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Introduction
The ‘peace through development’ paradigm raises hopes 
and fears: the hope that development can provide a viable 
peace dividend to conflict-torn nations but also the fear that 
insensitive development programming might exacerbate 
tensions where they already exist. When exploring the role 
that development might play in preventing and mitigating 
conflict, several interlinked questions need to be addressed: 
What are the incentives for violent behaviour? How are 
poverty and wider development deficits connected to 
violence and conflict? How do development organisations 
interact with conflict dynamics? Which development 
policies and practices are conducive or not to the 
peacebuilding process?

When looking at mobilisation variables for violence, 
the rhetoric often employed in the Afghan context is that of 
religious fundamentalism. However, this paper questions 
the assumption that fundamentalist Islamic beliefs or, in 
other words, ideological grievances, are per se the source 
of the conflict. In Afghanistan, an impoverished country, 
with a major youth population, widespread hunger, and 
pervasive economic deprivation, in which an estimated 40 
percent of the population remains unemployed despite bil-
lions of dollars in development aid that have been poured 
into the country, we may also need to look at the economic 
agenda to grapple with the phenomenon of conflict. While 
some of the poorest nations in the world with a long and 
proud history of peaceful coexistence provide evidence 
that poverty per se is not a source of conflict, the poverty-
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violence link has become one of the major findings in the 
ever-growing literature investigating the causes of civil war 
(Miguel, 2007).

Recent academic research suggests that poverty is key 
in sparking civil conflict and a plethora of literature analy-
ses patterns in different civil war settings. Yet, to date, much 
of this research has focused on Sub-Saharan Africa, where 
there is a major concentration of civil wars, and surpris-
ingly little has focused on Afghanistan and its renewed in-
surgency, which has been gradually scaling up since 2005. 
This knowledge gap might in part be due to the fact that 
Afghanistan does not constitute a typical civil war setting, 
given its unique combination of internal and external con-
flict lines. Moreover, knowledge gaps might be further sus-
tained by the inherent difficulties of conducting research in 
areas ravaged by insurgency. However, understanding the 
relationship between poverty and violence and the interac-
tion between aid/development and conflict is essential for 
both development and security, to ensure that polices and 
interventions are based on sound analytical foundations. 
By assessing some of the basic assumptions underlying the 
peace through development paradigm within the Afghan 
context, this paper highlights and fills current gaps in the 
literature, thereby bringing the debate on the overlapping 
agendas for peace and development into the realm of state-
building in Afghanistan.  

1. Incentive Systems for 
Violence

Undoubtedly the motivation of participants in violent 
situations is at the root of any armed conflict, and a better 
understanding of the processes and circumstances that 
make young men in Afghanistan ready cannon fodder 
for the insurgency is urgently required. While the war in 
Afghanistan has captured the attention of political leaders 
around the globe, surprisingly few attempts have been 
made to academically study the mobilisation variables of 
the Taliban and other militant groups such as the Hezb-i-
Islami and the Haqqani Network. While searching for the 
roots of religious extremism, scholars mostly investigate 
the phenomenon of Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism 
as its apparent consequential branch, on the global level. 
Yet religious extremism also needs to be understood in its 
own context. 

A study commissioned by the Department for Inter-
national Development (DFID), one of the few scholarly 
attempts to study radicalisation variables of Taliban and 
Hezb-i-Islami combatants, came up with some interesting 
results. According to the study, young men in Afghanistan 
become Taliban combatants for many reasons, religion be-
ing only one of them, “but their peers then radicalise them 
into presenting their cause only in terms of jihad and only 

with reference to Islam. In other words, the real process of 
radicalisation appears to happen after they have become 
Taliban combatants” (Ladbury, 2009, p. 4-5). The DFID 
study thereby draws a line between mobilisation and radi-
calisation factors and religious beliefs only seem to account 
for a small percentage of combatants being mobilised. So 
what is it that drives young men to join the insurgency in 
the first place? According to Ladbury’s study, mobilisation 
is based on a number of personal reasons, ranging from 
financial needs to status and self-protection, in combina-
tion with larger structural grievances. This suggests that, 
while economic factors are low on the list of possible radi-
calisation variables, they might indeed be high on the list 
of motivational factors. 

“We thank God that the fighting we saw during the 
Taliban does not exist now, even though they still do 
suicide attacks. The main harm of the current conflict 
is poverty and unemployment. If there are employment 
opportunities for the people, there won’t be killings” – 
a woman from Kabul.

“If people are employed, the fighting will end” – a man 
from Kandahar.

“If people are unemployed they are capable of 
everything” – a man from Parwan. 

The above quotes support the broader research find-
ings of a study released by the UK-based aid agency, Oxfam, 
in 2009, which found that an overwhelming 70 percent of 
Afghans consider poverty and unemployment to be the 
major factors that fuel the fighting in Afghanistan today. 
Two out of three respondents felt that addressing poverty 
and unemployment is essential to establish security and to 
bring lasting peace to the country. 
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If economic characteristics indeed provide such 
powerful explanatory variables for the conflict, the failed 
reconstruction attempts of the past decade might have 
a considerable role in the recurring violence. Statistics 
suggest that around 50 percent of all post-conflict coun-
tries relapse into conflict within only a decade, and with 
conflict recurring they may easily fall into what Collier 
et al. (2003) consider “the conflict trap”, a cycle of war 
and economic decline. Collier (2004, p.2) therefore ar-
gues that “the most common legacy of war in fact is more 
war” and with a history of nearly 30 years of recurring 
violence, Afghanistan provides a grievous example. Have 
failures to kick-start economic development in the im-
mediate aftermath of the conflict a role in the recurring 
violence? Have failures in the transition from relief to 
long-term development perpetuated the causes of the 
conflict? It is possible to conclude that at least in part 
they have. When, in 2001, the Taliban were ousted from 
power, most Afghans were eager to work for the future 
of their country and desperately waited for job-creation 
and development to kick in. Until 2005, there were very 
few attacks on the ISAF troops, but half a decade into the 
painfully slow reconstructing process, the insurgency 
again gained traction (Lopez, n.a.). It was a time when 
the world community was channelling much of its atten-
tion towards Iraq and when way too little was being done 
to alleviate Afghanistan from its misery. The immediate 
years following the ouster of the Taliban had presented a 
narrow window of opportunity during which the tangible 
benefits of reconstruction could have rallied the Afghan 
population to support the government (Lopez, n.a.). Yet 
reconstruction did not happen and this created a sense 
of hopelessness and despair among many Afghans. With 
few licit livelihood opportunities, the Taliban and other 
militant groups became last resort employers, and many 
young men were left with the impression that there were 
no options other than gun toting.

Lack of opportunities for gainful employment and a 
meaningful role in society also make adolescents in Af-
ghanistan vulnerable to the lure of participating in crimi-
nal activities. In large swathes of Afghanistan, the political 
economy now centres on militancy, crime and the narcot-
ics trade, all being elements that prosper under conditions 
of conflict and that may feed back to their sources. The war 
economy has a destabilising effect on the country which 
further undermines reconstruction efforts. The insurgency 
is strengthened through income from poppy production 
and smuggling, and the opium trade therefore has a critical 
destabilising effect on the country. The UN map plots the 
direct correlation between poppy production and political 
insecurity in Afghanistan:

Narcotics have, over time, changed the nature of the 
conflict itself and today the insurgency and the opium trade 
need to be understood as a single phenomenon (Peters, 
2009). NATO military intelligence suggests that as few as 5 
percent of insurgent commanders now fight for ideological 
reasons, and Peters (2009) therefore argues that insurgents 
tend to behave like “mafiosi” rather than “mujahideen”. Yet it 
is vital to understand that regular crime, just like the insur-
gency itself, allows different groups to wage war and to profit 
or just to cope and to survive. Peacebuilding strategies need 
to remove their ability to fund themselves, yet aggressive 
eradication strategies have mostly been counterproductive 
(Peters, 2009). Without offering realistic economic alterna-
tives to farmers, they are likely to be driven to seek protec-
tion from anti-government groups. Small farmers cannot 
easily shift to alternative crops, so poppy eradication could 
severely exacerbate rural poverty, with greater backing for 
militant groups as a possible result. A successful transition 
from war to peace economies is vital to create stability, and 
providing licit livelihood opportunities is therefore a crucial 
step towards the institutionalisation of peace. 

It is vital to understand that different kinds of economies 
have different kinds of actors with different motivations. 
This provides a powerful window of opportunity, since well-
targeted development efforts have the potential to capitalise 
on the difference between criminal and insurgent groups by 
addressing the development needs of more moderate fac-
tions. Peace in Afghanistan is unlikely to be obtained un-
less the underlying crisis of poverty and chronic hunger are 
addressed and it is therefore reasonable to argue that the 
way to sustainable peace is through sustainable develop-
ment. Yet this is only true if development is perceived as a 
realistic pathway out of poverty and only sustainable, dig-
nified, non-violent employment opportunities can provide 
a viable peace dividend. If cash-for-work programmes are, 
for instance, not followed by realistic long-term livelihood 
opportunities, they might easily frustrate the ambitions of 
young men. For development to play a catalytic role in the 
peacebuilding alchemy, a more critical assessment of differ-
ent development efforts is therefore urgently required.
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2. Aid, Development and 
Conflict 

Development programmes have all too often perpetuated 
the causes of a conflict, and while development might 
be able provide a powerful incentive for non-violent 
behaviour, the reverse might also be true. Development aid 
and programmes may exacerbate conflict where it already 
existed and failed projects can cause tensions between 
villagers and others, especially in Afghanistan’s fragile 
post-conflict environment. Development organisations 
in Afghanistan, whether they like it or not, participate in 
the conflict due to the vast sums of money they pour into 
a reality characterised by political turmoil. Afghanistan’s 
over-dependence on development aid means that the way 
development aid is spent has enormous effects on the lives of 
almost all Afghans and this has very clear policy implications. 
As elsewhere in the world, in Afghanistan there needs to 
be a more critical assessment of development efforts and 
more attention should be given to how development aid 
is distributed and delivered. If development programmes 
incite more rage than appreciation, they will not only fail 
to create a peace dividend, but might even increase support 
for militants. 

In particular, there needs to be a more critical assess-
ment of the costs and benefits of the Provincial Recon-
struction Teams (PRT) which are closely associated with 
military occupation and are therefore frequently attacked 
(Zakhilwal et al., 2005). Development projects that are of-
ten attacked place villagers in danger and loss of civilian life 
can further increase backing for militant groups. There are 
alternatives to the PRT model for operating in insecure ar-
eas, in particular through greater community participation 
and contracting. It is widely recognised, for instance, that 
projects constructed by the National Solidarity Programme 
(NSP), a national development programme implemented 
by the government of Afghanistan which works with elect-
ed village councils to determine what projects the commu-
nity needs most, have been far less frequently attacked than 
development projects that involve foreign troops (Lopez, 
n.a). Decentralisation coupled with community contract-
ing has allowed for high project implementation of NSP 
projects, even in areas ravaged by anti-government insur-
gency. Unlike most large donor projects, the projects im-
plemented by the NSP do not have security regulations that 
require heavily armed guards, an important feature for a 
nation that perceives the presence of foreign troops as oc-
cupation. The World Bank further estimates that projects 
set up by the NSP are on average 30 percent cheaper than 
those by foreign organisations (Lopez, n.a.). Foreign gov-
ernment development initiatives often involve excessive 
profits to contractors and international consultants are of-
ten paid between $200,000 and $500,000 per year. An es-
timated 40 percent of the development budget is spent on 

foreign consultants and therefore ultimately does not reach 
those in need (Waldman, 2008).

The direction that money flows may undoubtedly in-
crease or reduce support for the peacebuilding process. So-
cial peace is threatened when distributional problems are 
severe and unequal aid distribution might be exploited by 
leaders of different factions. While leaders of armed groups 
may have ambiguous political motivations, their followers 
may primarily be motivated by grievance about their eco-
nomic or social position. People’s well-being stems in part 
from the well-being of their identity group – groups with 
shared relevant bonding and categorising identities. Group 
affiliations can occur along a number of identity lines and 
inequalities in political power may translate into similar 
inequalities at the economic and social fronts. Horizon-
tal inequalities, may they be real or perceived, can be an 
important factor behind group mobilisation for violence 
(Stewart, 2006). Identities in Afghanistan are shared pri-
marily through ethnic ties, and also through salient ways, 
such as rural/urban divides. Developmental disparities 
between rural and urban Afghanistan remain formidable 
and while up to 80 percent of the Afghan population live 
in rural areas, and despite poverty being significantly more 
severe in rural Afghanistan, development efforts have long 
been concentrated in the big cities. Income inequality, com-
monly measured by the Gini coefficient, is a powerful ex-
planatory variable for the occurrence of civil conflict, and 
even scholars who tend to dismiss a direct link between 
poverty and conflict mostly agree that economic injustices 
might create inter-group hostilities which, in turn, can be 
linked to certain political outcomes. 

According to World Bank figures, lagging regions – re-
gions with a GDP lower than the national average – have 
experienced more than three times the number of terror-
ist incidents per capita, compared with leading regions in 
a country. This is, for instance, true for the federally ad-
ministered tribal areas, Baluchistan and the North-West 
Frontier Province in Pakistan (Ghani, 2010). “In Nepal, a 
higher poverty rate at the district level is associated with 
significantly more civil war deaths, in the ongoing Maoist 
insurgency there” (Miguel, 2007; p.56). Yet when we look at 
wealth distribution in Afghanistan by province, there is no 
suggestion that poverty is confined to or even more severe 
in areas now characterised by intense militant activity. The 
Bamyan and Badakhshan provinces are among the poor-
est but at the same time among the most secure regions 
in Afghanistan. However, looking at wealth distribution in 
rural and urban areas, the link between poverty and con-
flict becomes more apparent. Progress in rural Afghanistan 
has been slow to kick in and peace in rural Afghanistan 
is uneasy if not virtually non-existent. The higher level of 
insecurity in rural Afghanistan can clearly not only be at-
tributed to poverty, however, rural neglect and wider de-
velopmental deficits might well play a considerable role in 
the continuing instability in rural areas. 
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The relationship between Kabul and rural Afghanistan 
has long been marred by deep mistrust and the continued 
lack of cohesion with rural areas provides a very powerful 
bottom-up incentive to engage in violence. Overcoming 
the historic volatile mistrust of the rural people as well as 
the self-serving image of Kabul is therefore a crucial chal-
lenge in peacebuilding and state-building in Afghanistan 
(Zakhilwal et al., 2005). Until most of the population sees 
significant improvements in their own villages, peace in 
Afghanistan will remain an illusion. Through participa-
tory rural development approaches and non-partisan in-
vestments in rural areas, Kabul might be able to win the 
confidence of the rural community, while at the same time 
harnessing the potential of rural development to fight ex-
treme poverty. Boosting living standards in rural areas can 
send an important message that Kabul has good intentions 
to address “issues of bread and butter”, thereby increas-
ing its recognition as a legitimate authority. As Fick et al. 
(2010, p.2) note; “in order to be successful, the Afghan 
government and its global partners must provide a vision 
for the future that is powerful enough to change people’s 
behaviour”. It is essential to include those who have his-
torically been excluded and give them a stake in develop-
ing the future of their nation, to gain wide support for the 
peacebuilding process. In Afghanistan, the ‘peace through 
development’ paradigm can only prove successful if the 
crucial role of rural development is recognised.

3. Conclusion

Discussions on Afghanistan all too often centre on terrorism, 
but this seems to be by  far not  the most pressing issue for 
ordinary Afghans. While security is a major concern, an 
Afghan definition of security would need to entail a concept 
much wider than protection from terrorists, let alone the 
mere prevention of a global jihad. Security from an Afghan 
standpoint needs to entail a definition that figures broadly 
within the concept of human security, a life “free from want” 
and “free from fear”. Human security encompasses not 
only protection from physical violence but also protection 
from other threats, including, but not limited to, economic 
insecurity, food shortage, health risks and environmental 

degradation. Undoubtedly, security conceived in the sense 
of human security, cannot exist as long as the people of 
Afghanistan are incapable of making a decent living and 
feeding their families in a dignified way. Similarly, it is easy 
to argue that peace, in the sense of positive peace and not 
conceived as the mere absence of overt physical violence, 
cannot exist as long as Afghanistan continues to rank 
among the lowest on the human development index. Yet, 
there is strong evidence that poverty is not only a threat 
to human security and positive peace but is also directly 
linked to participation in violent situations. 

The lack of licit livelihood opportunities and econom-
ic inequities between rural and urban areas provide very 
powerful incentives to engage in violence and the poverty-
conflict links need to be better understood and accounted 
for. Development can be an explicit strategy to influence 
the course of political violence, and external assistance 
has the potential to either alleviate or worsen the conflict. 
More effective investments in sustainable development are 
required, in particular in programmes that address the un-
derlying causes of militancy. Militant groups have pockets 
of popular support among the poor and vulnerable sec-
tions of the Afghan populace, in particular in rural areas 
where development deficits remain formidable. The poor 
in Afghanistan have very few opportunities to develop 
their full potential and to play a meaningful role in society, 
and they therefore feel excluded from the system. Address-
ing their development needs is essential to persuade them 
to support the system and to become productive members 
of society. The Afghan government must demonstrate that 
it is able to provide sustainable livelihood opportunities 
for its own population and that it is willing to give its citi-
zens a stake in the future of their country. More attention 
should be given to economic concerns in order to reduce 
the economic incentives for young men to join the ranks of 
militant and criminal groups. “Development and security 
can be mutually supportive, and training people to create 
economic opportunities is a useful tool in countering in-
surgencies” (Fick et al, 2010; p.1). Yet this is only true when 
development actors are aware of the long-term impacts of 
their interventions, and development policies and practices 
need to drastically change their nature to become sensitive, 
sustainable and participatory, if they are to play a catalytic 
role in the peacebuilding alchemy.
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