

formed power that decreased differentiation.  



- 258 - 

 However, eventually a fluctuation would occur and differentiation would increase due to 

the presence of power formations in the elite structure. In the two elite structures, differentiation 

increased when there were too many avenues for power formation. This occurred mostly in tandem 

with international interference where foreign powers provided means for power, such as the anti-

terrorist discourse in Mogadishu and the supply of weapons in both elite structures. This provided 

avenues for violent power formation, as well as the presence of international aid agencies which 

gave symbolic and material power to the various elite factions.  

Differentiation can also increase due to the volatility of power. Because of the fluidity of 

power, means to form it are ever changing. Therefore elites must always come up with new means 

to form power, such as when the Jihadi discourse lost resonance in Afghanistan and elites had to 

appeal to discourses of ethnic identity. In another example: elites changed international 

dependencies as a means of expediency rather than based on ideology or religion in both 

Afghanistan and Mogadishu. All of this allowed for more elites attempting to form power in the 

elite structure. This also indicates the significance power formations have on the unstable elite 

structure, and how, due to their fluidity, they maintain what has conventionally been defined as 

state failure.   

The study found that in the two state failure narratives, elite relations experienced low 

levels of integration and increasing differentiation at the start of their respective state failure 

narratives. However, this study found no sequencing pattern in differentiation. This was neither 

expected nor does it challenge the thesis presented here. In fact, it demonstrates that state failure 

is more fluid, due to the ways elites form power, and less causal than the state failure literature 

suggests. In other words, this study finds that there is no sequencing to state ‘failure’.  

This study also found that the western state discourse was used more in the Mogadishu 

elite structure than in the Afghani. This is probably because of the higher degree of international 

involvement in the Somali elite structure. In relation to this, domestic reputation was more 

important in Afghanistan than Somalia and international reputation was more significant in 

Somalia than in Afghanistan. This finding is surprising as the Afghan elite structure was chosen 

because the Afghan state failure narrative has been portrayed as extremely susceptible to foreign 

influences. In contrast to critical approaches to state ‘failure’, this demonstrates that even though 
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 foreign intervention is present (and despite the current liberal world order) elite structures are 

formed through local, rather than international influences.  

12.4 Contributions and Implications of Study 

The major contribution of this study is that it adds further support to the already broad spectrum 

of scholars who have suggested that fixed units such as the state hinder the full potential of any 

academic analysis in political science. This study is a reminder that it is possible to undertake 

academic inquiry without the need to find causality of variables. In fact, the conclusions of this 

study indicate that when studying power, it is necessary to move away from causality. In relation 

to causality, an implication of removing the state from the analysis is that it avoids making 

generalised, and often western-centric claims such as that religion or tribal structures are reasons 

for state failure. This study has decentralised the state as the unit of analysis and by so doing it has 

made possible the detection of the operation of power in situations conventionally defined as state 

failure. Thus, the implication of removing the state from analysis is that we can detect the operation 

of power without a substantialist western-centric view of social relations.  

This study also has implications for elite theory. It demonstrates that neo-elite theory can 

be married with relationism, and that together these can unveil the operation of power among 

elites. As this study indicates, elite theory does not need to adhere to substantialist assumptions of 

causality. This means that elite theory would benefit from more flexible theoretical frameworks 

and a redefinition of power that does not merely delineate elites as actors who can affect outcomes. 

One contribution of this study to elite theory is therefore the realisation that elite relations, at least 

in unstable elite structures, are not static in nature.  

Another implication of transcending the state as unit for analysis is to devalue the power 

of materialism. Thus, this study also contributes to the idea that power is not only founded in 

material forces. Language and ideas are also sources of power. This is a further reminder that 

power inequality is not merely produced through material forces. In relation to this and more 

generally, this study transcends the longstanding debate surrounding the prominence of agency 

vis-à-vis structures. It shows that the ways elites form power reproduces the unstable elite 

structure, but that the unstable elite structure produces these avenues for power formation. In other 
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 words, this study highlights that “[o]ne does not have to choose between structure and agents” 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 23). 

This study also confirms arguments that communities under ‘state failure’ find ways in 

which they can cope with everyday life (see Menkhaus 2006; Helander 2005; and Azarya 1988). 

Paradoxically, it seems that often these coping mechanisms reinforce attempts at power formation 

by the elite. For example, young men take up arms, or people had to transfer legitimacy to a faction 

to ensure personal safety, all of which indirectly reproduces the elite structure. In both elite 

structures, international efforts have at times inflated local elites’ power bases. One implication of 

this study, in agreement with a growing body of literature, is that international state building efforts 

should be directed towards local community building, as it is likely that emancipation from the 

unstable elite structure only can happen when society is not dependent on elites.  

Another contribution of this study is that the analysis of the unstable elite structures, albeit 

in Afghanistan more than Somalia, demonstrates that newly emerging elites, even when attempting 

to change the elite structure, eventually conform to it. This also has implications for international 

state building efforts, as it suggests that even elites who are acting according to, or on behalf of, 

the ‘western world view,’ will eventually assimilate to the unstable elite structure. This also 

highlights that western-centric ideals cannot be imposed upon societies. In fact, another 

implication of this study is that the international community should refrain from interventions 

based on western-centric assumptions about governance. One suggestion that could be drawn from 

the study would be to advise against any foreign intervention as this would deny elites means for 

power formation and prevent structural reproduction. However, due to the fluidity of power, the 

elite would ‘invent’ new power formations which would reproduce the elite structure in any case. 

Considering elites’ creativity when forming power, another implication of this study is that if 

international intervention is to take place, it needs to be sensitive to how to stabilise elite 

differentiation and increase trust. Thus, an important lesson from this study is that the international 

community should be cautious and aware of how its involvement in these elite structures affects 

elite structures and methods of power formation. 
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 12.5 Directions for Future Research 

One of the limitations of this study provides opportunities for future research. As this dissertation 

only engages with the reproduction of elite structure, it is limited in explaining how elite instability 

is reproduced, and does not elaborate how instability took place and why it might end. To study 

this would be to defy the relationalistic epistemological assumptions of this study, as it would 

suggest some form of causality. One direction for future research would be to expand the time 

frames within both elite structures to detect, within the framework of differentiation and 

integration, if and how structural changes occurred.  

Future research might also investigate conditions in unstable elite structures that have 

maintained differentiation for a longer time than during the ICU or the Taliban periods under 

consideration here. Also where foreign intervention has not been a factor, and what implications 

this had on elite relations. This would be useful as it would assist in evaluating the value of foreign 

intervention. Considering the findings of the thesis that fluctuating differentiation and low 

integration reproduce unstable elite structures, more research is also needed as to how the 

international community can assist to stabilise elite differentiation and increase integration.  
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