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The launch of the Afghan campaign season
and the dramatic chain of events that it set in
motion have revealed the profound dangers that
lie ahead. In a stunning and provocative move,
President Karzai commenced his campaign for
the presidency without his expected running
mate, the powerful defense minister, Mohammed
Qaism Fahim. It was anticipated that Karzai
would add Fahim to his pres ident ia l ticket to
cement his ties with the Northern Alliance and
to secure the support of the large Tajik minority,
to which Fahim belongs. Fahim’s replacement is
Ahmed Zia Massoud, brother of slain resistance
hero Ahmed Shah Massoud and Afghanistan’s
ambassador to Russia. 

Fears that the announcement might precipitate a
violent backlash proved unfounded, but the
political fallout was far - reaching. Reacting to

the Karzai decision, Yunis Qanooni, the popular
former Mujahedeen commander current ly
serving as educat ion minis ter, declared his 
candidacy for  pres ident . Rapidly the bulk of
the Northern Alliance commanders, primarily
Tajiks, defected to Qanooni’s camp, including
Foreign Minister Abdallah Abdallah and Ahmed
Wali Massoud, another brother of Ahmed Shah
Massoud, currently serving as Afghanis tan’s
ambassador to Great Br i ta in. With Abdul
Rashid Dostum, a powerful Uzbek commander,
and Mohammad Mohaqiq, an ethnic Hazara
leader, having also entered the race, the eventuality
that analysts feared most, an election polarized
sharply along ethnic lines, has materialized. 

In a sense Karzai’s break with Fahim illustrates the
matur i ty of Afghanis tan’s political process.
Breaking ranks with the most powerful military
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Afghanistan’s first election in decades is less than a month away, and, contrary to dire
predictions by many analysts and observers, the UN-led voter registration program has
proven to be a remarkable success. As of August 21, 2004, one week following the 
official close of the registration period, 10.35 million Afghans had registered to vote,
41% of them women. The registration drive was perhaps too successful—the number of
voters registered exceeded the es t imated number of eligible voters by more than
800,000. To some, this discrepancy would be cause for concern, but not to President
Karza i . “People are enthus ias t ic , and they want to have cards,” Karza i recent ly
explained. “If they want to vote twice, they’re welcome,” he quipped (Washington Post,
August 12, 2004). Karzai and UN electoral officials are correct to point out that such
incons i s tencies are inevitable in a first election, especially in a setting as complex as
Afghanistan. Nevertheless, the issue is emblematic of an expanding array of challenges
to the electoral process that has prompted many prominent Afghans and international
observers to reaffirm doubts about the timing of the country’s first experiment with
democracy. 



figure in the country was unthinkable two years
ago, as it would cer ta inly have prec ipi tated a
vio lent  backlash. In contras t , shor t ly after
Karzai’s announcement , Fahim reassured the
world that he would not  “a l low anybody to
resort to the gun” (RFE/RL, August 12, 2004).
Merely one month after declaring that warlords
pose the most sa l ient r i sk to Afghanis tan’s
fledgling political process, it would have been
difficult for Karzai to embrace Fahim, viewed
in many quarters as the country’s most powerful
warlord. Karzai’s move distancing himself from
the defense minis ter was the right dec i s ion;
what is unclear is whether Afghanistan is ready
for  i t .  Al l  of  the  pol i t icking in  Kabul  has  
d i s t racted at tent ion f rom the rea l i ty  that
Afghanistan’s security s i tuat ion continues to
worsen. Nearly 1,000 people have been killed
in violence over the past year. With circumstances
so volat i le ,  even the  smal les t hiccup in the 
electoral process could ignite a firestorm.

Many Afghan and foreign experts have argued
that  the  t ime i s  not  r ipe  for  ba l lot ing in
Afghanis tan. Perhaps  the  most prominent
advocate of  thi s  v iew is Fore ign Minis ter
Abdallah Abdallah, who stated in early August
that “a preferable situation might have been if
we had a five-year term for the government, so
we could create institutions and [do] the basic
work” (Washington Post, August 1, 2004). The
general perception in Afghanis tan is that the
Bush administration’s ardent determination to
mainta in the current timetable is mot ivated
more by U.S. domestic politics—notably the
tightly contested November presidential election—
than any cons iderat ion of Afghanistan’s best
interests. With the situation in Iraq worsening
with each passing day, the prospect of claiming
success in Afghanistan has become all too appealing
to Bush administration officials. “We are sacrificing
our e lect ions for the November elections in

America—otherwise there is no reason to have
our election in such a hurry,” Afghan presidential
candidate  Ahmad Shah Hamada lamented
(Washington Post, August 1, 2004). 

The approach currently taken by the international
community in Afghanis tan amounts to an
effort to consolidate democracy before winning
the peace. This approach is not without precedent,
having been employed with disastrous ramifications
in countries ranging from Cambodia to Liberia.
Angola provides a particularly instructive example of
the dangers of premature balloting. In 1992 the
UN achieved what  was  wide ly perceived as a
“logistical miracle” so lut ion to the country’s
long civil war by organizing an election contested by
the two rival movements, both of which maintained
armed wings .  However,  only  days  a f ter  the
polls, a military offensive was launched by the
losing party, igni t ing another  decade of civil
war (Ottaway & Carothers 2003, p. 2). The
parallels with the current situation in Afghanistan,
where the principal contenders in the presidential
race (with the exception of Karzai) remain armed,
are undeniable.  In unstable  and f ragmented
soc i et ies ,  such as  Angola  and Afghanis tan, 
elections typically act as a lightning rod for violence. 

Election Fraud

In a recent As ia  Foundat ion survey of 804
people from across Afghanis tan, 60% of the
respondents indicated that vote-buying would
be a problem in the upcoming election (see poll
results at http://www.asiafoundation.org). With
the drug trade booming, warlords and regional
commanders have p lent i fu l  suppl ies of cash
with which to secure the support of their local
constituencies. In a country as impoverished as
Afghanis tan, such inducements can have a
major impact on election results. The poll also
found that 50% of the populace believed that
cheat ing in the counting of votes would be a
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problem. It is obvious that in spite of widespread
public enthus iasm, doubts l inger about the 
government’s capacity to hold a free and fair
election. Although the registration of the country’s
eligible voters was a logistical feat that should
be commended, it was a phased process carried
out over several months. The voting will present
similar logistical challenges condensed into one
day. To provide a sense of the scale of the operation,
there will be 5,000 polling stations across the
country  manned by an es t imated 100,000
Afghans ,  a  p lethora  of  targets  for  would-be
spoilers. Compounding this problem is the fact
that there will be no large organized monitoring
mission to oversee the balloting and to confirm
the leg i t imacy of the results. Due to secur i ty
concerns both the European Union and the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) have opted to send scaled-down
electoral monitoring missions to Afghanistan.
This leaves a tremendous void in the process,
rendering it increasingly vulnerable to malfeasance. 

Afghanistan’s first election will not be perfect,
even if it were delayed for a year. However, at
present, the threat of vote-rigging, the lack of
oversight capacity, and flaws in the registration
system could render  i t s  resul t s  i l l eg i t imate .
Many commentators  c lose  to  the  process  in
Afghanis tan have  argued that  what  i s  most
important is merely to hold an election, regardless of
any faults it may have. “It is a first step,” Grant
Kippen,  country  director  for  the  Nat ional
Democratic Institute, told the Washington Post
(Washington Post, August 1, 2004). Not only is
such an argument  intr ins ica l ly  wrong,  i t  i s  
dangerous .  A f i r s t  e lect ion should a im to
demonstrate the value and power of democracy
to transform a society. Any balloting that fails
to  meet  internat ional  s tandards  and mere ly
entrenches existing power structures rather than

facilitating a new generation of civilian leaders
will undermine Afghan faith in the system. 

Security

The secur i ty  s i tuat ion in  Afghanis tan has
deteriorated steadily over the past six months, a
trend that is expected to continue as the election
draws near. Perhaps the most vivid illustration
of the tenuous stability in the country was the
recent withdrawal of the Nobel-prize-winning
nongovernmental organization (NGO) Médecins
Sans Frontières (MSF) from Afghanistan in late
July, two months after five of its employees—
three Europeans and two Afghans—were killed
in a brazen attack at t r ibuted to the Tal iban.
The announcement sent shock waves through
the aid community, as MSF had been a mainstay
in Afghanistan for over 14 years, having endured
both the brutal civil war and oppressive Taliban
rule. A sense of pessimism has since descended
upon the UN and NGO community, prompting
many to consider scaling back their operations
or withdrawing altogether. Such sent iments
culminated in a late August request by the UN
staff union for the United Nations to withdraw
all international employees from the country.
In light of growing frustration and heightened
sensitivity to risk, any major security incident
involving foreign workers in the coming months
could result in a major disruption in international
ass i s tance . One need only glance at secur i ty
statistics from the first half of 2004 in Afghanistan to
grasp the severity of the situation:

• 23 U.S. soldiers were killed from hostile fire
in half of 2004 compared to 12 in all of
2003.

• 179 Afghans were killed by anti-government
insurgents in the first six months of 2004
compared to 119 in all of 2003.

p. 3 www.fpif.org
A Think Tank Without Walls 



• 17 international aid workers were killed in
the first half of 2004 compared to 14 in all
of 2003.

Taliban resurgence is largely responsible for
the upsurge of violence in 2004. The Taliban
have focused much of their attention on disrupting
the October bal lot ing. Since May 2004, 12
electoral staff members have been killed and 33
have been injured in Taliban attacks. Militants
have at tempted to di s suade Afghan ci t izens
from par t ic ipat ing in the upcoming election,
killing at least 18 people merely for possessing
voter registration cards. In a disturbing incident on
July 5, Taliban militants systematically collected
and burned a l l  the  vot ing cards  carr ied by
women in a village in the southeastern province
of Paktia (Integrated Regional Informat ion
Networks, August 18, 2004). President Karzai
has  ins i s ted that  the  threat  posed by the
Taliban is “exaggerated” (New York Times, July
12, 2004). Though Karzai is correct that the
Taliban lack the capacity to unilaterally overthrow
the central government, their insurgency continues
to gain momentum. 

The Pentagon claims that the increase in the
Taliban’s attacks on U.S. forces in 2004 is a
s ign of  desperat ion in  the  face  of  a  more
aggress ive U.S. counter insurgency strategy.
Reports from the South seem to conflict with
this rosy assessment, however. According to the
governor of Helmand province , the Tal iban
have begun recruiting young people in the area
for the first time since 2001.  The province’s
inte l l igence chief is quoted in the New York
Times as say ing that the Tal iban were 50%
stronger in the province than they were one
year ago (New York Times, August 1, 2004). In
the aforementioned Asia Foundation poll, 27%
of the respondents in the South expressed a
favorable view of the Taliban. Although this is
not a majority, it does indicate that the group

has retained a s igni f icant support base in its
former heartland.

In spite of the r i s ing inc idence of Tal iban
activity, President Karzai has identified war lordism
and the persistence of pr ivate mi l i t ia s as the
greatest threat facing Afghanistan. In July 2004
he signed a decree stipulating that any warlord
who did not comply with the ongoing disarma-
ment, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR)
process, known as the Afghan New Beginnings
Program (ANBP), would be “considered disloyal
and rebe l l ious”  (Euras iaNet , July 29, 2004).
Karzai emphatically claimed that the time for
persuasion and accommodation is over and “the
stick has to be used” (New York Times, July 12,
2004). The problem i s  that  no one knows
where this stick will come from. Afghan security
forces, still at a nascent stage in their development,
are not capable of enforcing compliance, and
the U.S.-led coalition has displayed an unwill-
ingness to engage in so-called “green-on-green”
disputes (that is, clashes between rival warlords
or between warlords and the central government).
The UN-suppor ted ANBP has proceeded at a
deliberate pace since the end of the pilot phase.
Approximately 13,000 of Afghanis tan’s 60,000
soldiers have been demobilized as of August 2004.
At this rate the program will be hard-pressed 
to meet its targets  of  demobi l i z ing 40% of
the country’s  mi l i t iamen by the  presidential
e lect ion and an addit ional  20% by the  
par l iamentary ba l lot ing in  May 2005.  

It is difficult to envis ion a free and fair vote
in a country where the pr incipa l candidates ,
with the except ion of  Pres ident Karzai, are
backed by independent, heavily armed militias.
“Elect ions  without DDR are  not  feas ib le ,”
according to  Vice  Pres ident Hedayat Amin
Arsa la  (Euras iaNet , July  29,  2004) .  The 
widespread intimidation prevalent during the 
emergency and const i tut ional  Loya Ji rga
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processes  wi l l  undoubtedly  be  even more  
pronounced during the presidential campaign.
Some mechanisms have  been introduced to  
mitigate the threats posed by warlords, notably
an e lect ion law banning pr ivate  mi l i t ia  
commanders and those guilty of human rights
v io lat ions  f rom running for  the  pres idency.
However,  n e i t h e r s a f e g u a r d has  b e e n
implemented, as evidenced by the Afghan-UN
Joint Electoral Management Body’s acceptance
of two of the country’s most notorious military
commanders , Abdul  Rashid Dostum and
Mohammad Mohaqiq, as presidential candidates.
The joint commiss ion received 115 legal and
personal complaints regarding certain candidates
and yet took no action against the most influential
of  the  group,  leading many to  accuse  the  
organization of timidity and impotence. 

Post-Election Scenarios

It  has  become c lear  in  recent  weeks  that
President Karzai’s victory in the first round of
voting is far from a forgone conclusion. Karzai
is clearly the front-runner—a recent poll by the
International Republican Institute (IRI) found
that 78% of Afghans would vote for Karzai (see
poll results at ht tp: / /www.ir i .org). However,
thi s  pol l  was  c o n d u c t e d b e f o r e Pr e s i d e n t
Karzai’s July 26 decision to di s tance  himsel f
from Fahim, a move that has t ransformed the
face of the e lect ion.  According to the Afghan
Constitution, a candidate  must be chosen on
50% of the ballots to declare victory, otherwise
a runoff is required. The logistical d i f f icul t ie s
of holding a runoff, especially at the beginning
of Ramadan, would l ike ly  cause a five-to-six-
week delay. It is increasingly probable that such
a showdown would pi t the Western-backed
Karzai against the Mujahedeen-backed Qanooni,
and the resulting five-to-six-week hiatus could
witness a breakdown of state order.

In spite of the growing rift between Karzai
and the Northern Alliance, the possibility of a
deal being struck between the groups, assuring
Northern Al l iance  suppor t  for  Karza i’s
candidacy, should not be ruled out. “Everyone
is talking to everyone,” according to Faizullah
Zaki, an aide to Gen. Abdul Rashid Dostum
(New York Times, August 10, 2004). Karzai has
responded to  such rumors  by equivoca l ly
s tat ing that he would not make any deals with
his political rivals. “There cannot be individual
agendas  in  my government ,”  Karza i  to ld
the Financial Times (Financial Times, August
17, 2004). The president’s statement was made
large ly  to  appease  donors ,  pr imar i ly  f rom
Europe, who have become increasingly uneasy
over his willingness to strike deals with local
commanders and warlords. In early July, the
EU hinted that  i t  would withhold a id  to
Afghanistan due to these concerns. Yet, in spite
of  Karza i’s  apparent  repudiat ion of  the
accommodationist policy that has aroused the
ire of donors, he did add a revealing loophole
to his statement, a f f i rming that  he  would
welcome opponents  jo ining his campaign if
they share “the object ive  of  a  lawful , well-to-
do state” (Financial Times, August 17, 2004).
In other words, the door is still open to deals,
if they are arranged on the right terms. 

If a pact is s t ruck between Karza i and his
main competitors, it would lessen the chance
for post-election v io lence , but its long-term
consequences would be disastrous. In securing
the support of his rivals, Karzai would have to
make major concessions, including prominent
appointments in his new Cabinet. The presence
of regional commanders in the Cabinet of the
current Afghan Trans i t ional  Adminis t rat ion
(ATA) has already delayed reform, divided the
government, and engendered the resentment of
o r d i n a r y  A f g h a n s .  M o s t  A f g h a n s  a n d
i n t e r nat ional  observers  v iew the  ba l lot ing
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as  a  mechanism to end the phenomenon of
war lord g o v e r n m e n t created by the  Bonn
A g r e e m e n t ;  dea l s  a t  th i s  s tage  would only
entrench i t .  The premature  t iming of  the
e lections has presented Karzai with a difficult
choice :  r i sk  widespread v i o l e n c e  b y  n o t
t a l k i n g  t o  t h e  w a r l o r d s  o r  imper i l  the  
legitimacy of the country’s fledgling democracy
by taking them in.

International Support

The support that the international community
has provided to Afghanistan’s electoral process,
par t icular ly in the area of secur i ty, has been
inadequate . At NATO’s June summit meeting
in Istanbul, the organizat ion pledged to send
3,500 additional troops to Afghanistan—raising
t h e  o v e r a l l  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  N ATO - l e d
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)
to 10,000—fal l ing well short of requests by
both the UN and the Afghan government. It
took until late July for NATO to approve the
deployment of additional troops, and it failed
to fulfill the target that it set at Istanbul. Two
battalions, numbering roughly 1,800 soldiers,
will be sent to Afghanistan in September for a
maximum of  two months to provide support
for  the  e lect ions . The two batta l ions ,  f rom
Spain and Italy, will be based in Kabul and will
operate  in  a  rapid react ion capaci ty.  But
NATO’s  fa i lure  to  l ive  up to  i t s  m o d e s t
c o m m i t m e n t s  h a s  e r o d e d  i t s  c r e d i b i l i t y
both in Afghanistan and internationally. 

The United States has taken concerted steps
to adjust its strategy in Afghanistan, both in
response to increas ing local and internat ional
c r i t i c i s m of  U.S.  p o l i c y and to  provide
Pres ident Karzai a boost in the for thcoming
elect ions .  Perhaps  the  most  important  shi f t
came in the strategy and tactics of the U.S.-led
c o a l i t i o n .  A f t e r  t w o  y e a r s  o f  v e h e m e n t  

complaints from Afghans over the aggress ive
tactics employed by the coalition in its sweeps
to hunt  down mil i tants  in  the  Southeast—
including house searches, wrongful detentions,
and violations of local customs—the coalition
has  p ledged to  sof ten i t s  approach.  After  
meeting with President Karzai in early August
to di scuss  the  i s sue , Lt. General Barno, the
commander of coalition forces in Afghanistan,
declared that hencefor th U.S. t roops would
r e c e i v e  t r a i n i n g  i n  “ l o c a l  c u s t o m s  a n d  
courtesies” and would consul t  loca l officials
and tribal elders before launching community
sweeps and searches (AP, August 10, 2004). 

Lt .  Gen.  Barno was  the  archi tect  of  the
p r e s ent  U.S.  counter insurgency s t rategy,
introduced in la te  2003 and des igned to
improve relations between coalition forces and
loca l  communit ies .  The centerpiece  of  the  
s t rategy,  involv ing the  expans ion of  the  
coalition’s presence  f rom 11 to  26 locat ions
a r o u n d  t h e  country,  i s  the  d e p l o y m e n t
of  small 40-soldier platoons at the village level
in  order  to  forge  t ie s  with v i l lage  leaders
a n d  gather  more  a c c u r a t e  i n t e l l i g e n c e .
Washington has  a l so  made efforts to advance
the DDR process ,  a f ter  showing pass ive  
di s interes t  in  that  approach for  the  past
two years, and has indicated a willingness to
engage in  the  murky and nebulous  area  of
counternarcotics. It remains to be seen whether
these moves represent a renewed commitment
to Afghanis tan’s  peace  bui ld ing process  or
mere ly  def t  e lect ioneer ing by the  Bush
adminis tration. 

Recent history has clearly shown the dangers
of holding premature elections in post-conflict
nations, particularly in ones fragmented along
ethnic  or  re l ig ious  l ines .  Sharply  div ided
p o l i t i ca l ly  and fac ing an acute  secur i ty
cr i s i s ,  Afghanis tan manifes t s  condit ions
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not  propitious for choosing new leadership.
Even if a major outbreak of violence is averted,
it is unlikely that a free and fair poll, earning
the t rust  and fa i th  of  the  populace ,  can be
conducted. Failure sets a dubious  precedent ,
not only for the first parliamentary balloting,
to be held in May 2005, but for the future of
Afghan democracy generally. 

This i r res i s t ib le  momentum toward voting
exempl i f ie s  a  deep f law in the  modern
nat ion-bui ld ing project .  E l e c t i o n s ,  t h e
e n g i n e s  o f  democracy,  are  of ten por trayed
as  a  panacea  for  deve loping,  post -conf l ic t ,
and post-author i tar ian states. But balloting
may represent an effort to entrench democracy
before the dust of conflict has settled, before a
new pol i t ica l  order  can be  consol idated.  In
such set t ings ,  e lect ions  ser ve  to  widen,  not
br idge ,  soc ieta l  d iv i s ions  and to  de lay,  not
advance,  the  pace  of  deve lopment .  In most
cases, the hasty convening of elections betrays
an exit-strategy mentality on the part of donor
states (Cooper & Pugh 2002, p. 11). Vot ing
provides  a  c o n v e n i e n t pretext  for  donor
d i s e n g a g e m e n t  f r o m  t r o u b l e d  a r e a s .  I n
Afghanistan, growing donor fatigue, domestic
political pressures within donor states—notably
the United States—and the diversion of world
attention to other crisis areas, such as Iraq and
Sudan, have generated the impetus for an exit
strategy. 

This  i s  not  to  say  that  e lect ions  are  not
poss ible or desirable in post-conflict settings,
only that time is needed for such countries to
achieve  a  l e v e l  o f  s e c u r i t y,  s t a b i l i t y,  and
inst i tutional capacity for such processes to be
f e a s i b l e .  I n  A f g h a n i s t a n ,  a n  a d d i t i o n a l
three  years of transitional rule might have been
s u f f i c i e n t  t o  e r e c t  t h i s  f o u n d a t i o n  f o r
democracy. However, notwithstanding a major
crisis, the country has less than a month to do

so. To minimize the potential for malfeasance,
it is vital that the internat ional  community
augment its suppor t of the ba l lot ing process,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  s e c u r i t y.  A s  
presidential candidate Homayoun Shah Assefy
recognizes, “in a country like ours, an election
can be a double-edged knife that can hurt or
kill democracy” (Washington Post, August 16,
2004) .  Without  more  internat ional  peace-
keepers and election monitors to guarantee the
leg i t imacy of  the  outcome,  Afghanis tan’s
democracy could meet  i t s  end before  i t
rea l ly  begins.

Mark Sedra <sedra@bicc.de> is a research
associate at the Bonn International Center for
Conversion (BICC) and writes regularly for
Foreign Policy In Focus (online at
www.fpif.org).
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