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ABSTRACT

This article seeks to explain the reasons behind the failure of modernization projects in Afghanistan over the past century by
examining the dialectical conflict between the discourse of traditionalism and modern institutions. Employing Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) and a genealogical approach, the study argues that the collapse of the Third Republic in 2021 was not merely a
military event but rather the outcome of “institutional entropy” generated by the dominance of the “regime of truth of tradition”
over formal modern structures. The findings indicate that tradition in Afghanistan has functioned as a “discursive black hole,”
absorbing modern signifiers and transforming them into mere shells for the reproduction of traditional and neopatrimonial
forms of power. Ultimately, the study proposes a model of “compatibilist state-building” as a pathway for breaking this vicious
cycle.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
This study examines the genealogy of institutional blockage in Afghanistan by analyzing the

dialectical conflict between tradition and formal modernization across the period from 1921 to 2021.
The central problem addressed in the article is why repeated projects of state-building, bureaucratic
rationalization, constitutionalism, military modernization, and civic institutionalization failed to
generate durable modern institutions in Afghan society. Rather than interpreting the collapse of the
Third Republic in August 2021 as merely a military defeat or an administrative failure, the study
conceptualizes it as the culmination of a deeper process of “institutional entropy,” through which
modern forms gradually lost their semantic, functional, and legitimizing capacities under the
gravitational force of traditional power relations. Drawing on the concepts of legal-rational authority,
patrimonial domination, symbolic violence, discourse, and regime of truth, the study argues that
Afghan modernization repeatedly produced modern institutional shells without transforming the
underlying habitus, social loyalties, and epistemic structures that regulate political life (Bourdieu,
1990; Foucault, 2005; Weber, 1978). In this sense, the collapse of the Republic represented not the
sudden disappearance of a functioning state, but the exposure of a state that had already been
hollowed out by the contradiction between imported institutional forms and entrenched traditional
mechanisms of power reproduction (Maley, 2022; Rubin, 2025).
The theoretical and methodological framework of the study is based on Critical Discourse Analysis,
especially Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of text, discursive practice, and social
practice. This framework makes it possible to examine institutional failure not simply at the level of
political events, but through the interrelation between legal texts, the interpretive practices of
political actors, and the wider structures of power embedded in Afghan society (Fairclough, 2003,
2010). At the textual level, the study analyzes the contradictions within constitutional and legal
discourse, especially the coexistence of democratic signifiers such as citizenship, human rights,
separation of powers, elections, and rule of law with deeply rooted traditional, religious, and
patrimonial interpretive frameworks. At the level of discursive practice, it explores how political
elites, technocrats, military commanders, bureaucrats, and media actors produced and consumed
modern discourse while continuing to operate through kinship, ethnicity, patronage, and factional
loyalty. At the level of social practice, the research situates these discourses within broader structures
of ethnic fragmentation, rentier political economy, symbolic domination, and traditional legitimacy.
In this regard, the study uses discourse analysis not as a purely linguistic method, but as a tool for
revealing how language, law, and institutional symbolism participate in the reproduction of power
(Habermas, 2002; Van Dijk, 1993).
The findings indicate that the first major mechanism of institutional entropy was the contradiction
between constitutional modernity and the regime of truth of tradition. The 2004 Constitution
appeared, at the formal level, to establish a modern democratic order; however, its internal semantic
structure contained unresolved tensions between legal-rational authority and traditional-religious
interpretive power. This contradiction created a space of interpretive fluidity in which modern legal
concepts could be redefined, neutralized, or subordinated to premodern structures of authority
(Bayat Komitaki & Nabavi, 2024; Rahimi, 2023). The study argues that this textual ambiguity did not
remain confined to the domain of law; rather, it became a mechanism for the practical capture of
institutions by neopatrimonial actors. Thus, instead of functioning as an impartial and universal
framework for citizenship, the law often became an instrument for reproducing ethnic privilege,
executive centralization, and informal domination. This explains why institutions such as
parliament, courts, ministries, universities, and administrative commissions frequently retained the
appearance of modernity while operating according to a logic of factional access, personal loyalty,
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and symbolic exclusion (Adib, 2024; Rubin, 2025). In this sense, the modern state in Afghanistan did
not simply confront tradition from the outside; it was internally colonized by tradition through the
very language and procedures of modern governance.

The second major finding concerns the transformation of formal technocracy into rigid ethnocracy
and shadow bureaucracy. The post-2001 order was heavily invested in the language of expertise,
reform, capacity-building, transparency, and professional administration; however, the actual
operation of many institutions remained governed by neopatrimonial relations and rent distribution.
The study shows that many technocratic elites who entered the state with the discourse of rational
management were absorbed into the gravitational field of ethnic loyalty and patron-client politics.
As a result, bureaucratic offices, military commands, development projects, and administrative
appointments frequently became resources for ethnic consolidation rather than instruments of
public service (Giustozzi, 2023; Yazdani, 2024). This process produced a “shadow bureaucracy”
beneath the formal bureaucracy: while official reports, international assessments, and institutional
charts represented a modern state, the actual allocation of power and resources was often conducted
through informal networks of kinship, patronage, and political protection. The phenomenon of
“ghost soldiers,” falsified institutional capacity, paper-based reforms, and externally funded but
internally hollow projects illustrates the depth of this bureaucratic falsification (Byrd, 2023;
Whitlock, 2022). Therefore, institutional collapse was not merely the consequence of external
military pressure; it was the result of a long-term erosion of functional capacity, public trust, and
administrative rationality.

The third major finding highlights the role of language, identity, media, women’s participation, and
rentier economy in deepening the entropy of modernization. The study argues that linguistic
engineering and symbolic exclusion weakened the emotional and legal bond between citizens and
the state. Instead of functioning as a shared communicative space, language became a field of
domination, boundary-making, and identity conflict; this prevented the formation of a Habermasian
public sphere grounded in equal recognition and rational communication (Habermas, 2002;
Watanyar, 2025). Similarly, the media, although celebrated as a symbol of democratic transition,
often became dependent on rentier resources, political factions, and oligarchic networks;
consequently, it frequently reproduced ethnic polarization and the illusion of modernization rather
than generating structural critique and civic rationality (Foucault, 2005; Rahimi, 2023). Women’s
participation also suffered from the same project-based logic: despite visible gains in urban centers
and formal political institutions, gender inclusion was often treated as an externally funded indicator
of progress rather than as a deeply rooted transformation of social power relations (Larson, 2022;
Maghsoudi & Ghaledar, 2011). Finally, the rentier economy severed the link between state and society
by replacing taxation, production, and accountability with aid dependency, contract politics, and
elite extraction (Rashid, 2011; Sariolghalam, 2011). These interrelated processes transformed
modernization into a fragile display structure, unable to withstand the return of a more deeply rooted
traditional order.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the fall of the Afghan Republic in August 2021 was the
final manifestation of a century-long contradiction between imposed modernization and unresolved
traditional authority. Modern institutions in Afghanistan failed not because modernity was absent
at the level of form, but because institutional form was not accompanied by epistemic synthesis,
social legitimacy, economic production, linguistic pluralism, and civic trust. The Republic possessed
ministries, elections, media, universities, military forces, legal codes, and development projects, but
many of these institutions lacked embeddedness in the lived world of society and were progressively
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emptied by corruption, ethnicization, rentierism, and symbolic exclusion. The article therefore
proposes a shift from imposed modernization to compatibilist state-building: a model based on
negotiated social contract, recognition of linguistic and civilizational pluralism, decentralization of
excessive executive power, transition from rentier economy to productive economy, and
reconstruction of legal-rational authority through culturally grounded legitimacy. Without resolving
the dialectic between traditional solidarity and modern rationality, any future attempt at institution-
building in Afghanistan will remain vulnerable to the same cycle of formal construction, internal

hollowing, institutional entropy, and dramatic collapse.
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