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ABSTRACT

During the two decades following the adoption of the 2004 Constitution, the Afghan government formulated and implemented
a range of justice-oriented documents, programs, and policies aimed at social development, poverty reduction, combating
discrimination, and the equitable distribution of resources. Nevertheless, the practical realization of social justice and equality
encountered extensive structural, institutional, and cultural barriers. Drawing upon an integrated theoretical framework
consisting of John Rawls’s theory of justice, Nancy Fraser’s three-dimensional theory of justice, and the historical institutionalist
approach, this article examines the obstacles to the implementation of social justice policies in Afghanistan between 2004 and
2021. The study employs a qualitative research design based on thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews conducted with
university professors, government officials, and civil society activists. The interview data were coded and analyzed using
MAXQDA software. The findings indicate that limited state institutional capacity, concentration of power and administrative
corruption, inefficiencies in resource allocation systems, selective enforcement of laws, weak oversight institutions, and the
prominent influence of ethnic and identity-based networks constituted the most significant barriers to the realization of social
justice. These factors operated in an interconnected and mutually reinforcing manner, hindering the institutionalization of
justice within Afghanistan’s governance structure. The article concludes that the realization of social justice requires profound
institutional reforms, strengthening the rule of law, redesigning mechanisms for resource distribution, and establishing an
inclusive framework for managing identity diversity.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
Social justice has been one of the central normative concerns of modern political theory and a key
criterion for assessing the quality of governance, political legitimacy, and the durability of political
order. In liberal political thought, especially in John Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness, justice is
understood not merely as an ethical ideal but as a regulative principle for the basic structure of
society, including political, legal, administrative, and economic institutions that distribute rights,
opportunities, and resources among citizens (Rawls, 2014). From this perspective, social and
economic inequalities are justifiable only when they benefit the least advantaged members of society
and when offices and opportunities are accessible under conditions of fair equality of opportunity
(Rawls, 2013). However, the Afghan experience between 2004 and 2021 demonstrates that the
formal recognition of equality, anti-discrimination, public welfare, and balanced development in
constitutional and policy documents did not necessarily produce durable social justice in practice.
Following the adoption of the 2004 Constitution, Afghanistan entered a new phase of state-building,
institutional reconstruction, and internationally supported public policymaking, during which
justice-oriented programs, poverty-reduction strategies, administrative reforms, and development
policies were introduced. Nevertheless, the persistence of regional inequality, ethnic fragmentation,
administrative corruption, weak bureaucratic capacity, and dependence on foreign assistance
revealed a deep gap between normative commitments and institutional outcomes. This article
therefore examines why justice and social equality policies in Afghanistan during 2004—2021 failed
to generate stable, institutionalized, and socially inclusive results.
The study is grounded in an integrated theoretical framework that combines Rawls’s theory of
justice, Nancy Fraser’s multidimensional theory of justice, and historical institutionalism. Rawls’s
framework provides the normative foundation for assessing whether Afghanistan’s basic
institutional structure was capable of ensuring equal liberties, fair equality of opportunity, and
distributive arrangements favorable to disadvantaged groups (Rawls, 2014). Fraser’s theory expands
this normative framework by conceptualizing justice across three interconnected dimensions:
redistribution, recognition, and representation. This perspective is particularly relevant to
Afghanistan, where injustice has not been limited to economic deprivation but has also involved
ethnic hierarchy, gender exclusion, symbolic marginalization, and unequal participation in political
decision-making (Fraser, 2010). Historical institutionalism further enables the analysis of how
inherited institutional arrangements, path dependency, informal networks, and historically
embedded power relations constrained the implementation of justice-oriented reforms. According
to institutionalist perspectives, formal rules do not operate in isolation; rather, they are shaped and
often limited by entrenched patterns of authority, informal incentives, and the distribution of power
across time (North, 1990). In the Afghan case, post-2004 state-building did not occur through a
decisive rupture with previous patterns of patrimonial rule, centralized authority, identity-based
competition, and informal resource distribution. As a result, justice-oriented policies were often
absorbed into, and distorted by, existing networks of political influence, bureaucratic fragility, and
elite-centered governance.
Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative research design based on thematic analysis. The
empirical material was collected through semi-structured interviews with three groups of
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participants: university professors in political science and law, government employees and
administrative managers, and civil society activists. Purposeful sampling was used and continued
until theoretical saturation was reached. The diversity of participants allowed the study to capture
different perspectives from within the state apparatus, the academic field, and civic society. The
interview data were coded and analyzed using MAXQDA software in several stages, including full
transcription, repeated reading, initial coding, formation of subcategories, and extraction of main
themes. The final themes were organized into three analytical levels: structural, institutional-legal,
and cultural-social. To strengthen research credibility, the study used diverse purposeful sampling,
participant review of selected themes, comparison of findings with national policy documents, and
continuous researcher reflexivity. This methodological design allowed the study to move beyond a
descriptive account of policy failure and toward a theoretically informed explanation of the
institutional mechanisms that produced the gap between declared justice and realized justice. The
use of qualitative thematic analysis was particularly appropriate because the research problem
concerns not only formal policies but also perceptions, institutional practices, informal power
relations, and lived experiences of inequality within Afghanistan’s fragile governance structure.

The findings show that structural barriers were among the most important obstacles to the
realization of social justice and equality in Afghanistan. Weak institutional capacity appeared as a
foundational problem across different levels of governance, from the central administration to
provincial and local structures. Although post-2004 governments introduced administrative reforms
and development programs, the findings indicate that public institutions remained fragile, unstable,
and insufficiently professionalized. Shortages of qualified personnel, weak planning systems, poor
monitoring mechanisms, and the absence of a stable meritocratic bureaucracy limited the state’s
ability to translate justice-oriented goals into effective policy outcomes. This institutional weakness
was reinforced by administrative instability, frequent leadership changes, lack of organizational
memory, and dependence on short-term externally funded projects (Sajjadi, 2024; Sharan, 2017).
Moreover, the concentration of power in Kabul and the limited authority of provincial and local
institutions reduced the responsiveness of policy implementation to regional needs. The study also
finds that administrative corruption functioned not merely as an individual or procedural defect but
as a structural mechanism that redirected public resources toward politically connected groups and
informal power networks (Abbaszadegan, 2015; Fakouri, 2022; Hasani & Adel, 2019). Corruption in
recruitment, service delivery, project allocation, and budget distribution weakened the principle of
fair equality of opportunity and intensified public distrust in state institutions. These findings align
with studies emphasizing the role of political and administrative corruption in Afghanistan’s
governance crisis (Sajjadi, 2024).

A second major cluster of findings concerns institutional and legal barriers. The Afghan
constitutional and legal framework formally recognized equality before the law, public welfare,
balanced development, and the prohibition of discrimination, but the implementation of these
principles remained selective, inconsistent, and weakly enforced. The findings indicate that many
justice-related laws and policies lacked operational definitions, measurable indicators, adequate
financial resources, and binding implementation mechanisms. As a result, justice often remained a
normative slogan rather than an enforceable legal obligation. The selective enforcement of law was
further reinforced by political interference, weak judicial and oversight independence, and the
influence of informal power networks over formal institutions. This produced a pattern in which
legal rules were applied unevenly, especially in relation to employment, public service delivery,
budget allocation, and access to development projects. The absence of effective oversight institutions
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also allowed corruption, discriminatory practices, and opaque resource distribution to continue
without meaningful accountability. These findings are consistent with analyses that identify
Afghanistan’s state-building process as structurally weak and constrained by fragmented authority,
limited bureaucratic capacity, and insufficient rule-of-law institutionalization (Hadian, 2009). The
study also shows that ethnic identity and social hierarchy played a significant role in limiting justice.
Ethnic networks influenced access to public offices, political representation, development resources,
and administrative opportunities. Rather than functioning as a source of cultural pluralism, ethnic
diversity often became politicized through elite bargaining, symbolic exclusion, and competitive
identity-based claims. This finding corresponds with research on the relationship between ethnic
identity and national identity in Afghanistan, which highlights the weakness of inclusive national
identity and the persistence of ethnicized political competition (Ansari Kargar & Hosain, 2023;
Ghaffarinasab et al., 2018). Gendered inequalities and traditional social attitudes also restricted
women’s access to education, employment, civic participation, and political representation, showing
that cultural barriers reinforced institutional and distributive forms of injustice (Basirinia &
Ghanizadeh, 2022; Simbar & Khavar, 2022).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the relative failure of social justice and equality policies
in Afghanistan between 2004 and 2021 cannot be explained primarily by the absence of formal
commitments, legal provisions, or policy documents. Rather, the central problem was the inability
to institutionalize and implement these commitments within a political and administrative structure
shaped by weak state capacity, centralized authority, corruption, selective legality, identity-based
networks, and dependence on external resources. The gap between justice as declared in official
documents and justice as experienced in practice was produced through the interaction of structural,
institutional, and cultural-social barriers. At the structural level, weak bureaucratic capacity, political
allocation of resources, centralized decision-making, and foreign aid dependency limited the
realization of fair equality of opportunity and balanced development. At the institutional level, weak
oversight, selective law enforcement, and the gap between legislation and implementation prevented
justice-oriented policies from becoming durable governance practices. At the cultural-social level,
ethnic fragmentation, informal networks, gendered exclusion, and traditional attitudes restricted
equal recognition and meaningful participation. The article argues that social justice in fragile and
transitional states is not merely a legislative or rhetorical project; it is a deeply institutional and
structural project requiring simultaneous reforms in power distribution, administrative capacity,
rule of law, resource allocation, and inclusive management of identity diversity. Without such
interconnected reforms, justice-oriented policies are likely to remain confined to official discourse,
while entrenched patterns of inequality continue to reproduce themselves in practice.
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