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Extended ABSTRACT

Background and Objective: Background and Objective: Human resource management (HRM)
in Afghanistan’s public sector represents one of the most understudied yet critically important
dimensions of governance failure in fragile state scholarship. Over a century spanning eight
distinct political-governmental periods (1919-2025), the Afghan state has repeatedly constructed,
dismantled, and reconstructed its public bureaucracy - each time under fundamentally different
ideological premises, resource conditions, and institutional constraints. The monarchy period
(1919-1973) established a paternalistic, patronage-based HRM system characterized by tribal
loyalty as the primary recruitment criterion, producing a “stable but stagnant™ prismatic
bureaucracy (Riggs, 1964). The Daoud Republic (1973-1978) intensified centralization without
improving meritocracy. The PDPA period (1978-1992) implemented the most catastrophic HRM
experiment in Afghan history: systematic elimination of traditionally trained administrative cadres
through execution, imprisonment, and forced exile, replacing them with ideologically loyal but
administratively inexperienced party members. This "human capital catastrophe™ - estimated to
have eliminated 70%-+ of experienced administrators - created a 50-year deficit in institutional
memory and professional administrative culture. The Mujahideen period (1992-1996) produced
complete administrative disintegration, with warlord networks replacing professional recruitment
criteria. The first Taliban Emirate (1996-2001) imposed theocratic exclusion, most critically
eliminating women from public employment - removing approximately 50% of the potential
public workforce. The Karzai period (2001-2014) established the most sophisticated HRM
framework in Afghan history: the Independent Administrative Reform and Civil Service
Commission (IARCSC), competitive examinations, the Priority Reforms and Restructuring (PRR)
program, and the Pay and Grading reform, backed by unprecedented international financial
support. Despite pervasive corruption, this period registered the highest HRM quality scores across
all nine analytical dimensions. The Ghani period (2014-2021) introduced advanced technical
reforms (digital payroll, AFMIS, biometric registration) but suffered from institutional
coordination failure due to the National Unity Government's dual power structure. The second
Taliban Emirate (2021-present) has reimposed theocratic exclusion with unprecedented
formalization, including the 2024 Law on the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice that
legally codifies gender-based administrative exclusion.

Theoretical Framework: The study integrates five complementary theoretical frameworks: (1)
Bhaskar's Critical Realism (1975, 1998), which provides the ontological foundation for identifying
unobservable structural mechanisms that generate observable HRM outcomes; (2) Riggs'
Prismatic Bureaucracy Theory (1964), which characterizes the Afghan bureaucracy as persistently
"formal-modern in appearance, traditional-clientelist in substance"; (3) Weber's Ideal-Type
Bureaucracy (1978), which serves as a normative benchmark against which each period is
measured, revealing a consistent gap between legal-rational ideals and patrimonial practice; (4)
Rubin's Rentier State Framework (1995, 2002), which explains how external financial dependency
systematically undermines domestic accountability mechanisms, including those governing public
employment; and (5) Denhardt and Denhardt's New Public Service framework (2015), which
provides the normative evaluative criteria for assessing whether HRM practices in each period
supported citizenship, public interest, accountability, and service values. These frameworks are
synthesized within a future-oriented HRM paradigm (Marler & Boudreau, 2017; Strohmeier,
2020) that asks not merely what was but what should and can be in Afghanistan's public sector
HRM.

Methodology: The study employs a qualitative, comparative-historical research design grounded
in critical realism. The research treats each of the eight governmental periods as a distinct case
study embedded within a broader institutional context, applying systematic comparison across
standardized analytical dimensions. Five analytical techniques were deployed: (1) Process tracing
with Van Evera's four-part test battery (hoop test, smoking gun, straw-in-the-wind, doubly
decisive) to establish causal claims about HRM failure mechanisms; (2) Mill's methods of
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agreement and difference to identify necessary and sufficient conditions for HRM effectiveness;
(3) Critical juncture analysis (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007) and reactive sequence analysis
(Mahoney, 2000) to explain path-dependent patterns; (4) Qualitative content analysis (Mayring,
2015) applied to official documents including eight constitutions, civil service regulations, and
international evaluation reports; (5) Thematic coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006) applied to 28 in-
depth semi-structured interviews (coded M01-M28) with historians, former officials, public
administration scholars, and community witnesses. Data triangulation (Denzin, 1978) integrated
three source types: official documents (N=47), interviews (N=28), and secondary literature
(N=80+). Trustworthiness criteria followed Lincoln and Guba (1985): credibility through member
checking and prolonged engagement; transferability through thick description; dependability
through audit trail; confirmability through researcher reflexivity. Theoretical saturation was
confirmed at interviews M26-M28.

Findings: The study identifies three primary findings at three analytical levels. At the macro level,
three distinct HRM paradigms are confirmed: (1) Traditional-Paternalistic (1919-1978),
characterized by tribal loyalty as the dominant recruitment criterion, patrimonial career
advancement, and informal performance evaluation, producing "stable but stagnant" prismatic
bureaucracy; (1) Ideological-Revolutionary (1978-1996), characterized by party/jihad/theocracy
loyalty as the dominant criterion, destroying accumulated human capital in each transition and
producing administrative dysfunction; (111) Dependent-Hybrid (2001-2025), characterized by an
unstable combination of formal merit mechanisms (IARCSC, competitive exams) and persistent
patronage networks, producing the highest quality HRM outcomes in Afghan history but
ultimately collapsing when external financial support was withdrawn. At the meso level, six
structural mechanisms of chronic HRM failure are confirmed across all or most periods: (1)
Rentier state dynamic - 35-90% external budget dependency systematically eliminated the fiscal-
accountability contract between government and citizens; (2) Chronic human capital collapse -
each political transition destroyed accumulated administrative capacity; (3) Absence of merit-
based recruitment - loyalty to person, tribe, party, or ideology consistently displaced competence
as the primary selection criterion; (4) Ethnic fragmentation of bureaucratic structure - HRM
decisions reflected ethnic power balances rather than organizational needs; (5) Elite-society gap -
administrative leaders operated in intellectual frameworks disconnected from the societies they
governed; (6) Parallel war economy - opium, smuggling, and extortion revenues created
institutional incentives systematically hostile to legitimate HRM. At the micro level, Mill's method
of agreement confirms that across all six "failed" periods, four conditions co-occurred: external
financial dependency, loyalty-based recruitment, absence of independent oversight, and ethnic
fragmentation. Mill's method of difference confirms that the two “relatively successful" periods
(Zahir Shah 1933-1973, Karzai 2001-2014) both featured: multi-source legitimacy, minimum
meritocratic mechanisms, and constructive engagement with indigenous governance institutions.
Van Evera's process tracing confirms the causal mechanism: meritocratic recruitment institutions
— reduced patronage — improved bureaucratic capability — better service delivery.

Conclusion and Implications: These findings advance HRM theory in three directions. First, they
extend Riggs' prismatic bureaucracy concept by demonstrating "reflexive prismatism" - Afghan
bureaucracy does not merely maintain its prismatic character but actively regenerates it after
reform attempts, suggesting that institutional culture operates as a more powerful determinant of
HRM outcomes than formal institutional design. Second, they provide empirical support for the
"ownership hypothesis" in fragile state HRM: the Karzai period's relative success was not
primarily explained by international financial support (which was also present in other failed post-
conflict contexts) but by the degree to which formal HRM institutions were embedded in domestic
political settlements. Third, they identify indigenous governance institutions (Jirga, Shura, elder
authority networks) as underutilized assets for HRM accountability rather than obstacles to be
overcome. The NSP Community Development Councils represent the most successful case of
indigenous-formal HRM integration in Afghan history, suggesting a model for future institutional
design. Practically, the study proposes a five-pillar Future Hybrid HRM Model (FHHRM) for
fragile states: (1) Independent civil service commission with constitutional protection; (2) Merit-
based compensation linked to performance evaluation; (3) Gradual administrative
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decentralization; (4) National HRM capacity development program; and (5) Intelligent integration
of indigenous governance mechanisms. Future research should extend this framework to other
Islamic fragile states, conduct longitudinal analysis of HRM reform sustainability, and investigate

the specific mechanisms through which indigenous accountability institutions can be formally
incorporated into public HRM systems.

Keywords: Public HRM, Afghanistan, Comparative-Historical Study, Bureaucracy, Fragile State,
Critical Realism, Hybrid Model
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