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1

INTRODUCTION

WAS THE DUTCH MISSION IN URUZGAN SUCCESSFUL OR DID IT FAIL? WHEN THIS
mission in the southern Afghan province drew to a close in 2010 after four years of military and
developmental presence, this question was asked by Afghan and Dutch policy makers, academics,
journalists and aid workers. The Dutch embassy in Kabul tasked an Afghan research organization
with evaluating the mission’s effects. The report the evaluators wrote raised as many questions as
it answered. What did the results really mean? Were the research protocols properly followed or
were they tampered with? The report served its purpose as a tool for political communication,
and subsequently lost political and public attention. Today, ten years after the Dutch sent 1400
troops to the southern Afghan province, these questions spark a debate again, as journalists and
policymakers want to know what is left of the Dutch efforts in Uruzgan and whether the mission
was worth its costs.
In this thesis, I examine the evaluation of the Dutch mission again, drawing on my work in
the evaluation project as one of the evaluators of the mission. The present study is the result of an
intricate process of acquainting myself with the methodologies of evaluation research. I examine
how the specific evaluation research was done in the Afghan and Dutch context and what it entailed — in practice — to draft questionnaires, do interviews, analyze data, write reports, stipulate conclusions and present recommendations. I investigate how Uruzgan came to be known in
the meeting of contexts of war, linguistic and cultural differences, infrastructural disconnection,
expectations of and for Uruzgan, and research technologies. Based on this empirical work this thesis challenges the research process as something that is clear and confident. However well drafted,
methodological protocols simply cannot address and anticipate all possible practical problems that
surface in the real world where they are put to use. The products of this evaluations research — the
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numbers, reports and presentations — do not show traces of their intricate and puzzling contexts
of production. Yet, they are made to serve goals of accountability, allow experts to tell us who the
Afghans are and inform political ambitions for the future. If evaluators themselves find it difficult
to disambiguate the meaning of evaluation data, how can the reports that are written about these
be used to account for a military intervention? This thesis comes from a tradition that turns this
question into an empirical one. There is a politics to doing so, to which I will return in the conclusion. In the mean time, this thesis wants to invite the reader to keep this question in mind and
help articulate an answer.
The messiness and uncertainty of research is not something that is unique to doing evaluation
research but something that pervaded my own trajectory as an anthropologist who wants to understand evaluation practices as well. Sometimes I found myself being skeptical of evaluation research,
at other times I trusted the reliability of evaluation’s protocols. Disentangling the specificities of anthropology and evaluation research necessitated me to do things again and again. It required a continuous comparison and contrasting of the methods I encountered and employed. These have been
ethnographic methods, analytical techniques developed within Science and Technology Studies
and methods from evaluation studies. From asking, engaging, thinking, writing, participating and
observing, again and again, I have therefore gained insights not only into the research methods that
formed the object of my study but also into those put to work in undertaking this study itself.

SET UP OF THE RESEARCH AND METHODS
In the fall of 2006 I started graduate studies at the New School for Social Research in New York. In
2008 I was accepted into the PhD program with a project on Dutch soldiers in Afghanistan. The
context for this was that since 2006 the Dutch had a military and developmental mission in the
Southern Afghan province of Uruzgan. This was the first big Dutch military mission after the 1995
massacre of Srebrenica where a Dutch battalion under the command of the UN failed to prevent
the deaths of more than 8000 people, which had deteriorated the already bad reputation of Dutch
soldiers. While the Uruzgan mission sparked a big domestic debate in the Netherlands about the
figure of the Dutch soldier, internationally its unique combination of development, diplomacy and
defense received much acclaim. I was interested in this paradoxical figure of the soldier who needed
to reconcile the demands of being a humanitarian and a war worker. I began planning my fieldwork
on the military base in Uruzgan to ask how soldiers handled this tension.
In February 2010, while I was negotiating permission to go, the Dutch cabinet collapsed. The
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question of whether or not to extend the mission in Uruzgan had led to irreconcilable political
tensions. As a result, I was no longer welcome on the military base in Uruzgan, as the Dutch forces
were now packing up, cleaning up and getting ready to leave and had no time for my questions. My
contact person in the ministry of Defense put me in touch with an Afghan research organization
that was commissioned to evaluate the four-year Dutch presence in Uruzgan. They were looking
for an intern who could join the Uruzgan team. In the hope this would still get me close to a few
Dutch soldiers, I went to Afghanistan in June 2010. In the process of realizing that it was impossible
to continue my project on the Dutch soldiers, I became more and more intrigued by the worlds of
evaluations that I was introduced to.
Over the course of a year, I was employed by the Afghan research organization and worked
both in and out of Afghanistan, first as an intern, and later as a research officer. As part of this work I
collaborated on several projects. The most notable was the big project commissioned by the Dutch
embassy evaluating the four-year presence of the Dutch mission in Uruzgan, but there were also
smaller projects such as evaluations of agricultural, educational, and health care developments, or
quarterly updates on the province as a whole. Most of these reports were intended to provide evaluations, others were research projects exploring transportation or the state of the police in Uruzgan,
or were about putting together all available knowledge in a provincial profile of Uruzgan. I participated in the design of questionnaires, conducted interviews, analyzed data, wrote reports and
was present during several presentations to our commissioners. I traveled to Uruzgan, worked and
lived in Kabul and worked from Amsterdam and The Hague. I collaborated mostly with Afghan
colleagues with whom I shared an office, as well as lunch, taxis, or interview settings. But there were
also a handful of international colleagues whom I lived with and went out with after office hours.
During my year-long contract I conducted only a few formal interviews, no more than ten, with
Dutch embassy officials, other NGO workers, and my direct colleagues in order to understand or
double check the facts and values of evaluation work. In 2012 I switched from the New School of
Social Research to the University of Amsterdam and started the PhD project of which this is the
result under the supervision of Professor Annemarie Mol, Dr. Oskar Verkaaik and Dr. René Gerrets — with a grant from NWO. In the thesis I have written since I have drawn on my memories,
interview notes and recordings, information stored in emails, drafts of reports, comments in the
margins, excel sheets, Skype chat conversations, note books, and photographs.
PhD theses discuss their methods, it is a requirement. It is for that reason that I mention what I
did as part of my fieldwork, the amount of interviews I conducted, or where I stored my field notes.
An account such as the previous paragraph relies on the stability of the classic anthropological figure of the participant observer who silently and reflexively collects data, analyzes it, and writes it
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down in a thesis. This account doesn’t capture, however, the tension I myself felt between my two
research commitments. During my work and fieldwork I wanted to be a good anthropologist and
understand what it entailed to be a good evaluator. At the same time I wanted to be a good evaluator
and understand Afghanistan well for which I kept turning to the methods I had been taught during
my anthropological training. These, however, were not the methods that were used by the research
organization I worked for. In other words, studying methods of research while applying other methods was an unsettling affair.
This tension reared its head on many occasions during the evaluation research’s trajectory.
In the writing phase of the evaluation project and in the design of the questionnaires for another
research project, I was struggling to not see evaluation research as a flawed version of anthropological research. It was not always difficult to be a good anthropologist. I didn’t, for example, have an
anthropological alternative to challenge the numbers that were part of the data analysis, so at first I
took them for granted. There also seemed nothing particular to tell about the meetings organized
to discuss the evaluation research’s results. One explanation for this is that anthropologists are so
familiar with the way in which meetings operate that they remain ethnographically intractable (see
Riles (2000) and Brown, Reed and Yarrow (forthcoming)). Meetings seemed so naturally ordinary, and subservient to the topics addressed within them, that their format and practices didn’t
initially register with me as a topic of research, let alone as a point of entry for the exploration of the
differences between anthropology and evaluation practices.
In order to untangle the confusion between different kinds of knowledge production styles and
between different forms of knowledge I had to revisit and rethink my own data and stories with a
symmetrical approach. In evaluation research this process of revisiting and rethinking is called data
cleaning. In the present project I call this method for knowing methods “doing things again and
again.” It has required me to engage again and again, in different practices of knowledge production
in order to differentiate knowledge practices. It has, for example, required me to write draft after
draft after draft, both of the evaluation report itself and of my article in this thesis on evaluation
report writing, in order to understand the specificities and merits of evaluation writing on their own
terms rather than as deficient compared to anthropological writing. Doing again and again doesn’t
just refer to collecting more data. It also entails thinking again and again. This long and windy road
of analytical tinkering is not often discussed in methodology sections. Doing things again and again
doesn’t assume either that the initiative for knowing lies with the researcher only. Engagement in
a research situation requires being attuned to the specificities of the other participants, human and
non-human, which can lead to surprising analytical redirections.
How is this different from the reflexive participant-observer? It is different because this reflexive
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figure assumes a unified subject whose boundaries of knowing are stably drawn around researcher,
knowledge and research protocol. Doing things again and again, on the other hand, assumes that
the researcher and her knowledge multiply in engagements. This methodological insight that doing and knowing are profoundly intertwined makes for a recursive, rather than a reflexive research
protocol.

ON AFGHANISTAN
How people know crucially matters for what they know. This is the central tenet of this PhD and
little reflected on in studies on Afghanistan. I start this section about work on Afghanistan with
texts that were produced in the early 19th century by adventurers, as they were still called, soldiers
and diplomats. As “non-western” work on Afghanistan is hardly available to me, what I learn about
Afghanistan is already limited. These 19th century figures like Alexander Burns, Charles Masson and
Mountstuart Elphinstone wrote about espionage, the Anglo-Russian rivalry, but also about their
knowledge of the ethnic, linguistic and religious groups in Central Asia. In their times their work
became the go-to studies of Afghanistan. Even if they wrote their work as travelers and explorers,
their “intimate knowledge of the other” (Stoler, 2002) paved the way for imperial expansion in the
region of Afghanistan and Central Asia (Bayly, 2013).
It was only in the second half of the twentieth century that Afghanistan became a topic
for anthropology. However, the anthropologists who travelled there came equipped with topics
and models from other places where anthropologists were conducting research. And so, Ferdinand
wrote on “nomads and commerce” (1962), L. Dupree on “the land, the people, the past and the
present” (1973), and Ghani on “Islam and state-building” (1978). Afghanistan came to figure in
a structural-functionalist model — a model that explained why societies function the way they do
— that had been developed elsewhere. It hasn’t changed much since, one could argue.
What did change with the Soviet invasion into Afghanistan in 1979 and the subsequent turbulent times of the mujahidin, the Taliban and the US and NATO interventions was the accessibility
of Afghanistan for people who wanted to live there and study it. Edwards (1994) reflected on the
need to shift focus to refugees and the Afghan diaspora as this topic was still accessible for fieldwork.
He relates how frustratingly untruthful it feels to tell the partial stories of so many people that are
not in the place they are supposed to be in, including himself. His desire to tell “the whole story,
that is not confined to any one point in time or space” (Edwards, 1994: 346) and the patchwork of
vignettes of different times and spaces that he ends up presenting is an interesting consideration of
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what kinds of stories one can tell as a result of being or not being in a place.
The debate around the Human Terrain System is about the ethics of using knowledge collected in a specific place for the purpose of warfare. Since 2000, many social scientists concerning themselves with Afghanistan have become occupied by the war and the intervention. The vast majority
of them produce their knowledge in one way or the other for the thriving business that research and
aid organizations have become since the international intervention (Monsutti, 2013). One very
distinct form has been the embedment of anthropologists in the Human Terrain System, a US
military support program applying anthropology to improve the military’s understanding of the
local context and thereby aiding the effectiveness of the counterinsurgency. This embedment in the
Human Terrain System sparked a huge debate among anthropologists revolving around the ethics,
perils and opportunities of this affiliation (McFate and Laurence, 2015; Gusterson, 2010). One
side argued that embedment generated knowledge that was useful in improving the international
intervention. The other side contended that this knowledge was collected under false pretenses
and, furthermore, used in warfare.
Most social scientists working on Afghanistan are nowadays, however, employed by Non-governmental (NGO) or International Organizations. The knowledge that is produced in this environment is contested but not in the same way as the Human Terrain anthropologists. The work
that is produced in this environment is dominated by a concern with certain concepts such as insurgency, state-building, capacity building, security and reconstruction. Moreover, it is subjected to a
project-based temporality on research and writing, and a logic of accountability that influences the
way in which problems and recommendations can be articulated. Monsutti (2013) argues that the
form and content of this work tends to evoke a return of the modernization theory in which states,
people and politicians are scaled somewhere on a continuum between backward, corrupt, misogynist, religious, tribal and traditionalist on the one hand, and progressive, democratic, egalitarian,
modernist, emancipated and educated, on the other. The analyses, he argues, dovetail easily with
models for peace- and nation-building and inform the horizons for the development programs to
be implemented.
Adjoining the more applied social scientific work produced in the industry of international
intervention, there is a mix of academic work and investigative journalism sometimes crossing over
into op-ed and political analyses. The majority of these attempt to explain present day, conflict-ridden Afghanistan through the rise of the Taliban, such as Rubin explaining “the rise of the Taliban
in the power vacuum left by the Soviet’s withdrawal” (2013), Barfield “situating the Taliban insurgence in the developments since the sixteenth-century Moghul empire” (2010), Rashid “bringing the shadowy world of the Taliban into sharp focus” (2010), and Gopal on the “effect of the
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American war on terror on the rise of the Taliban” (2014). Others explain or show Afghanistan’s
conflicts through the poppy economy (Goodhand, 2005), warlordism (Giustozzi, 2009), class and
competition for employment and education (Dorronsoro, 2005), or Karzai’s political role (Dam,
2014).

It is not always a set of internal issues that explains Afghanistan’s state of disorder. Other

people scrutinize the effects of the international intervention and its reconstruction efforts such
as Goodhand and Sedra on the “complex bargaining process between aid actors” (2010), Suhrke
on the “internal contradictions of the international intervention” (2011), and Coburn on the “the
intricate dynamics of the intervention and its bureaucracy” (2016).
This was one way of relating what has been written about Afghanistan. I chose the authors
because they are part of a canon on Afghanistan that many in the development industry, political
analysis and academia turn to. For the purposes of my argument, these texts reflect particular conditions of possibility for knowing, which, at the same time, remain by and large unacknowledged.
What if we pick up the problem of (anthropological) intervention in Afghanistan again and ask the
question slightly differently? Rather than asking what we know about Afghanistan, this thesis will
investigate how we know about Afghanistan and how this knowledge is situated in research practices that make possible and restrict the ways in which Afghanistan is known.

ANTHROPOLOGY OF DEVELOPMENT,
DEVELOPMENT ANTHROPOLOGY
As is well told by many (Asad, 1973; Mosse, 2013; Rottenburg, 2009; Cooper and Packard, 1997;
Edelman and Haugerud, 2005), the history of anthropology is rooted in colonialism. Through the
frame of modernization and global inclusion of the colonies — and soon thereafter, their independence — anthropology became engaged in the project of knowing and transforming the Other,
known as international development. Broadly speaking, this engagement expanded into two views.
First, there were the modernists who believed in the possibility of moulding and creating societies
with the right tools and efforts which have been changing over the past decades. The Marshall Plan
in the aftermath of World War II marked the start of the “era of development”, combining humanitarian goals with political and economic growth. In the ‘80s the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund took a neoliberal turn with structural adjustment programs. These were supposed
to orient what were then called developing economies towards “the market” as this was understood as a way to reduce poverty and stimulate economic growth. The turn of the millennium saw
the introduction of the Millennium Development Goals, which later transformed into Sustainable
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Development Goals and the Human Development approach. These initiatives shifted their focus
to the enhancement of human capabilities rather than economic growth alone. Alongside these
approaches there has been greater emphasis on evaluation and results based management in international development. The idea of Theory of Change was developed as a particular methodology to
plan and evaluate development projects and to communicate effects between the compliance side
of aid programs and the technical and programmatic side. Some argue that the balance has been
off between doing development and accounting for it: “measurability should not be confused with
development significance…” (Natsios, 2010, p. 9).
The second view on development is a critique of the first. This position developed with dependency theory in the ‘50s and ‘60s, and considered international development to be a world system
by which poor states were systematically enriching richer states at the expense of their own prosperity. Out of this approach grew a postmodern understanding of development that critiqued international development’s discourse for the uneven ways in which it imagined, created and managed
what was then called The Third World. Some see this position of “post-development” in relation
to development as an opposition between academic anthropology concerned with revealing the
power relations concealed by development discourse on the one hand, and applied anthropology in
support and service of the development industry, on the other. As Escobar, who has been a central
voice in post-development theory (1997) puts it,
[w]hile development anthropologists focus on the project cycle, the use of knowledge to
tailor projects to beneficiaries’ cultures and situation, and the possibility of contributing
to the needs of the poor, the anthropologists of development centre their analysis on the
institutional apparatus, the links to power established by expert knowledge, the ethnographic analysis and critique of modernist constructs, and the possibility of contributing
to the political projects of the subaltern. (1997:505).
Post-development theory, also known as critical anthropology of development, or just anthropology of development has been applauded for making visible the politics of development. Escobar (ibid.) and Ferguson (1994), among others, have shown that as a discourse, development revolves around the idea of a deficit of underdevelopment to be
remedied by development intervention. This idea enabled and encouraged development intervention as something good, while disguising the uneven relations of power implicit in the
intervention. Moreover, post-development criticized development efforts for the process
of othering that turns the underdeveloped into a deficient and arrested version of oneself,
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converting what could be geo-cultural differences into developmental stages (Ziai, 2015).
This post-development project of critique has also, however, become itself an object of critique. Some argue it rejects the possibility of development too unconditionally; it doesn’t offer clear
alternatives, or it is paternalistic in its unjust romanticization of development’s beneficiaries as noble savages who have no interest in development aid (Ziai, 2015).
In addition to the group of believers and the group of critics, recently there has been a third
group that doesn’t want to either subscribe to or be critical of the big ambitions of international development agencies, but wants to do an anthropology of the practices through which development
happens. They argue that both development anthropology (approach 1) and anthropology of development (approach 2) offer an understanding of development as a discourse that conceptualizes
the world as a series of rational interactions. Understanding development as a form of discourse
has led to analyses that ignore the relations and practices through which ideas of development are
practically enacted (Venkatesan and Yarrow, 2012). Policy ideas do not just transform into practices in the field, as development models want us to believe. It requires a lot of work of translation and
coordination and cohering to connect the world of policy to the world of implementation (see also
Van Gastel, 2011; Mosse, 2004, 2005).
This translational space is what interests many of those who take up this third approach. Lewis
and Mosse (2006) call it the interface, Rottenburg (2009) calls it the interstices, and Jensen and
Winthereik explore it through infrastructure (2013). In these inter-places, development roles are
not so much replicated as functionalist theory would have it, nor locations where power manifests
itself as post-developmentalists would argue. Instead, this is where connections are made across difference. This is the space of translation and composition (Donovan, 2014) and brokerage (Lewis
and Mosse, 2006). A development ideal as stipulated in development policy is not handed down
from The Hague to Uruzgan as easily and transparently as development models want us to believe.
Policy is made to work, made real and constantly altered and adapted between hands in a chain of
translations. In the work of Mosse (2005) and Rottenburg (2009) the practice of translation in
development is not a free for all, but one where representational coherence is strived after in order
to secure development’s continuation. For Mosse, coherence comes with the recruitment for support of development policy. Translation is the mutual enrollment and the interlocking of interests
that produces development as a reality. For Rottenburg, coherence is the effect of a metacode that
guides collaboration and gives people a sense of purpose.
Others argue that when it comes to research there is not always a translational space. This work
takes a formal approach to knowledge practices to investigate the power of form on the way people know and distinguish. Riles’ (2006) edited collection investigates documentary practices and
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thematizes the proximity of anthropological styles of documenting and the documentary practices
in a host of other environments. The distance anthropologists once held up between themselves
and their objects of study, and between the things that they study and the frames used for this,
has collapsed. To study other people’s documentation practices has become an investigation into
how ethnographers themselves know. A similar collapse between means and end informs Jensen
and Winthereik’s (2013) study of aid information infrastructures that are constructed to enhance
accountability and effectiveness in development aid. Jensen and Winthereik approach these infrastructures as phenomena, as analytical category, and as methodological orientation. They argue
that central to the monitoring movement is a collapse between means and ends, where aid information structures are not just considered to enable the making of knowledge about aid, but come to
figure as aid in their own right.
This thesis joins others interested in development who have turned to practice and translation to find a way out of the opposition that exists between development practice and the anthropology of development. It does so while envisioning a particular type of practice that is crucial
in development practice, even if it is shaped after the fact — that of accounting for success and
failure. What if we pick up the issue of the relation between practice and theory again and examine it through the lens of the relation of proximity between anthropology and development rather
than through a critical lens?

ACCOUNTABILITY
How we know matters for what we know, but does it also matter for how we account? The Dutch
mission had to account for its efforts and for the losses of the lives of Dutch soldiers. The evaluation report was commissioned to serve this purpose of accountability. Was this purpose served?
Many authors argue in one way or another that that question is a complicated one as accountability
is not so easy to grasp in practice. The study of accountability more generally followed upon the
expansion of audit practices and the effects of the technologies of accountability. One of the first
people to systematically investigate the explosion of auditing systems in British society was Power (1997). He noted that audits were mere rituals of verification. Many dimensions of everyday
life were turned into protocols of measurements and rankings and administrators started to follow
these protocols as ends in themselves rather than as means for improvement. Power argues that as
trust and judgment came to be replaced by auditing protocols, levels of mistrust rose. Several authors have investigated these claims. For example, Strathern (2000) argues that science has lost its
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unquestioned authority to explain society due to the switch from considering science and society as
two different domains. Without the possibility of referring to the capacity for authoritative explanations of science, trust in it has withered and constant inspections into science’s adequacy and ethics
are conducted. Shore and Wright (2015) emphasize that auditing has in fact become a central social organizing principle with a double function. It operates both as an instrument in the internal
management of organizations and as external proof of their quality, efficiency and accountability.
As such it allows for organizational reform to happen while transforming what are profoundly political programs into mundane administrative and technical matters to be dealt with by experts as
mere technicalities. These three authors all agree that accountability is hard to pin down. It disappears in technicalities, mere rituals of verification or in mistrust requiring ever more inspections.
Numbers, indicators and rankings are excellent entities for both showing and doubting the
presence of accountability as Porter claims in his pioneering study of numbers (1995). Much recent work focuses on numbers either as political technologies that reduce complexity to make visible otherwise obscured social trends, or as representations that conceal the underlying theories
of social change or what should be counted (Merry, 2011; Sauder and Espeland, 2009; Shore and
Wright, 2015). Verran, on the contrary, brings out a way to understand how numbers contribute
to the confusion between the technical and the political. She approaches numbers not as passive
symbols amenable to being used by people and their agendas, but instead points to their active
participation in the making of our worlds (2001, 2012; see also Lippert forthcoming; and Neyland
forthcoming). Their varied capacities to order and value have different material, practical and semiotic effects which enables not only critical appraisal of numbers as end products but also a careful
assessment of the worlds that emerge alongside numbering practices.
A third series of studies on accountability investigates how requirements of accountability are
negotiated in the specific context of health care. Accountability is not just a practical concern that is
added to health care; its practice modifies health care practice. Mol (2006) contrasts accountability
practices and their standardized formats with health care workers’ tinkering practices that are aimed at
figuring out what kind of care works for which patient. She argues that a focus on the former compromises the latter. Jerak-Zuiderent (2015) adds that care and accountability may not relate as just two
opposed logics. Situating both care and accountability in a specific healthcare practice, she shows that
accountability “from somewhere and for someone” relates to care in generative ways. Her concept of
“narrative work” allows her to address the interweaving work that health care practitioners do to interrelate accountability and care. Pols (2006) adds that while practices of accountability and care will
mutually constitute one another, this new ensemble, in order for it to be considered to be good, may
also rely on new forms of care or reflexivity that escape the framework of accountability.

18

INTRODUCTION
Singleton (2012) brings the issue of accountability back as an issue of visibility. She describes the
way farmers tack back and forth between legislative contexts and local contexts of animal care. This
process requires “touch”, a careful tinkering that connects both logics. This requirement of tinkering demands us to revisit our understanding of the relation between legislation and care as hierarchical. Making the tinkering visible allows us to see that legislation doesn’t happen “from above”
but requires investments, work and collaboration from all to make it work. Maintenance and repair
studies make a similar point about the coexistence of different models for understanding the world
around that are not visible to the same extent. This field argues that social life relies on so many infrastructures that may go unnoticed to most people most of the time, but are the object of attention
and intervention for the maintenance and repair workers who keep these infrastructures afloat (Denis and Pontille, 2015; Bowker et al., 2010; Graham and Thrift, 2007). Denis and Pontille (2015),
for instance, have meticulously described the work that goes into subway signage, which largely
remains invisible to subway users (see also Star and Strauss, 1999, and Suchman, 2007). They point
to the co-existence of both versions of objects: the one users know as stable and durable, and the
other that maintenance workers know as vulnerable. Making maintenance work visible may have an
important effect both on the work conditions of maintenance workers and on the capacity to care
for the objects themselves, Denis and Pontille argue (ibid.)
This thesis offers another ethnography of accountability as it takes shape within the specificities of the evaluation project. Or, should I say, how it doesn’t take shape? What if we bring to bear
the issue of accountability’s illusiveness and its tendency to disappear in technicalities or in the
extended network of people whose investments are necessary to make it work, on Afghanistan’s
mode of existence and its capacity to be known?
The rest of this thesis is made up of four articles and a conclusion. Following standard practice
I offer a short preview of each here. Before I do so, a note on the names I have used throughout the
text. I have anonymized all the people in the text, as well as the name of the organization I worked
for. The reason for this is less to disguise and protect the people and organization I worked with,
as the case is so specific that people who are connected to the story in one way or another will
immediately know of whom I speak. Rather, by using a pseudonym for the organization, I want
to underscore that the story I tell is not particular to this organization or its people. Rather, it exemplifies the (evaluation) research industry in Afghanistan. I take this point on pseudonyms and
exemplification from Suchman and Bishop (2000) who make it in relation practices of innovation
in technology companies.
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6.15% – Taking Numbers at Interface Value
This article discusses a number, 6.15%, as it comes into being in the course of the evaluation study
of education in Uruzgan. This number indicates that out of 100 school-aged girls 6.15 go to school.
While this kind of number may invite reflections on its epistemic accuracy, more often it draws
attention to its inherent negative—the girls that do not go to school—substantiating a need for
sustained international commitment. As this article will show, numbers work to establish girls as
research entities, as part of populations, and as a concern for the Afghan government and the international intervention. This interfacing work of numbers—between girls, states, interventions,
and research protocols—is often absent from academic work that takes numbers to be stable and
passive tools with which the world can be known. This article, instead, takes numbers to have an
internally complex multiplicity and to actively engage with their environments. I use the interface
between numbers and environment as a space for ethnographic exploration of world-making. By
describing three moments in the lifecycle of the number — data cleaning, analysis and presentation
— I will describe three distinct moments of interfacing in which the number comes to act in three
capacities: effecting reference, constituting proportional comparison, and evoking doubt and certainty. Detailed understanding of numbering practices provides an opportunity to not just critically
assess numbers as end products but to carefully assess the worlds that emerge alongside numbering
practices and the ways in which numbers contribute in processes of governance.

Crafting Coherence: On Writing an Evaluation Report in Afghanistan
This article is about the writing of the evaluation report that the Dutch embassy commissioned
with the Afghan research organization that I worked for. Whereas anthropological interest in writing usually focuses on the representative qualities of a text, this article builds upon literature that
examines the production of the evaluation report and the socio-material work that goes into it. I
explore the writing of this report in and across three layers: writing infrastructures, writing format
and authorship. In these contexts, writing turns out to be an attempt to solve the tension between
a heterogeneous input and a unity into which the input needs to be transformed. The tensions,
heterogeneities and coherences that this case offers will be discussed in the last part of this article.
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Meeting with Success and Failure: Presenting Afghanistan in the Netherlands
This article is about a series of meetings organized around the presentation of the evaluation report
in 2010. I describe four meetings — a press conference, a meeting about ongoing development,
a lobby meeting, and a round table discussion — to specify the different ways in which meetings
bring certain versions of developmental success and failure into being. The ethnography intends
to expand Mosse’s claim that success and failure are conceptual achievements oriented towards
maintaining policy coherence rather than practical achievements in the realm of development operations. While it may indeed be the case that the realms of development policy and development
operations work according to distinct logics, to argue that success is a conceptual achievement is
to underestimate the amount of practical work that goes into the conceptual and the other way
around. I will use the meeting as an analytical lens to show how success and failure are done in ways
that are simultaneously conceptual and practical, according to logics of accountability, exploration
and political lobby.

Asking Again and Again: Questions in and about Development Research in Afghanistan
This article is about asking questions in a study about transportation in Uruzgan. The article follows two trajectories. One is the process of understanding transportation in Uruzgan. The second
is the transformation of an anthropologist in development research into an anthropologist of development research. The article starts with an exploration of the worlds of transportation that are
brought into being, first, in questionnaires and, second, in interviews. What follows is a discussion
of how the questionnaires and interviews became critical stakes in the relation between my supervisor and me. This article borrows from academic reflections on the relation between development
theory and post-development theory to consider this relation beyond critique. Moreover, it considers movement as part of the method of asking questions. Following a move from the research
organization in Kabul to an academic office in Amsterdam, I revisit the questions asked in and
about development research. This analytical move of ‘asking again’ questions the bases of critique,
as it opens up the similarities and differences between anthropology and development research as
modes of engagement that attempt to understand, represent and work within a complex world.
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Conclusion
In the conclusion I will discuss the evaluation situation as an analytical device to rethink the evaluation project according to several elements: 1) research technologies, such as numbering practices,
asking questions, writing and meetings, that actively participate in the coming into being of research objects, 2) constant work to secure the research object and its representability, 3) contexts,
and 4) the researcher. Considering how evaluations are done in the meeting of these elements,
again and again, allows us to situate our knowledge of Afghanistan: how we know Afghanistan matters for what we know and an awareness of this may help to bring different kinds of Afghanistan to
take shape. This situated and recursive understanding of the research method and object helps to
understand, in addition, that knowing the international intervention and development is a form of
doing them, and, that how we know accountability as analysts ourselves may matter for how and
where we situate it.
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6.15%: TAKING NUMBERS
AT INTERFACE VALUE

Abstract
This article discusses a number, 6.15%, as it comes into being in the course of an evaluation study of
education in a southern Afghan province. This number indicates that out of 100 school-aged girls
6.15 go to school. While this kind of number may invite reflections on its epistemic accuracy, more
often it draws attention to its inherent negative—the girls that do not go to school—substantiating
a need for sustained international commitment. As this article will show, numbers work to establish
girls as research entities, as part of populations, and as a concern for the Afghan government and the
international intervention. This interfacing work of numbers—between girls, states, interventions,
and research protocols—is often absent from academic work that takes numbers to be stable and
passive tools with which the world can be known. This article, instead, takes numbers to have an internally complex multiplicity and to actively engage with their environments. In this article I use the
interface between numbers and environment as a space for ethnographic exploration of world-making. By describing three moments in the lifecycle of the number — data cleaning, analysis and presentation — I will describe three distinct moments of interfacing in which the number comes to act
in three capacities: effecting reference, constituting proportional comparison, and evoking doubt
and certainty. Detailed understanding of numbering practices provides an opportunity to not just
critically assess numbers as end products but to carefully assess the worlds that emerge alongside
numbering practices and the ways in which numbers contribute in processes of governance.

Keywords: numbers, referentiality, percentage, evocation, Afghanistan
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IN 2013, NATO AND THE US TROOPS WERE ABOUT TO DRAW THEIR 12-YEAR
military presence in Afghanistan to a close, Afghan and international audiences, policy makers, academics, journalists, and aid workers were asking the question whether or not the intervention had
been successful. In a piece in the New York Times (2013), Vanessa M. Gezari boiled the international difficulties in Afghanistan down to one issue: American soldiers fail to understand Afghans.
As a successful intervention relies on good intelligence this is a problem. Gezari, therefore, called
for a renewed involvement of anthropologists, whose core skill is to understand across cultural,
linguistic, and social borders. These anthropologists would be able to help decipher Afghan metaphorical and allegorical conversation, full of parables and jokes that “[are] nothing like the Excel
spreadsheets and acronym-heavy briefing slides that military people are trained to read.” (2013).
The contrast that Gezari evokes is a classic one. The straightforward world of Excel—the numbers that fill them and the briefing slides—cannot grasp the supposed Afghan mystery of hidden
meaning and non-literal messages. Instead, what is needed is serious investment in anthropological,
imaginative inquiries. This contrast renders the Afghan more exotic, while Excel sheets and indicators become more unremarkable. What would happen, however, if we shifted our anthropological
attention to the Excel sheets and let ourselves be riddled by their numbers?
Working Excel Sheets in Afghanistan

IMAGE 1 Excel sheet. One of the main tools in the evaluation study of education in Uruzgan
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Between 2010 and 2011 I worked as an evaluator trainee for the Afghan research organization
Mediating Research (MR). This Excel sheet (above) was the main tool for an evaluation study of
education in the Southern Afghan province of Uruzgan. The Dutch embassy had commissioned
this study as part of a larger evaluation of its military and developmental presence in the province
between 2006 and 2010. It was going to be an important moment in the public communication of
the intervention’s achievements to Dutch constituencies.
The number I trace is 6.15%, a percentage that offers information about the number of girls
going to school in the province. It is supposed to reliably convey the fact of girl students’ attendance
in Uruzgan, but, as this article will discuss, there is more to the process of numbering and the facts
it produces. I could have taken any number, but this one was of special interest to the donor. It
was a crucial motivator for the intervention in Uruzgan, a place described by many Afghans and
internationals as a place of extremes even in a country like Afghanistan, which is commonly associated with political excesses and material scarcity. Here are some conventional figures and faces
that appear in the reports and works on Uruzgan (Beeres et al., 2012; Bergen, 2013; Dam, 2014;
MR, 2010). Uruzgan is known as the “recreational” ground of the Taliban — a place where they
rest and gather their strength before and after the spring offensives. It is both the birthplace of the
Taliban’s spiritual leader Mullah Omar, and the place from which former president Karzai rallied
support to push the Taliban from Kandahar in 2001 and claim the presidency in Kabul. In addition
to its putative historical importance, Uruzgan is viewed by many to be the most economically and
educationally backward province in the country. Illiteracy numbers are widely reported as the highest in the country and are often correlated to Uruzgan’s high incidence rates of domestic violence.
As it happens, Bibi Aisha, whose disfigured face featured on the cover of Time in 2010 and became
the global icon of Afghanistan’s brutal treatment of women, is an Uruzgani native. According to
international organizations, progress on the path towards democracy and stability is hampered by
tribal conflicts, opium production, and insurgency networks, all of which add layers of instability
and violence to this province that is politically and socially quite distant from the national capital of
Kabul. By most developmental indicators, Uruzgan was a place that urgently needed intervention
and it was in 2006 that a joint Dutch and Australian task force took up NATO’s assignment. The
Dutch ended their military mission in Uruzgan in the summer of 2010.
The evaluation study commissioned by the Dutch was going to be done by the Uruzgan team,
of which I was a member. The team was supervised by an “international”, a woman with extensive
experience in research in Afghanistan. She had translated the donor’s interests and questions into
questionnaires. As Uruzgan is heavily Taliban controlled, it was impossible for non-Uruzganis to
collect answers to these questions. For this reason, local surveyors did the work. Our team sub-
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sequently flew to Uruzgan to debrief these surveyors and collect the paper forms that they had
filled out in the local Pashtu language. Our Afghan project manager processed all the answers that
specifically dealt with education by transferring the information from the paper forms to the Excel
workbook of which the above image is a screenshot. In the process he translated a diverse series of
answers and figures to a more or less standardized format in English.
After entering all this data we were left with a workbook that was grotesque in form and content: it was made up of several sheets with endless columns and rows, all sorts of color coding,
empty or filled cells, and Pashtu and English language and numerals were mixed. It stored a vast
range of characteristics of schools and schooling: GPS coordinates, village location, educational
level, information about schools being closed or open, types of subjects taught, number of teachers
officially assigned to the school, number of teachers actually teaching permanently or temporarily,
their gender, the number of teachers in the district that do not teach, why this was the case, the official student count, the number of children that occasionally or regularly attend school, their gender,
the construction status of school buildings, the number of used and unused rooms for boys and
girls, the presence of a boundary wall, latrines, wells, hand pumps, kitchen facilities, textbooks, the
quality of those facilities, type and amount of threats to teachers, students, or schools. These characteristics appeared on the horizontal axis, labeling the 98 columns that qualified the list of schools
that appeared on the vertical axis, which in turn labeled the rows. Each separate spreadsheet of the
workbook dealt with the schools of one district, and as Uruzgan has seven districts, the workbook
contained seven spreadsheets.
My supervisor asked me to start with the analysis of the Excel sheet. In the days that followed
I tried to decipher the Excel workbook and figure out how to analyze it and what order or trends I
could discern from it. Thus far in my academic or professional career I had never learned how to
use this software, understandably to the disappointment of my supervisor. As I couldn’t tackle the
database and still had to produce an overview of educational developments in Uruzgan, I decided
to fall back on my anthropological training, push the quantitative to the side and craft a qualitative
narrative. I gave my supervisor what I thought was a careful analysis of educational trends and perceptions. This meant concretely that I gave an account of people’s perceptions of education based
on our interviews with the surveyors and other actors in Uruzgan. But this was not what my supervisor wanted. She wanted numbers.
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DOING NUMBERS
Many scholars examine numbers and they do so in diverse contexts. Some have investigated the
cultural variations of numeracy (Crump 1990) or have examined a broader ideal of quantification
and objectivity (Porter, 1995; Daston & Galison, 2007), on problems of referentiality and accuracy
(Poovey, 1998; Mitchell, 2002; MacKenzie, 1999), and on statistics (Asad, 1994; Hacking 1990).
Others have investigated cultures of audit and accountability (Power, 1997; Strathern, 2000; Anders, 2015), the work of rankings (Sauder and Espeland, 2009), and indicators under the sign of
governmentality (Merry, 2011; Davis et al., 2012; Rosga & Satterthwaie, 2009; Shore & Wright,
2015). What all this work has in common is that it argues against the illusion that the world can be
neutrally represented and accessed by measurement. This article joins those who claim the world is
heterogeneous and multiple. I add that one of the key technologies used for representing this world
– number – is itself a multiple, taking a sense of instability up to the power of two.
Across the board, the way numbers are handled in the above-mentioned literature, is as stable and passive communicators of the world around them. Number is largely seen as a political
technology that reduces complexity to make visible otherwise obscured social trends. Numbering
or measuring can then be critiqued for the fact that it comes to replace relations of trust and turns
evaluations into technical questions of measurement rather than explicit political judgment. Or,
numbering can be critiqued for its claim to neutrality while it is all along invested with the values
and life worlds of the individuals who employ them. Even if measuring is understood as generative
of a host of subjectivities, cultures, understandings of probability or objectivity, redistributions of
responsibility, rituals of verification or new expertise, numbers are taken for granted as exemplifications of arguments or as effects of some diffuse magic and charisma. Even if the authors just
mentioned would agree that numbers are diverse and have effects in the world, the way they might
actually participate in the valuing and ordering of our worlds, as inscriptions, percentages, or indicators, is nonetheless seldom explored and addressed.
What if we instead open up what goes on within numbers and numbering practices? This article intends to do just that by exploring the active and performative power of numbering. It relies
on the work of scholars who do not take numbers as coherent or passive, drawing on the extensive
exploration of number as inventive frontier (Guyer et al., 2010), of number’s liveliness and embodied relationality (Verran, 2001; 2012; 2013), and of numbers as compositions that we live with and
in (Day et al., 2014). To analyze numbers as active and lively, I take three steps.
First, numbers actively participate in the ordering of our worlds. Consider this example of a
number’s capacity to interpellate (Verran, 2001). I give someone a piece of writing with the number
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8 inside a red circle on it. The recipient smiles. In this moment the writing is numbered, but this is
not all. The handing over of the paper enacts the recipient as a student, me as a professor and the paper as a valued item that is transformative. In numbering practices people, technologies and objects
participate in numbering and attune themselves to one another according to the numbering logic.
Participation doesn’t just happen through “knowing numbers” as valuing objects, but also through
sensing who is part of the numbering context and through gesturing at new participants (Day et al.,
2014). It is in this encounter that people and objects become related under the sign of number and
that numbers come to matter.
Second, I use the concept of the interface as an analytic to ethnographically investigate the way
numbers interact with their environment. To call what I do ‘an ethnographic investigation’ may
raise the expectation that I do an ethnography of subjects, of people using numbers. Instead, I offer
an ethnography of a number, as a technology, an entity, a tool, or an inscription. The interface is the
analytic means by which I pursue the idea that numbers as entities have a way of life that can be explored ethnographically, just like the members of a group of humans. What I mean by interface can
be made more tangible through reference to Callon and Law’s work on Cochoy’s term qualculation (2005). Callon and Law argue that the notion of qualculation does not point to quantification
alone, but instead is a mix of quantification and qualification practices, calculation and judgment.
This practice of qualculation can be phased in three steps: the sorting out and detaching of items,
manipulation of these items, and the extraction of a new entity. Each step towards quantification
depends profoundly on qualitative judgment. These steps offer an ethnographic orientation to the
transitions involved in numbers’ shifts between evoking uncertainty and certainty.
Third, numbers have particular capacities that are activated in these encounters. They have
an internally complex multiplicity that is called upon in specific ways in particular situations. What
kind of order numbers effect depends on the particular capacity that is animated in the encounter.
Verran (2001; 2010; 2013) has proposed several epistemo-cultural properties of numbers. Numbers can, for example, orient towards the past or evoke futures. They can be representational truth
claims or demand action now. Or they denote parts, wholes, quantities or series. These semiotic,
temporal or generalizing modes that are called on in the encounter contribute to a particular organization of the elements of the encounter. Numbers that inspire immediate action will, for example, evoke a sentiment that propels us into the future rendering unthinkable questions about their
accuracy or the way they have come together in calculations. The capacities of numbers that are
animated in numbering practices therefore enable or disable particular choices, but also influence
compatibilities with technologies, transportability, and affectivity.
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In what follows I will investigate the coming into being of 6.15% as it emerged in three numbering practices: the cleaning of data collected by the surveyors in Uruzgan, the analysis of this data in
the Kabul headquarters, and the presentation of the evaluation data in the report. This paper does
not argue that it is in this linear sequence of research steps that truth is revealed by number either
as a reality of education or as a reality of uneven power relations embedded in evaluation research.
In other words, this paper is not concerned with the politics of representation that numbers may
exemplify, nor with the accuracy and adequacy of the research protocol through which it has come
into being. Rather, it wants to unsettle the stability and passiveness that keeps number unremarkable in analyses of the world around us. The following three stories present three distinct and separate numbering practices through which numbers come to act with three distinct sorts of capacities:
i) the capacity to effect reference, ii) the capacity to constitute proportional comparison in terms
of a population, and iii) the capacity to evoke doubt and certainty. An analysis of these capacities
shows the ways in which numbering establishes girls as research entities, as parts of a population,
and as a concern for the Afghan government and the international intervention. Furthermore, it
enables an understanding of the specific ways numbers participate in processes of governance and
in the making of education as a phenomenon in contemporary Uruzgan.

REFERENCE
The donors want to know about the education of girls. My task is to now transform the Excel sheet
data that was effectively “speechless” into numbers that have a voice (Harper, 2000, 24). Within
the Excel sheet I look for the numbers of girls going to school. The column that logs these counts
lists more zeros in certain districts than in others. This raises a few questions for me. One explanation could be that most schools are boys’ schools, and for those it makes sense that the entry for
girl students is a zero. Another explanation could be the fact that many of these schools are closed.
However, upon closer inspection of the workbook, many closed schools still list the numbers of
students, services or classes. How can we explain this? Maybe a school that was closed because of
Taliban threats is still secretly offering classes? Or maybe a school that was closed because it was
still under construction had started teaching in already finished classrooms? Maybe the student
count listed was the amount of students that would have attended if the school were open or the
amount that had attended in the past?
The numbers in the Excel sheet had traversed a significant distance along a chain of reference
– from local informant, to surveyor, to our Afghan project manager who had entered the data in the
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Excel workbook, to me, the data analyst – and would eventually continue on to the Dutch embassy
and associated government officials in The Hague. The occasions for misunderstanding along this
chain were multiple. As the information upon which this evaluation was based emerged from a context of frequently violent local tensions, a significant degree of linguistic or educational differences,
and a style of keeping records that is not quantified, how did this affect the reliability of the numbers? Maybe the local informant had not been up to date about the latest educational developments
in his district, or maybe the surveyor had not found the right informants to speak to. Both of them
might perhaps have preferred the social status of knowing, even if this implied pretending, over the
scientific ethos of accuracy.
Then there was our Afghan project manager who had made certain decisions in the process
of assembling and translating the Pashtu data in one workbook. One issue he had to deal with was
the unanswered questions of the paper questionnaires and the subsequent empty cells in the Excel
workbook. Excel cannot easily perform its calculations when cells are empty and so our project
manager had to fill them with data. It was not fully clear to what extent our project manager had
scrutinized the empty cells, investigated the value to be assigned to them, and entered the corresponding number, even if this meant a zero. He might have entered zeros in all the empty cells
along the logic that the number zero corresponds most to the meaning of an empty cell. He could
also have been meticulous about certain values that mattered to him and less concerned with
respect to those that did not.
And then there was me. As a female Dutch PhD student in Anthropology, who was new to
Afghanistan with hardly any command of Dari or Pashtu, what did I know? Being trained in critical
theory made me cast doubt on anything claiming to be objective or factual. Furthermore, I had
hardly any knowledge of or experience with evaluation research so on what did I base my assessment of the accuracy of the data? Did I have the cultural and linguistic sensitivity for an assessment
like this? Were my misgivings even helpful? Or were my reservations preventing me from seeing
the crux of the matter: that in order to establish the reliability of numbers, one needs to rely on the
chain of reference and trust its transmissions?
The uncertainty with regards to the reference and accuracy of data is a familiar problem to
many working with numbers and Excel. The specificities of the Afghan situation, with its problems
of access due to security protocols and cultural and linguistic differences, makes this conundrum all
the more visible. How to think about this uncertainty? How to reconcile that there may be nuances
in the world that the surveyors have overlooked or nuances in the surveyors that have no references
in the field (Latour, 2004; see also Lippert (forthcoming) with a sophisticated treatment of certainty/uncertainty in numbering practices)? In his article on soil sampling in the Amazon forest
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(1999), Bruno Latour argues that the relation of reference does not naturally exist between word or
number and thing but is established in a series of mediations ranging over the production process
by which the reference, its accuracy and its transparency are produced. The Excel sheet is therefore
not a mirror of what is happening out there in the educational field in Uruzgan: it requires a lot of
work for its referencing to be possible.
How does the number interface with its environment here? Excel’s technical requirements,
as said before, require that evaluators make modifications in the numbers. Cells are filled, and
language, both numerical and linguistic, is standardized. But there is other technology, too, that
the numbers need to be compatible with. As the donors want our evaluation results presented
on maps, Excel needs to work with cartographic software, and the GPS coordinates in the Excel
workbook are the gateway into this Geographic Information System. In our case, however, once
the coordinates and their educational attributes were entered into GIS some turned out to fall
outside of the cartographic grid of Uruzgan into places as far off as Kazakhstan and Japan. These
coordinates only verify themselves to a certain extent: if one of the first coordinates is off, the dot
will end up outside of the boundaries of Uruzgan, but if one of the last coordinates is incorrectly
copied from the device, the difference might only be a few hundred meters. A general check of all
the coordinates was needed to ensure they would appear on the local map and, as such, count as
part of the picture of Uruzgan’s education.
Other adjustments were done in order to make our expectations from the field match the numbers in the Excel sheet. An example of this was a breakdown of the number of Uruzgani students.
After an initial count, high school students outnumbered elementary students. This seemed highly
unlikely for a place that international organizations knew for its steep illiteracy numbers and where
parents relied on children as labor power. A check revealed that certain student counts had been
entered twice, both for the school’s main location and the school’s annexes. Adjusting this did not
correct the trend according to our expectations. In the final report, this mismatch was suggested as
an error in the data collection and identified as a gap that called for further research.
In evaluation lingo number’s interfacing with its environment is called data cleaning. It is a practice that calls on number’s capacity to effect reference. It connects numbers to matter, through intermediary adjustments that follow the doubts that numbers raise either with regards to technological
compatibility or to expectations of the field. As this account of the cleaning of the Excel workbook
shows, it requires a lot of work to have a number make sense. They are calibrated internally, cohering
expectations, demands and requirements of a network of technical and material routines and people
with different tasks and skills. The effect of this internal tinkering is number’s reference to something
external. However, as others in different contexts have shown (Poovey, 1998, MacKenzie, 1999,
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Mitchell, 2002 in the fields of respectively early-modern accounting, nuclear missile testing, and colonial cartography) the connection between referent and sign comes to be seen as naturally and accurately so and all the work that has gone into the process of calibration is seen as part of the process
of extracting the story of the numbers rather than as part of making that story.
Let me emphasize this point. Making the story involves the transition from numbers as part of
the reality of data collection to numbers ready to participate in analysis. Consider the problem of
“nothing” (see Neyland (forthcoming) for a parallel issue). Dealing with empty cells, “nothing” is
turned into a problem of “nothing” into an account of “nothing” (the sign zero) as the solution to
the problem of nothing. In other words, “nothing” – which is everything that escapes attention and
problematization – becomes “nothing” – a manifestation of a problem – and gets the appropriate
inscription of “nothing,” the sign zero, which doubles as both the indication of the problem and the
solution (see also Rotman (1987) on zero’s participation in two logics). The empty cell was ambivalent and incompatible with technology. Internal calibration enables the filling of the cell and as
its effect, there is now a referent, albeit a negative one, in the world, ready for proportioning in the
world.

PROPORTIONALITY
In order to produce numbers that indicate something, I have to apply arithmetic formulas that
are embedded in the Excel program to selections of data. The Excel handbook that I consulted
made it seem like this was simple. In fact, the single mouse-click that would reveal the patterned
and ordered world hidden behind the numbers would save me so much time, according to The IT
Girl’s Guide to Becoming an Excel Diva, a pink handbook keen on pitching Excel’s compatibility
with the life of a socialite (Babaian, 2008).
The mouse click is indeed simple, but it is not so obvious which data to click on if I want to
make the number of girl students reflect “educational achievements.” How do I deal with the fact
that many families value a girl’s education but prefer her to be home-schooled? How do freshly
built but unused girls’ schools in a safe district play into the story of educational development in
Uruzgan? Should we offer a number to show disparities among girl students across Uruzgani districts? This would reflect, for instance, that where Hazara minorities live in the largely Pashtun
south, the numbers of girls going to school are higher – as they are much more inclined than other
tribal groups to send their girls to school. It is very well possible to ignore and conceal this disparity
by producing a number for the province as a whole. It is precisely such baselines, expectations and
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moral understandings of what education or development should look like, that determine the parts
and wholes we use in the work of proportioning.
This is curious work, though we tend to take it for granted. Calculating our way through the
data we end up with “6.15% of Uruzgani girls go to school”. 6.15% is a way of expressing a ratio of
6.15 to 100, which in turn is a simplification of the ratio of two quantities found in the field. Here
my analysis follows Helen Verran’s (2013) who picks apart a percentage in a similar fashion. The
quantity that the numerator 6.15 represents is a simplification of the number of girls counted in the
field all added together. By itself this number indicates nothing without the help of another number,
the denominator. This denominator is not simply another absolute number but a whole — the numerical equivalent of which is 100. What this denominator represents is the total number of schoolaged girls in Uruzgan. While the numerator was derived from the total of the counting efforts of the
surveyor, as we saw before, the denominator has a different origin. An exact number is unavailable:
a precise population census is lacking.
Some educated guessing yields a quantity of Uruzgani school-aged girls. A population pyramid
of Afghanistan drawn up by another international organization estimates that 70% of the population is 18 years or younger. Health data for Afghanistan indicate that about 20% of all Afghans are
under the age of 5. We take these numbers to hold for Uruzgan as well, which means that 50% of
the Uruzganis can be considered of school age, of whom 50% must be girls (MR, 2010, p. 20). This
allows us to calculate a denominator of which the numerator becomes a part.
So, there are significant differences between the denominator and the numerator. They differ
not only in terms of their graphics and their location above or below the fractal line, but also in
terms of “the institutional and literary routines” (Verran, 2013) from which they emerge. The girls
to whom the two numbers refer are different as well. The surveyors with their questionnaires and
pencils who write down the counts that some school’s headmaster or local education minister reports to them, know the numbers differently than I do: whereas I sit behind my computer, surfing
for previous approximations by other organizations who may have been committed to knowing
education differently themselves. I use the estimates that I find to compute another number that
by now no longer comes with traces of counting. Whereas I have been imbued with an authority of
knowing and reading the numbers based on my educational background and my association with
the internationals, the surveyor knows and reads numbers in his capacity as former employee of the
Department of Education in Uruzgan. And whereas surveyors may have research protocols in mind
or food on the table or social prestige or all three, I have deadlines to mind, my own reputation within my professional environment, or the position of my research organization in a larger network of
competition for assignments from donors (if the picture I am painting may seem stereotypical,
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I would like to stick with it for the sake of the argument). Moreover, whereas I construct an
imagined quantity of girls as part of a population of students that are a development target, the
surveyor might count girl students as a means to receive more valuable development, such as
infrastructural projects, in return.
The individual-to-society scale is the master narrative of the 6.15%. This narrative determines
how number interfaces with its environment, which parts to identify (girls going to school) and
how these parts relate (arithmetically) to a larger whole (a population of school-aged girls). This
narrative calls to work number’s capacity to constitute a proportional relation between numbers
identifying individuals and those identifying society. Following Guyer (2014), I’d argue that the
stability of the percentage form is an achievement of form, turning the focus on the possibility of
de-/increase of the proportion rather than on the constituents themselves or the mathematics of
their relation. Moreover, with the mathematics of proportion the moral sense of due ratio and fairness slips in, further substantiating the individual-to-society relation, concepts such as the micro
and the macro, and a version of the social that has become so well-established that it seems natural.
In John Law’s terms, it is a romantic version of the collective that imagines the whole as coherent and to be discovered “in a manner that is single, centred, explicit, homogeneous, and abstract”
(2009, p. 249). Girls are stripped down to countable educational characteristics that can be aggregated to produce a whole in which these characteristics are proportionately distributed.
This is the business of statistics and its possibilities and limitations have been discussed by
many (see for example Asad, 1994; Hacking, 1990). As Corsín Jiménez calls it, in a reflection on
the measurement of well-being, a focus on the units eclipses the relations between and within them:
“We come up with a number but lose track of the social; we end up focusing on the units that are
aggregated and not on the mathematics of aggregation” (2008: 182). Yet, while certain complexities and nuances of society disappear behind the fiction of its measurement, another kind of society
emerges in these practices, and this enactment swiftly shifts between the way society has been made
compatible with spread sheet practices to a project with value for the future, an invitation to further
investment. I will address this in the next section.
The different trajectories of the numerator and denominator discussed above suggest that
there are other scales and relations between parts and wholes at work in the name of Uruzgan’s education: girl students as part of a girl student population, student populations as part of professional
ambitions, food on the table as part of girl students, deadlines as part of student populations. Computing and aggregating these parts and wholes differently, might, in turn, yield different and more
poetic versions of the social (see Ballestero (2014) for an appreciation of percentage’s capacity to
expand meaning that exceeds mechanical or informational purposes). If anything, they complicate
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thinking about scales as the relation between parts and wholes, not along an imagined vertical axis
from small and simplified individuals to big and complex societies, but along different logics of
connection and distribution.

EVOCATION
So now we’ve arrived at the 6.15%. A few certainties have crystallized (see also Lippert, forthcoming): we have established that there are girl students who go to school, who can be counted and
taken as a proportion of society and which can be represented in a percentage. The 6.15% refers to a
number of girls going to school in relation to a population of school-aged girls. We still don’t know,
however, what to think about this number: whether it is an achievement or a disappointment. To
better know the value of the number, we need to compare the 6.15% to an external standard.
In the final report 6.15% makes its first appearance in the well and often only read executive
summary at the beginning of the report. Here the percentage is singled out as important and is only
listed among three other important educational figures related to the construction of buildings,
operational status and location of instruction. Given the vast amount of indicators and other figures
that the analysis of the educational data yielded, the fact that 6.15% made it into the ex-sum means
something:

In Uruzgan province it is estimated that 20% of all school-aged children attend school,
a figure which is significantly lower than the national average of 50%. The percentage of
girls enrolled in Uruzgan’s schools is even lower and estimated at about 6.15%... (MR,
2010, p. vii)
Now we know that the 6.15% is actually “significantly” low. This is not in comparison to a temporal
baseline: 6.15% could very well appear as an improvement against percentages of girls going to
school in Uruzgan in previous years. It is, instead and probably unnoticed by many, a comparison
of a provincial percentage against the national percentage.
The number performs differently once it is up for presentation. For one, it propels us into the
future (see Verran 2012). Whereas the numerator in the previous section reports a past reality of
counting and registration without any value beyond that, its subsequent contrast to the denominator and the national percentage turns the 6.15% into an “iconic” number: value and category have
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become the same and the referential accuracy is not at stake anymore. Even while its accuracy is
admittedly flawed, we evaluators think it is accurate enough and should be published in order to
make a particular case. The number is no longer a re-presentation, but evokes an order of things, a
world where education is an aspiration, maybe even an obligation for the citizens of a democratic
state. These citizens are equal: girls should not be discriminated against and have as much right
and opportunity to go to school as boys, to educate themselves and grow into adolescents with
perspective and opportunities. But the 6.15% does more than call up this world. It also mobilizes
for wholeness and fullness, and inspires to aim for the 100%. Hence, it is no longer a registration of
girl students but has become a number ready to be employed in the business of articulating futures
and generating policy. 6.15% could justify Dutch taxpayers money spent on education, and ongoing investment in Uruzgan against the grain of the Dutch public’s rising skepticism regarding their
involvement in international development.
I could end my account of the life of the 6.15% here. I would have shown how data presentation
calls on number’s capacity to imagine a world and inspire action towards it. I would have framed
the transformation of the numbers from the Excel sheet to the report as one from weak numbers
to hard facts. The 6.15%, however, appears once more in the body of the report. And this time the
percentage does not evoke quite the same sentiment.
The “Achievements in Education” section starts with an acknowledgment of the limitations of
the data collected before 2010, complicating “an accurate comparison” with the data collected in
2010. After this, the reader is pulled through a maelstrom of numbers: there is text with numbers
of school buildings broken up per district, per gender of students, and per operational status. Then
the number of school buildings is once again broken down, this time in bullet-point style, per category of educational level. Then there is a new breakdown in table format: within the first column
is a comparison of 2006 and 2010 figures; in the second column are arrows, blue and up for progress, green and sideways for stagnation; in the third column is another detailed breakdown of those
school buildings that were added since 2006 (where what was already present and what is new is
unclear); and in the last column are percentages and absolute numbers of school facilities that are
not official school buildings, broken down per district and type of facility. Then follows a narrative
in which another variable is introduced — that of ethnic or tribal demography — one which is
suggested to bear relation to the distribution of schools. Along with this is some information about
the work of NGOs still going on, narrative text on student enrolment in absolute numbers (broken
down per regular and occasional attendance and per educational level), girl attendance mentioned
in brackets, a table with absolute numbers of children going to school regularly and occasionally,
and then, there it is, the 6.15% measured against the national and provincial average of school at-
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tendance, and broken down per district.
I will not take you through similarly complicated sections in which more student and teacher
figures are broken down. The issue is not to point to the evaluators’ bad writing. To the contrary.
The report is carefully put together and as writers we made sure to include all the trends we discovered and all imaginable explanations. What I want to point to is the shift between numbers as
value, as development trend and numbers as valueless registrations that can be mobilized to represent a developmental trend. These two versions of the number can both jeopardize and strengthen
each other’s claims. Let me explain.
In my contributions to the writing of the report, I constantly felt compelled to condense the
text. Rather than adding more possible numerical distributions of characteristics of Uruzgan’s state
of education, I wanted to reduce the amount. I thought less numbers would yield more power to
our claims. Instead more numbers would reveal how easy they along with figures and percentages
can be made and would ultimately take attention away from what numbers told us. This seemed to
me exactly what the body of the report did. The different contrasts, ways of breaking down, partial
explanations, disclaimers and explicit mention of the absence of reliable numbers only emphasized
that there are ever so many alternative ways of proportioning, possible standards or benchmarks,
explanations, and ways of relying on numbers.
It may seem as if the last appearance of the 6.15% in the body of the report, brings the number
full circle, throwing it back into the chaos of randomness. And it may seem as if the confidence that
the 6.15% exudes in the executive summary is blown away by the numerical whirlwind later on
in the body of the report. But while in other genres, an exposé like this would raise eyebrows and
provoke questions of relevance, accuracy, or style, this whirlwind does not evoke uncertainty and
doubt for my fellow evaluators or the donors. What looks to me like a collection of data without a
vision, is in fact a logic of filling in, completion and completeness, of summing up (cf Riles, 2000).
This desire for always more data trumps a logic of building arguments where data is processed into
words, sentences, paragraphs, arguments altogether. In the body of the report, one plus one is not
the new figure of two; one plus one is instead a plurality of ones. The more units of one we can add
to the story, the more solid it becomes. So, rather than jeopardizing the claims of the executive summary, the logic of summing up numbers and claims about numbers grounds these claims.
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CONCLUSION
In this article I have told three stories of numbers between counting and accounting. In these stories
numbers actively engaged with their environments—their social, cultural and political milieu—
with differing effects. Let me revisit here numbers’ agency, their ways of interfacing and capacities
for order and value, along with the effects of these encounters.
Numbers are active participants in the ordering and valuing of our worlds in different ways.
Most importantly, numbers can inspire doubt as to what something means, demand action for clarification and, subsequently, exude confidence. Moreover, numbers indicate the numbering practitioner, their audience and their referent. They can raise questions about the quality of these relations: is a number accurate, does it relate to the right audience, and is the practitioner trustworthy?
Numbers can also enable or disable the working of software or question expectations about Afghanistan. And they can evoke worlds, orient towards the future, or bring the past to mind.
How do numbers interface with their environment? They are embedded in a methodological
protocol that stipulates a sequence of actions to be applied to them. This protocol dictates that the
number travels from paper questionnaires to an Excel workbook, from data cleaning to analysis,
and from analysis to publication in a report. This sequence requires the number to interface with
a host of technologies such as Excel and GPS. In addition, they interface with a mathematic of the
social and with the expectations of what reality looks like in Afghanistan. Numbers interface with
text, from Pashtu to English, according to a logic of composition that is particular to executive summaries and evaluation writing. But numbers also interface with readers. In each of these moments
in the numbering interfaces described in this article there is an initial uncertainty as to what the
numbers mean. What do all the zeros in the Excel sheet mean? Which numbers are supposed to
make up the parts and the wholes of the proportions? Is 6.15% a sign of the success of the Dutch
intervention? These uncertainties require responses and set in motion a series of actions, of manipulations of sorts, to resolve the questions the numbers raise.
In the process of interfacing one of number’s many capacities is activated. Number’s referential
capacity enables it to evoke Uruzgan’s state of education as a reality that is out there, available for
measuring. In another instance numbers’ capacity for proportional comparison enables numbers
to participate in a mathematics of the social and to generalize in terms of populations. Or, numbers orient to the past of their coming into being or inspire to action for their cause. Importantly,
numbers are caught in an oscillation between evoking referential doubt and evoking confidence or
action, until they don’t anymore and someone or something throws the numbers back into a pool
of questions and uncertainty, demanding clarification, and so on.
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How do numbers then participate in making worlds? They make possible an understanding of
Uruzgan’s education as one that is known through numbers. Uruzgan’s education is what can be
quantified and listed in Excel sheets. Its contours emerge in the list of characteristics of schools and
schooling. Its trends and tendencies are revealed through the application of mathematical formulas.
And encouragements for social change gain power when they appear in the form of indicators and
percentages. These are matters of governance, in the sense that numbers and numbering practices
make entities, contexts, mobilize sentiments and suggest action. As this article has shown: numbers
help to transform “nothing” (a potential without attention) into girls as a data category, into girls
as a group of individuals that are part of population, with a particular distribution of characteristics,
into an urgent concern for the international community.
Evaluation may easily be understood as a difference between a before and after picture. New
figures are contrasted with baseline numbers and the difference is to be explained by the logic of
development. If we stop thinking about numbers as symbolic communicators of the world but start
seeing them as entities with specific capacities for generalization, for guiding our attention towards
the past or action in the future, for shifting between representing and valuing, the analytical functions of numbers change. Numbering, in its wake of evaluation, has manifested itself as a coproduction between people, inscriptions, technologies and more, always trying to push to the background
the traces of this co-constitution as these traces are deemed irrelevant. Bringing the practice of
numbering and the capacities of numbers to the fore provides an opportunity to not only critically
assess them as end products but to carefully assess the worlds that emerge alongside numbering
practices and the ways that processes of governance work with and through numbers.
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CRAFTING COHERENCE:
ON WRITING AN EVALUATION
REPORT IN AFGHANISTAN

Abstract
This article is about the writing of the evaluation report concerning the Dutch military intervention
mission in the Southern Afghan province of Uruzgan. Whereas anthropological interest in writing usually focuses on the representative qualities of a text, this article builds upon literature that
examines the production of the evaluation report and the socio-material work that goes into it. I
explore the writing of this report in and across three layers: writing infrastructures, writing format
and authorship. In these contexts, writing turns out to be an attempt to solve the tension between
a heterogeneous input and a unity into which the input needs to be transformed. The tensions,
heterogeneities and coherences that this case offers will be discussed in the last part of this article.

Keywords: writing, infrastructures, format, authorship, coherence
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INTRODUCTION
IN 2010, AN AFGHAN RESEARCH ORGANIZATION THAT I CALL HERE MEDIATING
Research (MR) published an evaluation of the Dutch military presence in Uruzgan, a southern
province of Afghanistan. The Dutch embassy had commissioned the organization to conduct a
broad investigation of the effects of the Dutch presence between 2006 and 2010. The report was to
be the culminating assessment of the Dutch civil-military operation in the province. Between the
summers of 2010 and 2011, I worked as an evaluator trainee for this Afghan research organization.
I joined five Afghan and two international colleagues on the Uruzgan team, assisting with the data
collection through interviews and surveys, analyzing the data and helping the write-up of what was
to become the Four Years After report.
In the beginning of the summer of 2010, the Uruzgan team went to the province to collect data
and conduct interviews. Upon return, I was asked to start writing the report. After my supervisor
had reviewed my first written sections, it was clear that I had a lot to learn in terms of the format,
content or work protocol for evaluation writing in Afghanistan. Over time, I learned how to be a
contributor amongst many, working my way through large amounts of text and struggling with
technologies and infrastructures that often broke down. This article traces the process of understanding what it takes to write an evaluation report as an ongoing tension between the diversity of
the input and the uniformity the writing aspires to.
Clifford and Marcus edited a seminal publication entitled “Writing Culture: The Poetics and
Politics of Ethnography” (1986) that put the topic of writing at the center of anthropological attention. They drew attention to the problem of representation in ethnographic texts and problematized the position of the author. Writing culture in the genre of ethnography, they argued, can ultimately not get at the “other”. Concepts of objectivity, authority and culture were problematized in
an increasingly globalized, fragmented and post-colonial world. While the authors of the collection
usefully presented the limits to, and the political dimensions of, representation, the text and author
remained, however, stable entities: their coming into being as texts and authors did not inform the
analysis.
This article, in contrast, investigates the process of writing the Four Years After report. It draws
on work that has asked how the practice of writing is distributed over different actors and objects
(Pontille, 2009; Denis and Pontille, 2015; Fraenkel, 1997; Callon, 2002), how standards and
complexities are handled in knowledge practices (Lampland and Star, 2009; Law and Mol, 2002;
Dugdale, 1999), and what the relationship is between infrastructures and social action (Jensen and
Winthereik, 2013; Bowker et al., 2010). I build on this work in discussion with “Writing Culture”
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to argue that representation, text or author are not stable entities. Instead, their unity remains in
tension with the heterogeneous input that informs them. When we situate text and author in the
context of their becoming in the process of writing, the question arises what makes text and author
possible – or what challenges them as units – in the first place.
Writing is one form of cohering heterogeneity. My point of departure is inspired by Callon’s
(2002) piece on writing devices as tools for managing complexity and simplification in two different companies. Complexity and simplification are terms that make sense in the context of management. On the one hand, companies rely on networks of and exchanges between different people
and resources in order to retain a competitive advantage. On the other, companies need to be able
to control and thus simplify these networks in order to work and grow effectively. The company’s
employees are constantly writing to overcome the tension between these two poles, connecting
complexity to action. In the process they objectify their work relations and write themselves into a
narrative that is constructed in and by writing tools. While Callon’s terms – complexity and simplification – differ from the ones that I use — heterogeneity and coherence — the attempt to bring
them together and overcome their tension through writing resonates with my case. In what follows,
I will specify the writing spectrum through an investigation of writing’s work of cohering across
three realms: writing infrastructures, writing format and authorship. In these realms, writing as a
process of cohering does not culminate into a single outcome. Instead, in each realm and each time,
different tensions persist and the heterogeneity remains present in the resulting text.

WRITING INFRASTRUCTURE
Writing requires writing tools. I did my writing in Afghanistan on a laptop I had brought from
home. It was an old Macbook, one that wouldn’t work without being plugged into the electricity
network because the battery had stopped working. I considered buying a new laptop before going
to Afghanistan, but didn’t want to risk losing it to dust, dirt or bombs. This was a mistake as I very
soon found out that Afghan workdays are constantly interrupted by power cuts and Internet disconnects. Sometimes the power cut was local; at other times rain, snow or human error had struck a
regional power station or TV Hill — a mountain in Kabul with many transmission towers.
After a power cut it was always unclear whether and where I had lost text in the document, as
my old computer would not backup automatically. I thought these problems were at least compensated by the fact that I had updated Microsoft Word to its latest version before I left. This too was a
mistake. I was the only one in the office with this newest version and this was by no means an advan-
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tage. While our collective document moved back and forth between versions and through email
inboxes and on to flash drives, lots of odd changes occurred: sometimes the formatting would
get messy with indents in the text, numbers were initiating lists that weren’t there, margins disappeared, the text was invisible or images got lost. It wasn’t clear whether these maddening mess
ups were because of my divergent Word version, whether there was an inbuilt software incompatibility between the Word versions for my Mac and those for the PCs that all my colleagues
used, whether it was a hardware issue of communication between Macs and PCs, or whether it
was the result of the many viruses that inhabited the PCs of my colleagues and the flash drives
that traveled freely between them.
No one really investigated this, despite the many hours lost to problems of this nature. I could
have switched to a PC laptop provided by the office but the advantages of having the same Word
version as my colleagues would have been outbalanced by the fact that this PC would be much
more vulnerable to viruses and it would work much more slowly for me. My dictionaries, my documents and my body memory all worked so much better, faster and more enjoyably on my own old
Mac than on a different laptop. It enabled a much better workflow for me.
Workflow was what all of us involved in the writing of the report wanted, but it was constantly
shattered by a host of interruptions. Our collective document would advance and recede like tidal
movements depending on the connections made and unmade by the material infrastructures that
constituted the lifeline of our office. I would write a section on healthcare achievements, and a
minute later a power cut would take away my paragraph on the increased numbers of Basic Health
Centers and Community Health Workers. My colleague would have added text about government
control in the districts, and a minute later, incompatibilities between software, hardware or viruses
would have eaten up parts in the calibrations, jumbling the table’s spacing, text and indicators. Often it was too much trouble to find out how exactly the text had changed. I would have forgotten
about changes in punctuation, vocabulary, or the order of the text, and instead pick up again where
the big recognizable chunks of text had gone missing.
Our deadline with the Dutch commissioners was at the end of summer 2010. Although work
would be most productive when everyone was in the office, many of us were often absent. As the
deadline approached, my supervisor was visiting family far away and our third co-author had gone
back home to yet another part of the world. Time differences and “rest and recreation schedules”
influenced our workflow and resulted in intricate schedules that sought to maximize our daily
input despite geographic distances. In Kabul I would wake up to a newly drafted section from my
supervisor that I would quickly revise before sending it to the third co-author, so he could contribute and send it to our supervisor again.
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A similar calibration had to be worked out between our colleagues in Afghanistan. There was a virus
going around, making many of us quite sick. Moreover, as Ramadan had started in mid-August, the
work schedule was cut in half and the pace slowed down substantially. Without coffee, tea, cigarettes, water and food in the day, many were unable to concentrate well beyond the morning hours.
Furthermore, security was an ever present concern and determined who was working from where.
Rumors of suicide bombers in the area of our office and home kept the neighborhood on lockdown
for a few days in August. Getting words on the page was a fickle undertaking of connecting people
and things in (virtual) space and time.
Language was another connection problem. Many of my Afghan colleagues didn’t speak or
write English fluently. Most of the internationals, including myself, didn’t speak Pashtu or Dari,
the Afghan languages most relevant to our evaluation project. Additionally, many internationals,
including myself, were not native speakers of English. These differences in language fluencies
impeded writing in several ways. As internationals weren’t allowed or able to go to the places in
Uruzgan that most interested the Dutch donor, we employed local Uruzganis to conduct surveys
in these regions. The responses to these surveys went through several chains of translation. Internationals often had a sense that these Chinese whispers transformed the answers into ineffective,
staccato information without any flavor for the specificities of the conversation, or good sense of
what useful data looked like.
I also had trouble producing good text. I wrote a section about governance and rule of law
in our report and had it corrected by a colleague, an intern with our organization who had just
finished his undergraduate degree in International Affairs at a top university in the USA. He
checked my piece for spelling, syntactic or grammatical errors but also brought to light my own
illiteracy in the evaluation and development lingo. My young colleague, in turn, was quick and
fluent, and therefore ended up writing large portions of our reports in spite of his sparse experience in Afghanistan and in evaluation work.
Electricity, software, hardware, Internet, security protocols, physical presence and absence,
language or lingo deficiencies constantly interfered with getting our words on the page. In studies
of infrastructure it is oftentimes stated that infrastructures are successful when they are invisible in the background or ready at hand for people to use (Star, 1999; Star and Ruhleder, 1996;
Bowker et al., 2010; Graham and Thrift, 2007). Infrastructure is often understood as a kind of
second nature built on top of first nature that enables people to engage socially (Bowker, 1995).
In Afghanistan, however, infrastructure is anything but invisible or a background presence. Wires
and sockets stick out rather than being carefully hidden away; streets are collections of potholes;
electricity cuts out all the time; computer viruses hamper transmissions and people are often lost
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in translation. That people and things were cut off from one another impeding the flow of words
onto a page was not an exception, it was the rule.
Why did everything not fall apart? One international colleague would often roll his eyes and say
“TIA: This Is Afghanistan”. He said this whenever anything, literally or figuratively, broke down.
And it caught on amongst many of the internationals. It expressed annoyance and powerlessness,
but also submission to chaos. It was accompanied by a shrug of the shoulders. It allowed for a breath
after which the ambiguous investment in the job, the place, the friends, the colleagues, and the future would resume. TIA was an approach reserved for internationals, however. Another colleague,
Afghan this time, would never say something like this. In fact TIA more likely sounded offensive to
him as well as to other Afghans. My Afghan colleague’s convictions were more general in terms of
time and space: “We live to solve problems”. I’ll call it WLTSP.
Maintenance and repair studies have made the helpful distinction that infrastructures might
go unnoticed by many while being the object of attention and intervention for the mostly invisible
expert workers involved in keeping infrastructures afloat (Denis and Pontille, 2013; Bowker et al.,
2010). This does not apply to our office. Within our organization we were all supposed to fix things.
My contract stipulated that “capacity building” was a job responsibility. This capacity building demanded that internationals train their Afghan colleagues in being better evaluators, which in turn
implied a host of things including becoming better bureaucrats, administrators, and researchers. As
a result, writing reports involved capacity building which included waging a war against computer
viruses, raising awareness of what such viruses might do, and making sure that people were using
compatible software programs. This surge in standardization and office health was complicated by
a lack of money, adequate technology, a uniform, office-wide policy, and an ongoing practice of
downloading music and porn, introducing new viruses. We may say that just as the concern for the
sex life of the individual and the security of the population are joined in biopolitics, so are the virtual
sex life and the security of the office joined in a sort of virtual biopolitics, or a concern not with the
lifeline of society, but with the lifeline of the office, namely its infrastructure.
Maintenance and repair in Afghanistan were done in different ways. For my Afghan colleagues,
the potholes, delays and nuisances were a part of life. They wouldn’t give attention to them. Daily
maintenance and repair happened more or less automatically and mindlessly, making my Afghan
colleagues the perfect candidates for the invisible workers usually brought to the fore in maintenance and repair studies. The internationals, however, were nothing but invisible. For my international colleagues and me, these interferences were not parts of life but of work. The assumed
imperfections in Afghanistan that the development ethos trained us to attend to were considered
hardships. And so, those that would roll their eyes and say TIA were allowed a break once every
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two months. If it wasn’t through a special arrangement to spend time with partners outside of Afghanistan, internationals were allowed to go on R&R (“rest and recreation”) every so often in Delhi
or Bali or somewhere else exotic to recover from the taxing conditions in Afghanistan. Afghans
weren’t given the hardship bonuses internationals received and often only earned half, at best, of
the money earned by an international intern or junior.
The continuous presence of breakdown produced new vulnerabilities, at the heart of which
was the tension between two approaches: “This is Afghanistan” and “We live to solve problems”,
both of which understood cause and effect, continuity and interruption, and responsibility differently. As Jensen and Winthereik (2013) have noted in their own work on similar monitoring and
evaluation infrastructures, the socialities that the infrastructures and their breakdown engendered
became infrastructures themselves, enabling new connection across space and time. However, possibilities for connection were not distributed equally. Whereas TIA designated the internationals
as experts of maintenance and repair, assuming clear distinctions between “us” and “them,” means
and ends, and normal and exceptional, “WLTSP” turned infrastructure not into a tool, but into an
ethos of connecting and fixing blurred boundaries between normal and exceptional, and means and
ends. However, means and ends shifted: whereas the ideology of capacity building would direct development efforts to infrastructures themselves, in daily practice it became the social organization
around it that needed most attention and care. These attentions were themselves also unequally
distributed with WLTSP stoically tinkering along, and TIA distributing efforts, remuneration and
compensation according to particular designations of expertise and responsibility. Writing as a process, therefore, did not mean the same thing for everyone involved and neither did the aims, the
message, or the actors of writing.

FORMAT
My office is full of paperwork. There are old drafts of the report, reports written by other organizations such as one on informal justice in Uruzgan, a few assessments of development projects
published by Afghan NGOs, and a copy of the previous Three Years After (MR, 2009). And there
is other paperwork like the big maps of the area rolled up behind my desk, on the floor or on the
wall, the minutes of our team meetings, timelines with deadlines and work planning, printed emails,
Post-its with reminders of things to check or do, my notebook with the notes of the interviews that
I conducted, questionnaires which are in the process of developing or are in the process of analysis;
business cards, flight schedules, reimbursement forms and visa paperwork.
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My computer offers a virtual expansion of these piles of paper that litter the office. There are
reports I downloaded from the internet, such as the UNDP report on the Millennium Goals, the
UNODC’s 2010 Afghanistan Opium Survey, and a draft report on Uruzgan that my supervisor was
writing for a think tank; there are some reports by the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit
written by a Dutch policy analyst, and a report by the Asia Foundation. My computer also stores
large Excel workbooks with Uruzgan health and education data and logbooks of interviews. And
my computer also provides access to the world beyond Kabul. I communicate with my home front,
with colleagues in the office; I check the news and find, receive and send new document drafts, work
schedules, and proposals for meetings.
Writing the Four Years After demands that different texts become incorporated into one document with its own typesetting and composition. While processing these texts, the body of texts and
words swells, emails are written, reports are downloaded, notes are handed over and work schedules are designed. All texts are moved to different piles on the shelves next to my desk, into the
garbage can, onto another person’s desk, into the trash in my email box and into a file in my folder
until eventually one day they are incorporated or excluded from the report.
What did this processing of text look like? My supervisor gave me the Three Years After
report, as it was a good example of the format of the reports that our organization wrote. The
idea was that I would replace the text with updated information. This entailed rewriting most,
but not everything: the tribal and historical background sections didn’t need revisions, as history doesn’t change in evaluation logic.
The content of the other sections, roughly divided in “socio-economic developments”, “reconstruction activities”, “security”, “government” and “international actors” had all changed over
the past year. My co-authors and I divided the tasks. The style of these sections varied quite a bit.
Certain sections, especially the security one, were written in a political analysis style. I may have
had no experience in any evaluation writing, but this style was even more unfamiliar. I had read a
few evaluation reports and interviewed a few “pro-government actors” during my 5-day field trip to
Uruzgan. However, this didn’t make me feel prepared to write sentences like:
Recent information suggests that the Taliban has changed their operation strategy over
the last three months and stepped up their activities in terms of random attacks, anti-government and IMF [international military forces] propaganda (e.g., sermons at mosques)
and intimidation (e.g., night letters), predominantly in areas under the control of the government and/or IMF, such as Tirin Kot, Deh Rawud, and Chora.
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Or:
There are several tribal rifts running through the Taliban (either along the lines of tribal confederations, sub-tribes, or between foreign and local Taliban) resulting in tensions
and/or internal fighting.
I did not feel I had sufficient information to make these kinds of claims about the province and the
Uruzganis. My two co-authors wrote the substance of those sections. I took up the socio-economic
developments section. With the quantitative data our team had collected and analyzed, I could
show in numbers certain changes compared to the years before and I could then take quotes from
my interviews to qualify these changes. It was much easier for me to write sentences such as:
Despite the increase in health care facilities, the number of health care staff has changed
from 89 to 124, but the percentage of female workers has stayed the same at about 19%.
With 56 doctors and nurses in total there is one qualified health care professional per
10,000 people in Uruzgan (The OECD average is 3.2 per 1,000).
Or:
For a province where hardly any healthcare was available four years ago, the additional
clinics, staff, resources, and capacity building clearly mark an improvement. Yet, for many
provincial residents, specifically those outside the Dutch focus districts, there are still serious capacity limitations. The expectations of health care are usually higher than other
public services. There are complaints about unqualified or absent staff or unavailable medication in the health posts and clinics.
My co-authors and I wrote chunks of text and then sent it around for review and comments. My supervisor sent back my piece on socio-economic reconstruction but she hadn’t changed much in the
text. However, whereas I tried to be careful with the choice of words and was very specific with regards
to who said what, terms I had found vague or general like “key-actors”, “pro-government” and “local
perception” were written back in. Moreover, whereas I had tried to logically connect each paragraph
to the one before and after building up to a message — as I had learned during my anthropological
training — she had shortened my sentences and made each paragraph part of a bullet pointed list.
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At the end of the section my supervisor had just revised, she inserted a piece on the position of
women in Uruzgan. Now it was my turn to revise her work like she had revised mine. The piece
was lengthy and copy-pasted from a report she had been writing for another Dutch think tank. The
text raised a few questions for me. First, I didn’t think it was very well composed. My supervisor
shrugged and more or less suggested it should stay the way it was. I saw no development in the story
and there was no point to it, both on the level of the text as a whole, and on the level of paragraphs
and sentences. To me, the text seemed like the train of thought of someone who knew a lot and
couldn’t make up her mind about what was relevant.
My second issue had to do with the place the text occupied in the document as a whole. My
supervisor had given the piece its own header in the socio-economic development section while
I wondered whether it shouldn’t instead be added on to the different subsections, including government, security, agro-economic development, education and health. Wouldn’t the separation
reinforce women as a special category, one that required special attention curiously located under
“socio-economic”, whereas a more integrated approach could tone down the extra-ordinary status the international intervention granted to Afghan women? Later in the writing process I asked
the same question with regards to the separated sections of security, governance and international
actors. These issues seemed to influence one another so profoundly that I wondered whether we
should integrate them or at least spell out their connections. It turned out, however, that this was
not what evaluation writing in this context is about: it was less about connecting information and
more about collecting information. Moving text around would change nothing about the meaning
that we were to distill from the report. Whereas the order of things in other contexts builds up to a
particular analysis, here the format signaled the message.
Let me explain this a bit more. The report suggests where writing is, namely between its covers.
Yet, in practice and according to a similar logic of inscription described by Latour and Woolgar in
their study of laboratory life (1986), writing happens well beyond the paper copy: writing includes
a lot of extra-textual text that requires much work to make it intertextual. These additional reports,
interview transcriptions, quantified data, comments in the margin, track changes, emails, offhand
statements, notes, and minutes of meetings are not to be discarded. We deal with this ‘information’
by working through them as we check things off to-do-lists. All the comments need to be addressed
and their suggestions about composition, adding information, or changing the typesetting all have
to be attended to. This information does not create a new form, as one would etymologically expect. This format of bullet-points, of keywords, tables, lists of content (with the usual suspects like
“security”, “government”, “tribal background”, and “reconstruction”) collects information in a list.
As Riles, Strathern and Green have noted about texts in the realm of policy and international de-
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velopment, this logic of collection does not follow an argumentative structure and follows different
rules about what counts as knowledge compared to texts in social sciences (Riles, 2000; Strathern,
2006; Green, 2009). In anthropology, the string of words, sentences, paragraphs and sections rules
incorporates information and metabolizes it with a minimal black and white aesthetic of words on
a page. In the evaluation report, the aesthetic is grand and overwhelming, overruling the words,
sentences and paragraphs in some sense by signaling a new instance of an evaluation message.
The format also makes single and multiple. This capacity to both create unity and coherence of
the evaluation message while simultaneously being the plurality and heterogeneity of its elements
reminds me of Dugdale’s argument about how the negotiation of a healthcare leaflet settles in an
oscillatory outcome between the singularity and the multiplicity of the object (1999). This section
adds to her argument that this oscillatory outcome is crucially made possible by the format, by the
aesthetic of collection, from the list that can only be singular if it is multiple at the same time.

AUTHORSHIP
Lots of people contribute to the text, as the previous sections evidenced. My co-authors and I distributed the writing and revising of most of the text amongst the three of us. We read through each
other’s work, commented on it, changed words, deleted sentences, added paragraphs, and re-ordered layouts. We were assisted by our colleagues in the GIS department, by other regional teams,
by our field office in Uruzgan, by surveyors in the field, and by other knowledgeable contacts or
friends who helped us fill in gaps in the report. Questions about the text put chains of communication in motion, thereby producing information in emails or in telephone notes. We co-authors felt
our way through the material that came from our field office and fit it into the report.
Reading, writing, commenting, revising, negotiating, sorting, weighing, deleting and ordering
are all activities that are part of writing. As such, if we ask who the author of this report is, the answer could refer to many people. And not just to people: phones, computers and software also
contribute to the coming into being of this report. In the logic of evaluation writing, however,
being a contributor to the report doesn’t mean one is an author. On the title page only the name
of our organization appears. The correspondence between the evaluation organization and its
commissioner, the Dutch embassy, will be insightful with regard to how the authorship took
shape in the evaluation report.
Once the draft was finished and signed off by our directors, we sent it to the Dutch embassy.
Embassy and military personnel read through it and returned it to us with lots of comments in the
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margins. In an accompanying message, our embassy contact person explained that they found the
report too sweeping at times. He referred to statements about the level of violence and stability over
the past four years. In his view, our organization would have never come to statements that questioned a steady development towards stability if we had also spoken to people that “really know”
the region well. The embassy also found our material too anecdotal sometimes, and wondered what
sense it made to quote individuals if their opinions did not reflect those of the general public. Their
contact person said that he didn’t want to put words in our mouth, but he did want to urge us to
make sound and factually correct assessments as this is what he expected of an organization like ours.
One could have taken the Dutch comments as simply pointing to the difficulty of representing
a place like Uruzgan where it is not easy to establish what is anecdote and what a general trend is.
My supervisor was unhappy about the comments of the Dutch for another reason, however. She
did not feel that our research ethics and protocols were taken seriously. Our organization had
registered all sorts of opinions including critical ones and had wanted to represent them in the
report, like a “true” evaluation organization was supposed to do. What we were asked to do now,
she gathered, was to censor the report, give up our independence and write a positive, if biased,
account of the Dutch efforts in Uruzgan.
The shift that was slyly made in this correspondence was one which equated anecdotalism and
facts with bias and independence respectively. This shift moved the emphasis from an epistemological concern with representation (whether or not something was true) to a moral concern with the
representer (whether or not s/he had come to her representations in a proper fashion). This shift
had an effect on the text and on the type of author it made present.
First, the changes in the text. In response to the Dutch comments, we made a few amendments in the text. Sections in the introduction that had thrown off the donor because they were
too ambiguous were framed differently. In the introduction of the first draft, we had spoken of
“the uncertain future of Uruzgan after Dutch departure”, of “a security vacuum that the Taliban
has been readily exploiting”, and that “the steady trend of improvement in Uruzgan may no longer be as smooth as anticipated”. In the new introduction, the Dutch were much more present as
actors and in control, applying a well thought out intervention plan in the province that consisted
of many well-received positive effects while anticipating inevitable, negative effects. This was not
false or true; it was just a different way of framing the intervention and a narrative that inspired a
different understanding of the Dutch mission. And so we worked our way through the Dutch comments in such a way that the new text both did justice to the assessment of our organization and to
that of the Dutch (cf Bourgoin and Muniesa, 2016, for a similar negotiation of the representation,
this time of a slideshow, as faithful to the ‘reality of the situation’). But our new document hadn’t
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only changed the Dutch actors; it had changed the composition of the author as well.
Scientific authors tend to remove themselves from their texts so as to make their work less particular and evade epistemological responsibility (Bazerman, 1988). In contrast, our organization
built a significant presence in the report. This presence was, firstly, in the “authorial judgments”.
If there was ever a knowing agent in the report, it would be the organization by name. “MR” took
credit for the photos in the report; and on occasion MR “spoke to”, “shared the critique”, “currently
had knowledge of”, “acknowledged”, “was unable to verify”, or “estimated”.
The author MR here emerged as a collective committed to basing information on the right
sources and communicating the differences of opinion if there were any. Founding information
on the right sources almost took a literal turn in the body of footnotes appearing at the bottom of
the report’s pages. The final draft had twice as many footnotes as the previous one that the Dutch
commented on. Many of the footnotes that were added made reference to other sources of information, oftentimes established analysts or NGOs. These references were mobilized as witnesses to
the claims made in the text. The second type of footnote was an opportunity to display the organization’s solid grounding in and knowledge of the field. There were many footnotes elaborating
on the intricate tribal structures explaining which tribe formally or informally allied or feuded with
which other. A third type of footnote detailed the latest developments in alliances or rumors. These
made clear that our organization wasn’t just writing down claims, but was well aware of the debates
in which these claims were situated.
The authorship of this report was composed in a manner similar to what Galison (2003) describes for the scientific multi-authorship projects that he studied. He writes about instances of
assigning authorship in specific projects where many authors are involved and frames this as two
contrary forces trying to reach equilibrium. On the one hand, there is the heterogeneous input
from many different types of writers. On the other hand, there is a necessity for epistemological
coherence and unity. Here the tension is similar. There were writers, signatories, reviewers, readers,
and editors, all with different skills and knowledge that were needed for the writing of this report.
These different contributors needed to be managed in such a way that the unity of the text was not
put at risk. In contrast to Galison’s argument, this unity was less an issue of content than it was of
the moral standing of the authoring organization: the emphasis was not on the object of the representation but on the subject — the evaluation organization and its independence in the registration
of Uruzgan’s affairs (cf. Green, 2009 who argues that international development expert knowledge
is less about the content of the knowledge than about the social process through which the text is
produced). For this independent author to be plausible, authoring contributions had to be highlighted or deleted: writers, revisers or authorizers had to be incorporated into the unitary voice of
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the organization; witnesses had to be called upon in the form of other analysts or organizations; and
evidence had to be displayed regarding the organization’s vast collection of knowledge (cf. Biagioli,
2006 for the ways in which authors of novels are ‘composed.’).
The unity of the organizational author was, moreover, reinforced by certain iconic and linguistic means (Fraenkel, 1997). Firstly, the organization’s logo depicts three figures holding hands in
a circle, with the name of the organization featuring as another party to the circle. This symbolic
expression of unity is iconically stamped onto each page of the report and is even magnified on
the back of the cover. Secondly, there are two sections where the organization explicitly states its
upright authorship. In the “About” section, in the first sentence the organization already claims to
be “an independent Afghan non-governmental organization” after which follow its mission, commitments, areas of expertise and, importantly, a list of many commissioners and donors, among
whom is the embassy of The Netherlands who commissioned this current report. In the “Acknowledgments”, the organization again explicitly emphasizes “its commitment to independent and impartial research”. It further makes clear that “findings in this report are the sole opinion of [MR] and
do not necessarily reflect the views and position of the Dutch government”.
As we have seen in this section, authoring the report does not follow the logic of contribution.
The diversity of the contributors instead needs to be reconciled into the unity of a singular voice
to express the full morality of the author. This transformation into a responsible, independent, detached author happened through all sorts of verbal authorial judgments and iconic and linguistic
interventions. Yet, the explicit stamp on each page — the explicit statements that the research organization represents — only its own visions or the authorial judgments formally unified the figure
of the author. However, these explicit markers may fail to convince all those who read the report
and rather raise the question which compromises – for instance from those who commissioned the
report – they might hide.

COHERENCE AND HETEROGENEITY
This article has followed three cohering processes involved in the making of an evaluation report.
Rather than taking the Four Years After report as an object to be scrutinized for its success and
failure to represent circumstances brought on as a result of the Dutch intervention in the province,
the focus has been on different aspects of the writing through which the report has come into being. Attending to writing infrastructures, formats and authorship offer different ways of thinking
about writing as a process of transforming heterogeneous elements into a coherence of sorts (cf
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Mol (2016) who asks how to think about coexistence and coherence through the case study of the
dessert clafoutis, itself incorporating different worlds and techniques).
First, in writing infrastructures, dealing with frequent breakdown doesn’t produce or rely on
one coherent, integrated workflow. “This Is Afghanistan” (TIA) and “We Live To Solve Problems” (WLTSP) reflect different understandings about who is to be responsible, rewarded or
compensated in the process of getting words on the page in the midst of recurrent breakdown.
International staff are compensated for the hardships that working in Afghanistan are understood
to involve, while Afghan staff are expected to be used to living with these hardships. While TIA
draws boundaries around who is to be responsible and compensated as well as what is continuity
and change and cause and effect, WLTSP instead does not refer back to coherence of standards
and the world of under/development and in/security that these conjure up. Instead, it practically
works towards solving things and getting things done, not referring back to an order of how things
are but aiming for how things could be. As such, these typologies resonate with what Chunglin
Kwa (2002) has termed romantic and baroque complexities. Romantic complexities come together in stable, structural metaphors that reality provides instances of (TIA). Baroque complexities, on the other hand, do not assume stable patterns of connection (WLTSP). Instead, people
and things are in turbulence, doing and undoing patterns situationally rather than according to
abstract criteria (Kwa, 2002, p. 46). As a result, writing does not mean the same for everyone
involved, neither as a process nor as a final representation of concepts such as goals, means, or
responsibility that are written into the report.
The writing format offers a second thought on coherence, bearing resemblance to the romantic and baroque distinction. In order for heterogeneities to become coherent, they do not have to
change form (Strathern, 2006). Whereas academic work follows the premise that knowledge is
developed and unfolds through words building up to sentences, to paragraphs and to sections, this
is not the logic of the evaluation report. Instead of an aesthetic of black and white which presents
a general abstraction of a stable reality out there, evaluation writing coheres through coexistence
and juxtaposition in a logic of collection. The unity of the collection is itself the multiplicity of its
elements. The format of bullet points, white lines, bolded keywords, tables and diagrams places
information together that is not otherwise obviously connected. This relation between form and
information suggests that form may be the content, that the collection may be the analysis, and that
information is the end and means of evaluation writing.
Lastly, coherence can be a fleeting matter as the composition of authorship in the evaluation
report suggests. This composition is in tension with those that contributed and the unity of a single,
authoritative, independent, detached voice. The unity of the voice does not necessarily succeed in
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relieving the tensions at the center of its composition. The stamp of coherence on each page, the
explicit statements of independence in the report, and the authorial judgments everywhere in the
text do not seem to be able to cover up the multiplicity of its origins and the material and literary
practices through which it has come together. Their insistence may rather raise the suspicion that
different voices speak here and that compromises – notably from the Dutch commissioners – have
been crafted in the process of writing. In the subsequent travels of the report — most notably its
presentation in The Netherlands later in 2010 — there were indeed questions about the independence of the author referring back to those explicit statements in the report. The editing, reviewing, revising, deleting, copying, signing and authorizing haven’t produced a unit in which all the
elements hang together felicitously. It is not a total chaos — an authorship that fails to persuade
completely. Yet, the report cannot rid itself of a suggestion of compromise and this compromise is
here the opposite of harmony.
This article has shown that the process of report writing is distributed over different actors and
objects and “oscillates” between standards and complexities, coherence and heterogeneity. Writing
is a way of connecting and collecting, of drawing the world into an encounter with writing tools. As
such, the writing is not just about Afghanistan; it is also in Afghanistan. The report itself is the artifact in which these writing tools seem to hold together as a unit. Not necessarily for long, however.
Infrastructural issues, narrative form and content, and the authority of the author are intended to
make the report transportable — make it circulate and connect to different worlds. Yet, these circulations and connections may jeopardize the stability and unity of the report. Rather than reading
the evaluation report for its representational successes and failures, this article advocates for the
reading of a report as an event, as a physical moment of social-material interactions. Writing is thus
analyzed as a swaying between processual activity of collecting heterogeneous elements on the one
hand, and crafting a more or less coherent description of the influence of the Dutch intervention on
security and development in Uruzgan, on the other. In this way we do not learn what a report is, not
what a report does, but how the report (continuously) comes to be in tension between coherence
and heterogeneous writing practices.
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MEETING WITH SUCCESS AND
FAILURE: PRESENTING AFGHANISTAN
IN THE NETHERLANDS

Abstract
This paper is about a series of meetings organized around the presentation of the evaluation report,
discussed in the previous article, in 2010. I describe four meetings — a press conference, a meeting about ongoing development, a lobby meeting, and a round table discussion — to specify the
different ways in which meetings bring certain versions of developmental success and failure into
being. The ethnography intends to expand Mosse’s claim that success and failure are conceptual
achievements oriented towards maintaining policy coherence rather than practical achievements
in the realm of development operations. While it may indeed be the case that the realms of development policy and development operations work according to distinct logics, to argue that success is
a conceptual achievement is to underestimate the amount of practical work that goes into the conceptual and the other way around. I will use the meeting as an analytical lens to show how success
and failure are done in ways that are simultaneously conceptual and practical, according to logics of
accountability, exploration and political lobby.

Keywords: meetings, evaluation, success, failure, conceptual, practical, Afghanistan
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INTRODUCTION
SOMETIME IN THE FALL OF 2010 THE DAY STARTED AT 8:30 AM IN THE LOBBY
of a hotel in The Hague in The Netherlands. Those gathered there were three staff members
from the Afghanistan Peacebuilding and Stabilization Unit of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Naqeeb and Ajmal who were the directors of Mediating Research (MR), an Afghan research organization, and me, their assistant. Over coffee and croissants the staff members walked
Naqeeb, Ajmal and me through the three-day program of meetings and presentations they had
put together around the release of the report the Afghan research organization had written. This
report had evaluated the four-year Dutch military and developmental presence in the southern
Afghan province of Uruzgan and it was commissioned by the Dutch embassy in Kabul. As the
organization’s Dutch intern, I had contributed to the research and writing of the report and I was
asked to be present during the meetings as Naqeeb and Ajmal’s assistant.
This article is about the series of meetings that were organized around the presentation of this
evaluation report in the fall of 2010. I describe four meetings to analyze the different ways in which
meetings bring certain versions of developmental success and failure into being. The ethnography
intends to expand Mosse’s claim (2004, 2005) that developmental success and failure are conceptual achievements oriented towards maintaining coherence with development policy rather than
practical achievements in the realm of development operations. Mosse’s argument goes against the
established idea that policy defines the goals of development operations and that the field transforms this policy into reality while this transformation is subsequently measured and translated into
a statement of developmental success or failure. Instead, Mosse understands development policy
and development operations to be two realms that work according to different logics. What makes
for good policy, he contends, doesn’t make for good field operations. This is because success is
not an external state that is measured, but a social practice of interpretation which is done through
securing the support for a particular framing of the project. As soon as this support withers away,
the interpretation fades and the development project loses reality and fails. This failure, it should
be repeated, is a conceptual and interpretative matter, situated in the realm of policy: it may well
be the case that the project has had positive effects on the ground. In order to keep projects afloat
rather than see them end, countering potential interpretive statements of failure requires conceptual, interpretive work. It is in the context of this conceptual work that evaluation studies have a role
(Mosse, 2005).
It is Mosse’s distinction between the conceptual and the practical that I want to challenge in
this article. While I support his claim that the realm of policy and the realm of development opera-
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tions work according to different logics, to describe this distinction as one between the conceptual
and the practical doesn’t do justice to just how practical the conceptual is — and vice versa. In other
words, logics are practiced, and the way we “frame” development in policy terms needs “doing”
as well. While Mosse is interested in developmental success and failure as done in institutional
practice — and he indeed briefly refers to the interpretive work of brokers and translators — we
don’t read about the particular doing of this work. Without learning how exactly translations work
in practice, the effect of Mosse’s style of arguing is that development success appears to be a conceptual achievement only, rendered as the process of attaching interests to an interpretive model in
order to safeguard policy’s coherence.
Brown, Reed and Yarrow (forthcoming) provide a useful way to think practically about bureaucratic knowledge production and in particular about meetings. We are used to thinking of
meetings as exemplifications of broader issues or we disregard them in favor of the textual agendas
or minutes that go along with them. However, these authors argue instead that meetings can be
examined as ethnographic objects; they are crucial events where bureaucratic knowledge is made
and the authors have started a glossary of ways in which this is practically done. I will use their shift
from meeting as setting to meeting as analytical lens onto the making of bureaucratic knowledge.
This will help me to argue that doing success and failure is simultaneously conceptual and practical.
Attention to the interaction between the way success and failure are framed and done will show
that development evaluations do not exist outside of the practices in which they come to matter.
It is in specific events that they emerge. Attending to the specificities of meetings helps to think
about success and failure not as organized around the opposition between policy and field, or the
conceptual and the practical, but around various distinct logics — here accountability, exploration
and persuasion — that “do framing” and “frame doing” all the way down.
Before moving on to the discussion of the meetings, a little more background: Naqeeb and
Ajmal arrived to a somewhat tense situation in The Netherlands. The Dutch mission in Uruzgan
had been a contentious topic ever since it was first brought up in 2005. When NATO asked The
Netherlands to contribute to its mission, Dutch politics received its request with reservations, most
of all the PvdA (the “labor party”: the Dutch social democrats party). Beginning in 2006, the PvdA,
however, changed its tone and supported the government’s decision to send a Dutch mission. After
a reconnaissance mission in the beginning of 2006 — supported by intelligence from the same
Afghan research organization that would end up evaluating the mission four years later — 1400
Dutch troops were stationed in Uruzgan. The Dutch style of intervention integrated development,
diplomacy and military approaches, initially stabilizing a small core from which in time stability
and security were supposed to spread like an inkblot. This style was unusual compared to other

60

MEETING WITH SUCCESS AND FAILURE
missions, but when it started to yield favorable results towards 2008, it gained much international
acclaim with even president Obama heralding the Dutch approach as a blueprint for future international missions (Wall Street Journal, 2009). Two years later, the Dutch government had to decide
about an extension of the mission. The PvdA wanted to end it in 2010, as it believed its constituency didn’t support an extension and the party depended on their votes in the upcoming elections.
In a long and dramatic meeting in February 2010, the cabinet fell because the parties could not
come to an agreement about an extension of the Dutch mission in Uruzgan. New elections were
announced for June 2010. Uruzgan became a hot topic that no one wanted to burn their fingers on.
It was this politically charged situation that Naqeeb and Ajmal arrived to in the fall of 2010.

THE PRESS CONFERENCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY
The press conference was held next door to the Parliament in The Hague. Naqeeb’s presentation
had required a lot of preparation. I had been in The Netherlands at the time but had assisted with
similar presentations in other evaluation projects before. The effects on the audience, the accuracy of the representation and the format of the press conference had been carefully balanced.
The evaluation had already been calibrated between the Dutch embassy and our organization
during the writing of the report. Sentences in the report about “the uncertain future of Uruzgan
after the Dutch departure”, or “a security vacuum that the Taliban has been readily exploiting”,
and “the steady trend of improvement in Uruzgan may no longer be as smooth as anticipated”
had been changed when the Dutch embassy had questioned their salience. The new storyline had
turned the Dutch into actors who were more in control and aware of the Uruzgan reality, who had
carefully thought through the intervention and, as a result, had achieved many good things and
anticipated the inevitable, negative effects.
The Dutch effects on Uruzgani governance were framed with similar care. There had been objections against the Dutch efforts to balance tribal power in the government of Uruzgan, inviting
weak tribes to the table to create a dialogue. Critics considered these efforts artificial and not sustainable. In line with the report the presentation had a different tone: “despite a concerted effort by the
Dutch, Australian and American governments, 4 years is not enough to train a civil servant culture in
Uruzgan”. In the latter statement, the Dutch were not to blame for the lack of success of their strategy.
Instead, change of governmental culture was thought to be a difficult task for development (“it just
takes time to develop a government structure”) or a problem inherent in the context of life in Uruzgan
where people were thought to be so behind in understanding how a government is supposed to work.
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My point is not to say that these statements were false or true. Bourgoin and Muniesa (2016) write
about the preparation of a consultancy slideshow and argue that the consultants did not follow a
singular signification of reality, but instead balanced different concerns with regards to the layout
of the presentation, the accuracy of it as a referential object and the effect of the presentation for
its audience. This preparation had been a similar process of taking into account the format of the
meeting, its aim, its audience and its subject. This process of balancing had yielded a particular
way of framing the intervention, the actors and the responsibilities which rendered certain readings
more and others less plausible.
The press conference had to convey the Dutch mission as a carefully controlled undertaking.
The organizers were acutely aware of this task and what was needed to coax the Dutch audience to
understand the mission in this light. As the head of the organizing team of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs put it years later in an interview (28 Nov. 2014):
We [policy makers] follow a sort of maakbaarheidsideaal, an ideal that people and societies could be molded into a desired shape. The mission in Uruzgan is supposed to yield a
beautiful doll that you want to put on display, but you do not show the playground with a
few nasty children that are trying to tear the doll apart.
In order to prevent the doll from being torn apart, the organizers briefed Naqeeb and Ajmal
and nervously asked them to skillfully negotiate questions from journalists or parliamentarians
regarding the independence of the report. Any appearance of bias or influencing by the Dutch
embassy had to be avoided.
The proof of the pudding was now in the eating. The meticulous preparation could not guarantee a felicitous reception by the audience of the presentation. It was, however, not a challenge to
our narrative, but a fatigue with the mission that affected its afterlife. To start with, only a fraction of
the registered journalists showed up. Prior to the press conference, we learned that two big Dutch
political issues had come to a head overnight. The first was a breakthrough in the government coalition formation that had been stuck for a while. Secondly, a high profile trial against the infamous
populist, anti-Islam politician Geert Wilders had taken a tumultuous turn. With most journalists
called away to report on the other, apparently more newsworthy incidents, the story of Dutch success was not going to travel very far.
From behind a long skirted table with water jugs, microphones and a projector, Naqeeb addressed the small crowd. He loosely referred to a PowerPoint of twenty slides in the background.
The first slide made three points: that the mission had contributed to security and development
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in Uruzgan; that the Dutch efforts had become considered a model of successful civil/military intervention; and that the future of the province would depend on the continuity of the efforts of
the successors of the Dutch. He continued with slides about socio-economic improvements and
achievements in the province. Naqeeb showed tables of healthcare and education and mentioned
examples of agro-economic and gender equality achievements. Then followed the more controversial topics of government and security: in four years’ time, government and security forces in
Uruzgan had grown a bit stronger, but there was still much left to be desired. Naqeeb ended with
recommendations that the Australians take over the command in the province. He emphasized the
achievements of the Dutch once more and substantiated them with maps of Dutch projects and
developments across the province.
After the conference there was only a short discussion. One journalist asked Naqeeb whether
the Dutch government had supervised the writing of the text. Naqeeb said that that wasn’t the case,
in accordance with the briefing instructions he had been given before the meeting. It was a strange
situation: everyone involved (i.e. the journalists, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and our evaluation organization) suspected or knew that the text of the report had been changed and presented a politically less problematic picture than a previous version and they all seemed to accept this. The head of
the organizing team said to me in an interview years later (28 Nov. 2014) that the press conference
had indeed been a ritual dance and that none of the journalists had cared enough about a different
version of the story to change or challenge the narrative.
The story of the Dutch in Uruzgan didn’t reach many people. The press conference did not
make it on TV and most written media didn’t report the evaluation results of the Afghan research
organization beyond copy-pasting the press statement onto their websites. The head organizer was
disappointed: “when you dress a doll so beautifully you want people to see it! And we really had
something to show for!” (28 Nov. 2014) But there was nothing to be done against the Uruzgan fatigue among politicians and journalists. Domestic politics and politicians had become more urgent.
The former Head of Development with the Dutch embassy who was also present at the press conference, shrugged. He said that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had done its best and that this is how
things go sometimes. With this he seemed to suggest that the press conference was more important
for passing the accountability test than for reaching a big audience.
And so, success and failure were framed within an accountability logic: the Dutch had carefully
and attentively endeavored to bring about change and had anticipated where change was unlikely.
The beautiful doll was there to prove that success and failure were both carefully planned and anticipated. However, what was intended to be a cogent meeting of accountability ended up fizzling
out in a bleak gathering of disinterest, manifesting not the opposite of success — a challenge of
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Dutch command of the situation in Uruzgan — but indifference with the Dutch efforts altogether.
As such, the fact that the meeting could stage the Dutch intervention as a success had as much to
do with a carefully crafted narrative as it had to do with a lack of people and incentive to challenge
this narrative. Without the lens of the meeting we might have relied on the conceptual framing of
success that speaks from the press statement, which was the condensed version of the PowerPoint
presentation. The lens of the meeting brings out a practical dimension. The meeting was sufficient
as an accountability tool, but unsuccessful at making a carefully spun narrative travel much beyond
its moment and location.

ONGOING DEVELOPMENT AND EXPLORATION
The organizers of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were sad that only few people had learned of the
successes of the mission through the press conference but relieved that the narrative of the Dutch
mission in Uruzgan had not been challenged politically or publicly. For the rest of the meetings in
the program they had other ambitions. The next meeting was with the director of an organization
that meant to improve the situation of Afghan children and was not at all prepared, scripted or public.
The organization was involved in Uruzgan and its director wanted to discuss the practicalities
of working in the province. At a small table in an empty office at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, coffee from the machine, he brought up a recent issue: the destruction of a school in Uruzgan funded
by the parents of a Dutch soldier who had died in Uruzgan. As a way to commemorate their son,
the parents had raised money for the construction of a school in his memory and donated it to the
Afghan Ministry of Education on the condition that it would be used to build a girls’ school even
though no girls’ schools were needed. Shortly thereafter, the school was blasted in an attack and the
building was destroyed. The director wanted to know why this had happened and how to negotiate
sensitivities better in the future after the school would have been rebuilt.
The director said he was aware of the fact that the insurgency understood efforts towards educational developments as unwanted international presence and influence, and that for that reason
the building of this school had been an invitation for trouble. Naqeeb and Ajmal didn’t know the
story of the school’s blast, but Naqeeb argued that if it had indeed been the Taliban who destroyed
the school, it would have been ordered by the Pakistani Secret Service since local Talibs would
never destroy their own environment. The question remained as to how else an international organization could engage in such a contentious topic like educational development? Should one be
upfront about one’s involvement, the way Médecins sans Frontières committed to openness and
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recognizability and therefore moved around in marked cars? Or should one be invisible and secretive
about the origin of developmental money and efforts? This last strategy was more or less the one
adopted by the Dutch government. The point of the Dutch development and security efforts was
to build the governmental structure in Uruzgan. By remaining invisible as the one who invested the
money while delegating the efforts in developmental and security projects to Afghan NGOs or governmental institutions, the latter would be credited with the success of the progress. And so, the Dutch
argued, credibility and trust in Afghan structures would improve.
The question this meeting explored was about the relation between intervention style — open
and collaborative or reticent and prescriptive — and the intervention’s effect. Ajmal argued that a good
approach to development would be to feel one’s way through the intricacies of local circumstances.
This approach would require the intervention to handle a few issues with care. For one, Uruzganis felt
that the Dutch promised a lot but did not deliver. They would prefer knowing what and how things
were being done in the province, and this in turn would benefit the Dutch reputation. Secondly, it
wasn’t surprising that the Dutch were trying to stay under the radar since the one who spends money
runs the risk of becoming a player in a conflict. The Dutch weren’t as well connected as the Afghan
organizations or NGOs and therefore it was more difficult for them to participate openly in Uruzgan
society. But lastly, Ajmal ended, even if the Dutch would strike the right balance with these issues, the
blast could of course have been unrelated to a contention about who built or funded the school. A
land or water conflict, or an issue concerning a teacher or student might very well have motivated the
attack, rather than Western meddling in Afghanistan through education.
In contrast to the press conference, this meeting did not revolve around a pre-established sense
of success or failure. This meeting was not about accounting, but about exploring, pondering and
learning about the situation and actors of Uruzgan. The goods and the bads of the intervention in
Uruzgan took shape in different ways within the exploration of the specific issue of how to do development work in the context of insurgency. The exploratory style of the meeting was mirrored in Ajmal’s
recommendations for a good approach to operations in the field: a good approach would feel its way
through the intricacies of local circumstances. The inquisitive openness of the meeting required other
things to be present and absent than in the press conference. Whereas in the press conference the
audience was necessary as witness and reporter, this meeting needed an interlocutor, in fact turned
presenter and audience into conversation partners who carefully listened and spoke. The meeting was
small for a reason. Too many people present would have jeopardized the free exchange of thoughts
for practical reasons as too many questions and personalities might have steered away from the topic
of conversation. The meeting did not end with a conclusion. It had collected a few scenarios and the
director would take these back to his office.
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THE LOBBY AND PERSUASION
After lunch Naqeeb, Ajmal and I met with the Director General in her office in the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. The DG only had twenty minutes to talk to us and wanted to know if we had any
recommendations for her for future action on the basis of the evaluation report. We told her that
now that our research organization had made an effort to give an impression of the situation in
Uruzgan, we needed her to communicate this to her constituencies and to make sure that internal,
domestic politics wouldn’t get in the way of sustained developmental interest and involvement in
Uruzgan. Our request came up when we talked about a specific program that was being developed
on informal justice. The goal of this program was to formalize the justice system of Uruzgan but not
through the transformation of local judges into versions of their Western colleagues, because that
seemed impossible. Instead, the justice system would initially build on local councils and judges
who ruled on the basis of the sharia out of which a formal system would be developed later on. Our
request to the DG was to explain this to parliament.
The DG smiled and sighed. This encouraged us to frame our request a bit more in moral
terms. This time we emphasized that bringing about change in Afghanistan was a collaborative
effort: we had gone through a lot of trouble — even putting ourselves at risk — to find out what
the situation was in Afghanistan; now it was up to her to risk something, too. She told us that she
understood why we proposed to pursue the formalization of the justice system like this. However
good she found our suggestions though, this topic put her in a difficult position. We were basically
asking her to try to persuade parliament to let go of the idea that only the implementation of a
Western style formalized justice system would be a mark of improvement. If this in itself wasn’t
already a stretch, to ask parliament to support an informal justice program that would work with
sharia judges was impossible in the current political climate. Lobbying for a collaboration with
sharia judges would require political courage and cleverness as it would antagonize aforementioned anti-Islam politician Geert Wilders cum suis who had a strong foothold in parliament and
public debate at that time. No one would risk his or her political career over support for this right
now. She sighed again. Twenty minutes later we left the office realizing that we had in fact reached
an agreement on what the problem was, but that sharia law was not accepted as a solution. We did
not expect much to follow from this meeting.
This lobby meeting was neither about accounting nor about learning. Instead, it brought two
different logics together — that of politics and development operation. Developmental success
and failure were defined in two ways. First, according to the temporalities and needs of the field
it made no sense to start training local judges to perform as their Dutch colleagues because there
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is no infrastructure in place locally that enables administering justice the way this happens in The
Netherlands. It would work much better to transform slowly towards a formal justice system while
building on the local, so-called informal justice system. The second concern defined success and
failure according to the temporalities and needs of politics: to collaborate with judges who rule on
the basis of the sharia is a political choice risking the connection to constituencies, election outcomes, and support for government in parliament. What was success for one — collaborating with
sharia judges to formalize the legal system — was failure for the other: for instance, collaborating
with sharia judges would antagonize Geert Wilders. Both had to compromise if the goal was to have
an operational justice system in Uruzgan.
The lobby was an attempt to persuade the DG of the value of our suggested course of action. In
some sense we failed. Walking out of the meeting it did not seem likely that parliamentary support
for the informal justice project would be asked for. The political climate was such that the DG did
not have much room for maneuver. Our meeting, however, was a lot more than a reasoned and
discursive exchange. Persuasion proceeded through silences, sighs and smiles (cf Beekers, 2015).
The DG transformed into our opponent while being a partner in understanding at the same time.
We invoked a moral argument by questioning the legitimacy of an opposition leader governing domestic politics, of MPs choosing electoral success over a clear way forward in Afghanistan. We tried
to convince the DG that good development was a responsibility of politics towards development
operations and we projected this relation between spheres of influence onto our personal encounter in the DG’s office. The DG surely had dealt with a situation like this before. Her sigh seemed
to acknowledge our moral authority. Her smiles, however, were cordial but firm shields against our
persuasive attempts, showing good character while refusing to compromise.

THE CONCEPTUAL AND THE PRACTICAL
So far we have seen how success and failure were done conceptually and practically. In the press
conference, success and failure were framed as concepts within a logic of accountability. Success
meant that the Dutch had been well prepared, had anticipated the mission carefully and had overall
been in control. This led to a few positive changes in health, in education, in security. The changes
were not enormous, and, moreover, they only applied to a small part of the province. This didn’t
matter. The main message of the conference was that the Dutch had been in control. Failure, in this
context, was not the opposite of being in control. It was, instead, also encapsulated in the logic of
accountability and referred to certain developments that had indeed failed to happen, but for which
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the Dutch could not be blamed. Failure, then, was framed as either an inherent problem of the
development process or as the shortcomings of the Afghans who were not ready for change. The
analytical lens of the meeting allows us to appreciate that then and there the success of the Dutch
mission depended on the success of the meeting. The message that success was an effect of Dutch
control and anticipation depended itself on the level of control and anticipation of the meeting as
an event. However, while the meeting was a success in one way — as the journalists did not put
the presenters to the test and the narrative was allowed to pass — the message of Dutch success
in Uruzgan was not widely broadcasted. In the tumultuous times of Dutch domestic politics, the
Dutch mission didn’t matter, politically and socially. As the journalists put in hardly any work to
make the narrative travel, what remained was indifference.
The meeting about ongoing development framed success and failure very differently. Here
there were no pre-established understandings of success and failure, no careful preparations to get
a narrative across. Instead, the attendants explored a situation through several scenarios that implied different versions of success and failure. The meeting’s style of exploration was replicated in
Ajmal’s comment that a successful approach to development would always feel its ways through the
intricacies of the local circumstances. Success in development depended on a careful consideration
of the field, both in Uruzgan and in The Hague in the small office in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
The lobby meeting framed success and failure differently yet again. Here the logic of development operations ran counter to the logics of politics. While success in operational terms meant collaboration with sharia judges, this would mean upheaval and crisis in the political realm. The task of
the meeting was to get out of this opposition and find a solution that would satisfy both parties. This
was attempted through persuasion. Participating in the meeting was an ambiguous affair. There was
text and subtext, both intended to frame ideas as well as move opponents. The meeting displayed a
split between a personal and a political mode of relating.
The three meetings show that conceptual framings and their practical doing are profoundly
intertwined. Success and failure within an accountability logic that took shape within the press conference would not have emerged in the same way within the private setting of the meeting about
ongoing development. And the setting of the lobby would not fit with the concerns of the press
conference. The conceptual framing of the success and failure of Dutch efforts in Uruzgan is not an
abstract achievement but grounded in the particularities of the meeting place, setting and configuration of participants. Even more, the narrative of success and failure are replicated in the diverse
textures of the meetings. Accountability’s control permeates both the way success is framed in the
press conference and the way the meeting is done. Ongoing development’s exploration informs the
way the meeting with the NGO for children proceeds as well as Ajmal’s recommendations for suc-
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cess to its director. And the lobby’s tactics of persuasion aimed at compromise, both in the meeting
between individuals and as a model for developmental success in the realm of politics. The meeting’s form and the meeting’s objective, the practical and the conceptual, are recursively constituted,
oriented towards success. Success “seen twice” (Riles, 2000) has implications for our understandings of accountability, ongoing development and lobbies, as now the question is not just whether
international development is successful, but whether the meetings organized around this issue were
successful (cf. Jensen and Winthereik, 2013).
Mosse’s understanding of the relation between the practical and the conceptual is different. He argues that success depends on the stabilization of a particular narrative, which happens
through the attachment of interests to it. As soon as the attachments disappear, the interpretation disappears and the project fails, even if it has had many successful effects according to others.
To keep projects afloat one has to invest in them conceptually rather than practically, Mosse
argues. While I agree that without support for a development model this model loses political
reality, I argue here that this is not a conceptual affair only, and that the conceptual does not
just pertain to the policy realm. And as support is not just a conceptual affair, but also a practical
one, meetings about success open up to (the possibility of) new realities, new practices and new
support. These three meetings have amended Mosse’s inattention to the practical dimension of
conceptual work by showing that the one only happens by means of the other and, in fact, that
the conceptual and the practical constitute one another. Donovan’s (2014) encouragement to
infuse the theory of development with a sense for relationality and analytical symmetry is helpful here. Just like Mosse, he speaks of translation and mediation. He emphasizes that all things
– no thing can be analytically privileged or excluded – become real in their practical connections, transforming the meaning and goals of the entities that are connected. Translation is an
engagement of multiple actors; it consists of small alterations and is not pre-ordained by power
struggles. Through Donovan’s emphasis on symmetry and his attention to the engagement of
multiple actors we can think of the meetings as meetings quite literally, bringing together not
only people, but also ways of presenting, ways of understanding, as well as technologies such as
PowerPoint, small rooms, protocols, habits and timing. It is in these meetings that conceptual
narratives are done in practice.
Understanding the conceptual and the practical as happening in a relation of mutual constitution rather than as separate domains changes our understanding of evaluation judgments.
Different concerns such as accountability, learning and lobbying, come into being in specific
meetings. Since the specific forms that success and failure can take are as much practical as they
are about development practice, they cannot be considered as conceptual or about policy only.

69

QUESTIONS & ANSWERS
What is more, our evaluations of development efforts should include considerations of the practical circumstances within which these evaluations take shape.

PS: THE ROUND TABLE DISCUSSION AND
MEETINGS’ CONDITIONS OF POSSIBILITY
The three meetings analyzed so far succeeded as meetings. I will end with a discussion of a last
meeting where this is less clearly the case. This addendum will allow me to think about conditions
for meeting more generally.
As part of the program of Ajmal and Naqeeb’s visit to the Netherlands, we went to a round
table session of a Dutch think-tank concerned with issues of international and national security and
defense. The occasion was a visit by the governor of the Eastern Afghan province of Khost who was
invited to speak about the international presence in his province. There were about twenty people,
mostly Dutch, seated around the big table in the front room of the majestic house in the center of
The Hague. These people were diplomats, bureaucrats, employees of international or non-governmental organizations, academics in the field of international relations and strategists. After a
speech by the governor in which he laid out the developments in his province, all those present
were welcome to participate in a discussion about the negotiations with the Taliban, the undiminished corruption and governmental mismanagement despite international capacity building efforts,
the Afghan National Army that was increasing in force and numbers but was still too reliant on the
international forces, and about the police training mission that the Dutch government was planning
in the northern Afghan government of Kunduz.
It was clear quite quickly that the governor and participants were talking past one another.
The Dutch guests were interested to hear the governor’s analysis of the current problems and his
thoughts on future action. What mattered to a meeting like this was the identification of a problem
and the urgent discussion of a solution. The questions and answers were framed in the lingo of international affairs, using terms such as state building, insurgency and quick fixes. The governor was
expected to be well versed in this lingo, framing problems and solutions using the same language as
the other guests who were present. However, he wasn’t. Instead, he seemed to be drifting off in presentational quicksand. He would say that the Afghan government was struggling in Khost, something that everyone in the room understood, but, without pause, he would move into long elaborations about the good intentions of the Afghan government, the successful collaboration with the
international intervention and their joint achievements over the past years and years to come.

70

MEETING WITH SUCCESS AND FAILURE
By the standards of most people present, the governor’s statements were offbeat and nondescript.
Rather than making a reality present by keeping to the rhythm and the specificity of the genre, he
skimmed over pasts and futures, intentions and ongoings, generalities and specificities that as a presentation or narrative made little sense to his audience. Most people zoned out, connecting to other
time-spaces by checking their phones or staring outside through the big windows of the room. Not
one of the participants engaged the governor in a discussion on what he meant.
Whereas the other guests present were used to a formal meeting procedure where questions
and answers were tuned to one another and where each participant knew how much time questions, answers and presentations could take, the governor did not follow this format. His presence
had a different temporal frame. He spoke much longer than any other participant. In addition, he
did not do what all the other guests did: make present in his answers a clear linear chronology of
cause, problem and solution in the past, present and future. The connections between his statements were unclear to his audience and what was made present was a blur of pasts and futures,
intentions and proceedings.
The governor of Khost was out of place because he was not in sync, not in tune with his environment and therefore not capable of presenting Afghanistan in The Netherlands. Thinking about
how to translate and transpose Western techniques to other parts of the world has been a longstanding interest in STS (de Laet and Mol, 2000; Redfield, 2012; Von Schnitzler, 2013). The issue
here is not the exact inverse of how to get Afghanistan and its stories told in The Netherlands, but
the question of how to present a story in the first place. The governor of Khost’s failure to present
Afghanistan in The Netherlands makes clear that development success and failure can only become
present when the elements of the meeting, its people, protocols, languages, material infrastructures
and temporalities successfully come together. In this round table discussion there was no story
of success and failure. There was confusion and disengagement and because of this, there was, in
some sense, no meeting. It is important to say that this meeting’s failure is not an Afghan failure.
Any scientist, evaluator, or politician has to meet the requirements for translation in order for data
or policy to become present.
The difficulties of meeting with the governor made clear how easy it was to meet Naqeeb and
Ajmal in the Netherlands. The organizers described Naqeeb and Ajmal as great presenters: charming, personable, knowledgeable and pragmatic. Moreover, it was so good to “have the presentations
done by actual Afghans”. Both had spent lots of time in Europe or had grown up there. They were
familiar with styles of connecting to the different audiences present during these three days. They
saw eye to eye with these varied people, paced their answers, and chose their words, tropes and
images in accordance with expectations. They knew of the Dutch concern with women’s rights, de-
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mocracy or education and found convincing ways to discuss them in the different meetings during
these days. They also easily switched to conversing with the governor of Khost or any other tribal
elder. We can think of them as diplomats and this was enhanced by the ambivalence of their form as
well. They looked fashionable in their Western clothes but their accents were distinctively Afghan.
Like real diplomats, their concern was not with truth as a universal good, but with connection. As
Stengers puts it, speaking about diplomats: “What is true is what succeeds in producing a communication between diverging parties, without anything in common being discovered or advanced”
(2005: 193-194).
Even if communication failed between the governor of Khost and his audience, something else
had in fact transpired. When I asked Naqeeb what his assessment was of the roundtable discussion
organized in honor of the governor of Khost, he did not share my frustration about the miscommunication between the international affairs people and the governor. Of course, the governor on
the one hand, and the audience on the other, practically came from different planets and weren’t
hearing each other. But to him this wasn’t the point of the meeting. Presentations like this were political games. Playing along would not yield the truth, but attention for Afghanistan. The difference
between Naqeeb’s and my reading points to an interesting difference both in the temporalities of
meetings and of the international intervention’s success. Naqeeb would never assume that Afghanistan’s success was going to depend on one meeting. Encounters take time, as do their effects. I, on
the other hand, wanted instant encounter and instant connection – meet and succeed.
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ASKING AGAIN AND AGAIN:
MOVING BETWEEN QUESTIONS IN
DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH
IN AFGHANISTAN

Abstract
This paper is about asking questions in a study about transportation in the South of Afghanistan.
I conducted this study in 2011 as an anthropologist employed by a research organization in Kabul. The paper follows two trajectories. One is the process of understanding transportation in
the South of Afghanistan. The second is the transformation of an anthropologist in development
research into an anthropologist of development research. The paper starts with an exploration of
the worlds of transportation that are brought into being, first, in questionnaires and, second, in
interviews. What follows is a discussion of how the questionnaires and interviews became critical
stakes in the relation between my supervisor and me. This paper borrows from academic reflections on the relation between development theory and post-development theory to consider
this relation beyond critique. Moreover, it considers movement as part of the method of asking
questions. Following a move from the research organization in Kabul to an academic office in
Amsterdam, I revisit the questions asked in and about development research. This analytical move
of ‘asking again’ questions the bases of critique, as it opens up to the similarities and differences
between anthropology and development research as modes of engagement that attempt to understand, represent and work within a complex world.
Keywords: questions, questionnaires, interviews, critique,
anthropology, development theory, Afghanistan
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IN 2010 AND 2011 I WORKED AS A RESEARCHER OF THE DUTCH AND AUSTRALIAN
military and development mission in the southern Afghan province of Uruzgan. The Afghan research organization Mediating Research (MR) that employed me was required to deliver several
research papers as part of a research contract with the Australian embassy. These papers were
supposed to inform the Australian mission in Uruzgan and one of them was a commissioned
study on transportation in that region. Before starting the research, our organization sent the
Australian embassy an outline of what the report was meant to cover. This was intended to give
the embassy a sense of our research direction and an opportunity to provide input. We had organized all of our questions in this outline:

IMAGE 2 Part of the transportation brief
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The Australian embassy was shocked by the simplicity of these questions and was disturbed by the
fact that we knew almost nothing about trucking in Uruzgan even if it was the lifeblood of trade, of
crime, of communications, and ultimately of power in Uruzgan. They found that our outline looked
like it had been put together by people who were completely ignorant about transportation matters
and advised us to find someone with a transport economics background for more rigor. Our team’s
supervisor was concerned that they expected too much and replied that our research organization
did not employ anyone with this expertise. I was put in charge of the data collection and writing of
the report even though I had very little experience in Afghanistan and no background in transportation studies. I was a research officer at the time, simultaneously doing a PhD in anthropology on
the topic of research practices in the context of the international intervention.
This interaction between the research organization and the Australians gives us the elements
of this paper. The Australians found the questions of the outline too simple as it only investigated
transportation as the act of carrying people and goods from A to B, in certain frequencies and certain volumes. They wanted a paper that would understand transportation in its relations to trade,
crime and power. They questioned our expertise and suggested we get someone on board who
would be able to ask better questions. They employed three modes of asking questions here —
each imagining transportation differently. These modes are exemplified by questionnaires, interviews, and a critical setting for asking research questions.
More generally, this paper is set within a larger discussion on the performativity of methods
— the notion that the world is not an external reality to be grasped by methods or questions. Instead, the world happens alongside our methods for knowing: our questions enact our worlds. As
Law (2009), for example, discusses in an article on the large-scale Eurobarometer survey, surveys
do not just produce data on, in this case, European citizen’s attitudes towards animal welfare.
They enact many more layers such as the reality of the European project, or the reality of populations as amendable to statistical representation. In line with this kind of work, this paper will
discuss not only how transportation information is gathered through questionnaires and interviews, but also how distinctions between local and international, or development research and
anthropological research are established in the process. Moreover, it establishes what counts as a
question and an answer, who may ask or respond and what transportation knowledge begins to
look like (See for others who have explored interviews and questions: Savransky, 2014; Despret,
2008; Callon and Raberahisoa, 2004). The intricacies and messiness of asking questions allows
me to argue that questions not only enact worlds, but worlds also need to be aligned, or moved, in
order to be able to ask these questions. This insight seems to bring methods fully into the midst of
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things, giving up on the idea that they are brought to bear only on phenomena external to them.
Methods, phenomena and worlds move each other and happen alongside one another, something
that is not always explicit in debates on the performativity of method.
However, people and their modes of asking questions do not always come together in the most
generative and generous way, as we will see. Moving away from researching development in Afghanistan to studying it from an office at the University of Amsterdam enabled me to appreciate the specificities of anthropological and development research. These specificities have long been stakes in
a debate between development theory and post-development theory. Development theorists, on
the one hand, believe in the possibility of development and are working towards an ever further
refinement of methods and theories. Post-development theorists, on the other hand, are critical of
development and concerned with revealing the power imbalances that are masked by the discourse
of development. Several authors argue that the critical mode of this debate has led to an impasse in
development theory, inviting us to think beyond critique (Rottenburg 2009; Venkatesan and Yarrow 2012; Lewis and Mosse 2006; Donovan 2014). Inspired by these reflections on the relationship
of critique between anthropology and development has helped me to see these two not as deficient
by comparison, but productive in their own right through juxtaposition. It is this move from critique
to juxtaposition that I borrow for the opposition at hand: evaluation research versus ethnography.
Before getting into the different modes of asking questions, let me lay out the structure of
our research organization. Our team was made up of the Kabul based team and the field office in
Uruzgan. The team in Kabul consisted of our supervisor who was an “international” with extensive
knowledge of Afghanistan and more than a decade of experience in evaluation research, our Afghan
project leader, several Afghan staff, an American trainee, and me, a research officer. Our field staff
in Uruzgan, whose help I was to enlist for the transportation research, was made up of several local people and young Afghans from other provinces. Two of them managed the different research
projects initiated by the staff in Kabul; one of them was assigned to me as my translator and the rest
were involved in collecting, analyzing, cleaning or translating data. Most men worked, ate and slept
in our field office, so in addition to their professional occupations there was lots of hanging out. Our
field staff relied on surveyors — based in their respective districts (see image 2) — who reported
on district affairs. It was these surveyors that I was going to ask to conduct a questionnaire to collect
data on transportation in their districts. However, as my supervisor called to mind,
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… our surveyors are not really experienced researchers, and they are not good at probing at all. So for us to get the info we want, we have to design the questions in such
a way that they are bullet proof — no space for interpretation and generally rather
straightforward. Often best to do it in a semi-quantitative format, for them to start and
then one can follow up. I suggest the form of a table.
My supervisor’s words described the conundrum of our evaluation task: our local staff in
Uruzgan was not considered to have the same research skills as the internationals. They did not
know how to ask questions or how to probe and pry in order to get good data. They were the
ones, however, who could travel to the far off, insurgency-ridden places that our research commissioners were most interested in. The internationals did not have the linguistic or cultural
skills, nor would their insurance policies cover injuries incurred in these areas. This meant that
I could not send the surveyors a list of open questions, but instead I had to design a questionnaire that would turn them into keen research assistants collecting reliable data in the field. In
order to achieve this, I would have to design solid questionnaires and prepare the office and the
surveyors to take these into the field.
In what follows, I will first discuss the questionnaire and then contrast it with the quite
different genre of the interview, which as an anthropologist I felt was the better research tool.
I will analyze the particular ways in which these methods shape both the object of knowledge
— transportation — and the style of knowing this object — the research protocol and the
interview practice. I will then discuss the way these related through a mode of questioning and
critique. I will end with a discussion about the shift from being an anthropologist in evaluation
research to an anthropologist of evaluation research and, concomitantly, from a critical mode of
questioning to asking again.
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IMAGE 3 Map of Uruzgan (MR, 2009)
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DESIGNING A QUESTIONNAIRE
What are the (major) items that people transport? What goes from Uruzgan to elsewhere?
What goes from elsewhere to Uruzgan? What goes through Uruzgan from elsewhere to elsewhere?
Are these items transported individually or through companies?
Who are those companies and what is their respective volume?
What are the routes they prefer, can take, cannot take, are avoiding? Why?
How accessible are the districts and what are the effects of this accessibility?
What are the problems that individual transporters or commercial truckers experience? (costs, insecurity, paperwork, bribes, checkpoints)
How can these problems be solved?
What comes in, goes out by air? What are the problems of this mode of transportation?
These were the questions I wanted to send to the field staff, as a way to prepare them for my arrival
and get them to start thinking about potential informants. My supervisor misunderstood this list
as a first attempt at a questionnaire. She sent back what was going to be the first of a long series of
versions of the transportation questionnaire (image 3 below) in an increasingly heated argument
about how to do development research well.
I worked on her revisions the next day. In the context of a parallel project for which we had designed
an expansive questionnaire, I had just learned that the surveyors had not been able to handle the
enormous pile of paperwork. Extensive questions did not yield comprehensive data, I concluded. I
did, however, want to gather as much information as possible on anything related to transportation.
And so in my new questionnaire I tried to strike a balance between being concise and exploratory.
My attempt (image 4) started off with the table format that was requested by my supervisor, where I
recorded characteristics around one transported item. Underneath this table was a list of questions
and suggested answers arranged around topics such as what problems people would encounter on
their transportation routes, or how influential actors from the province controlled transportation.
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IMAGE 4 The first modifications of the initial list of seven general
questions about transportation in Uruzgan
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IMAGE 5 The table and selection of questions in the second
version of transportation questionnaire
How did these three steps — from the initial list of open-ended questions to the latest version of
the transportation questionnaire — imagine transportation and research context? I had first asked
questions about the what, where and when of transportation which invited the respondent to think
freely about a few topics such as transportation routes, security, accessibility, problems and solutions. I then started to suggest answers to these questions, which came in the form of even more
open questions. The result was an expanding list of questions that only very loosely outlined the
topic of transportation. Transportation was configured as a process of moving items along a route.
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This was replicated in the way the questionnaire was to be administered: in the accompanying table
each item was transported through each cell to register its characteristics.
However, whereas I could expect that the surveyor and his respondent would both understand questions about geographical trajectory or volume of the item and manage to fit the answer in the small cell,
this did not work for all the questions. Questions about problems encountered en route ran the risk of
side tracking the respondent. Quite literally, lengthy answers would have to be written outside of the cells
that were supposed to contain them. But also figuratively, if the surveyor and I did not share the same
understanding of what a problem was, the answer would fail to connect us and keep us on parallel tracks.
The open questions that followed were even less to the point, with questions about a trucker’s
biggest fears or suggested solutions to transportation problems. These questions were more suggestive of issues of mobility1 as they inquired after ambitions that were or were not made possible by
transportation. Here too the answers would be too wordy and therefore incommensurable, which
made this version of the questionnaire altogether unsuitable for data collection – as my supervisor
pointed out to me. What we needed were terms that were less ambiguous than change, problems or
fears. If the goal was to transform the surveyor-respondent pair into a Q&A machine, it would help
to give them answers to choose from. Not too many, however, because this might derail the process
of data collection as well. Just a few safe answers. Before I arrive at a closer analysis of what this meant
for the way both the survey setting and transportation as an issue became envisioned alongside one
another, let me first discuss what happened to the questionnaire.
As the goal was to let the surveyors tick boxes rather than handle open questions, my supervisor thought the new version of the questionnaire was far from ideal. Back in Kabul, and feeling
quite frustrated, I tried my hand at a new one. The table format still proved too complicated, so I
first came up with a list of questions with multiple-choice answers. These I could then transform
in what in the end turned out to be a very clunky table.
My supervisor replied that she thought the table format would not work for this set of questions.
She wanted to display the data in the report as a cross table (a matrix that displays the frequency distribution between two kinds of variables) and so we needed individual, quantitative questionnaires. She
revised my questionnaire, kept some parts of the tables and added a list of multiple-choice questions.
This became the questionnaire that was, in the end, translated and distributed among the surveyors.

1 Sheller and Urry (2006) and Shaw and Hesse (2010), among others, make this distinction to delimit the
academic fields of transportation studies and mobility studies. The authors define mobility as a possibility
rather than a static fact, with effects not just on public space but on people’s subjectivities, global migrations,
or urban segregation. I will discuss this more in the next section.
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IMAGE 6 From multiple-choice answers to clunky tables
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IMAGE 7 The final questionnaire
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What changed in these last three questionnaires? In relation to the sprawling list of open-ended
questions (image 4), the questionnaire that followed (image 5) offered much clearer contours,
as they were now defined by the multiple answers. Offering a few possible answers made it easier
for the surveyors to ask the question, while still leaving room for surprising answers through
the option Other. The list of questions was clear and clean, giving a solid impression of transportation relations and the way the survey was to take place. There were people in need of
transportation; there were providers and there was stuff being transported. And one could just
move through the questions, from top to bottom. The table (image 5) messed this up, leaving
us with a very confusing impression of transportation relations and of the direction in which
we had to work through the questionnaire. In the table it was unclear what the difference was
between the question and the category of the answer, and it was unclear whether to move
down, sideways or just consider each cell on its own.
The format of the final questionnaire (image 6) reminded me of the exercises for learning a
foreign language. In conversational style one had to finish a sentence: “how do you…?” “we do...”.
This questionnaire was so easy to understand that it hardly seemed a tool anymore and the question hardly a question. Respondents just needed to speak along with the text; the surveyor would be
there to collect what was on one’s tip of the tongue. The collected words could seemingly (transparently and simply) be handed over to the headquarters as data. This system relied, however, on the
assumption that both surveyor and respondent shared our understanding of any of the questions on
transportation and the potential benefits of collecting data on these questions. We, the designers of
the questionnaires, knew that there were misunderstandings between the surveyors and us, as we
had often got back questionnaires in other projects with spaces left blank. Now that these questionnaires had transformed data collection into a simple and natural form of human speech, there was
less reason to doubt that the surveyors would understand their task or to assume that they invented
or guessed the answers themselves.
The way we questionnaire designers anticipated the more or less imagined survey setting is that the
practical limitations of the survey form interacted with the way transportation was imagined. There were
many aspects to it: the incapacity of surveyor and respondent in dealing with open questions or of conveying nuanced issues such as fears or problem solutions; the expectation that any nuance would get lost in
translation between survey setting and headquarters; the assumption that our cultural differences would
get in the way of a shared framework for concepts such as problems or change; and the considerations of
the survey as an embodied practice of people with limited time and attention spans. These expectations
interacted with a desire for a representative image of transportation for which we needed countable, quantifiable statements and numbers. The questionnaire was the best format for this. Wordy and unqualified
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statements did not fit in this format, and so transportation transformed from a complex problem of fears
and access and issues of mobility to a series of transportation routes to be plotted on a map, and frequencies, volumes and prices to be compared, and their distributions visualized in tables, maps, and indicators.

INTERVIEWS
Alongside the design of the questionnaire I conducted a series of interviews. These were supposed to guide the design of the questionnaires and provide contextualization for the data coming from the questionnaires. Only in a few instances did these interviews in fact help me to ask
better questions in the questionnaire. They were, however, good for getting at a different kind of
transportation reality. Moreover, the interview positioned the interviewer and informant differently than the survey setting.
During my first week in Uruzgan, I interviewed 19 people. I held audience in a room in the
field office, which was also the place where I slept and ate. I would sit on a toshak (a sitting mattress) and the kitchen help would bring me tea, raisins and nuts. During a good day I would speak
to four or five people. I would give the staff a list of names or kinds of people, like shopkeepers or
truck drivers. They would find some of these people and bring them to my room where we would
introduce ourselves via our translator.
The first interview I held was with the guard of our guesthouse, who doubled as our driver
and was, as a local, well-connected in Uruzgan. He told me many things ranging from the products
that were transported in and out of Uruzgan (dried apricots, rice, mung beans, raisins, krut (dried
yoghurt), wheat, corn, flower, very fine wool, seating mattresses, tapestry, carpets, shoes, tea) to the
routes that these products would travel (from the district centers to the provincial center to Kandahar to Wesh to Pakistan) to the rates of fuel, the condition of the roads (consistently terrible) to the
types of cars and trucks that drove. This sort of matter-of-fact knowledge was easily accessible and
transportable. There were other stories, however, in which I found it more difficult to figure out the
organization of transportation. On the one hand, the guard said there were no transport companies
in Uruzgan, on the other hand, he mentioned a man who owned a few trucks and exploited them
commercially. He also mentioned a turn stand — a collective taxi point where individuals could
find transporters for a ride. But then he confused me by saying that every village had access to a car
and every family had a member who was a transporter.
The next interviewees were pharmacists, shopkeepers, car parts sales men, transporters,
drivers, or government employees. I quickly skipped asking about the products that were trans-
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ported, or the routes that were taken and knew ahead of time that my respondents would find
the potholes the biggest nuisance of the transportation system. Instead I tried to grasp the way
they used or offered transport and the level of formal organization or problems encountered. It
was, for example, difficult to understand the logics of money in transportation. Not only was it
not entirely clear whether amounts were in Pakistani Rupee, in Afghani or in dollars, but it was
also not clear how people, if at all, distinguished between invested money, received money, profit, expenses; or how they would break up — again, if at all — their expenses into fuel, salaries,
baksheesh, Taliban bribe, government bribe or other expenses.
The interviews quickly answered the questions of the preliminary questionnaire, helping me
to formulate multiple-choice answers. Only sometimes did the interviews suggest a new topic that I
wanted to add to the questionnaire. An example was from a transporter from Gizab, the district furthest away from Tirin Kot who brought up the existence of special hotels for transporters. He never
used them, however, because bad people were staying there. When I asked what kind of people he
found bad, he mumbled something about drug addiction and women. I decided to add a question
about the social problems around transportation. Through the interviews I mostly tried to figure
out how transport and life-worlds organized one another. This was something the questionnaire
was not capable of figuring out. In interviews I could investigate networks and complexities much
more easily. I could ask again and again whether I had understood the statement correctly; I could
rephrase, ask someone else, or ask the question in a different context. Let me explain by the example
of the turn stands.
Initially I was told that there was a car in each village. I assumed this car was collective property, a
shared investment of the village. It took me a long time to understand that this car worked as a collective taxi — a more individual investment, for which a ticket was required. Not only was it passengers
who had to buy a ticket, it turned out, but the drivers themselves as well. The ticket gave them a place
at the turn stand — a queue of drivers waiting for their turn — which would sometimes take days to
come up. I hadn’t realized I had been confusing the driver’s ticket for the passenger’s ticket until I had
done some calculations of the amounts of money involved in transporting. The turn stand operator
had revealed the ticket mystery to me but had added a new one by mentioning a tax percentage included in the turn stand ticket. This percentage was to be paid to the provincial tax office. I wondered
how the provincial government made sure it collected all the taxes. I did not think the stand operator
was the most reliable person to ask so I went to see the tax officer. This man showed me a stack of
numbered tickets (image 8). Each ticket was made up of three parts: one for the driver, one for the
checkpoints posted two kilometers into any major route, and one for the tax office. Upon purchase,
the turn stand operator would give two parts to the driver and keep the third
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IMAGE 8 The turn stand for cars to and from Chora
part. The driver would then keep one for himself and give the second one to checkpoint. The officer
of the checkpoint would hand his part to the tax officer, who would later be able to match this to the
stack of third parts that the turn stand operator was supposed to hand back to him.
This seemingly straightforward principle of the turn stand took me days to decipher through
many conversations in the office with drivers, and later through trips in a blinded car to visit the
tax collectors’ office and the different turn stands. These trips were required for myself, and for
all my interlocutors (to figure out what I didn’t know or how to ask for the right answer). I felt
like a detective who was constantly following things and people amidst figuring out the logics of
where they were going. Transportation became not just the object of my interest; it became my
mode of asking questions as well. My interest had gone beyond what items were transported where
and in which quantities, and instead had moved into societal logics of taxation, of trade, and of
ethnic and tribal distributions of power — all of which were made possible by transportation and,
in turn, made this possible themselves. These were not issues of transportation anymore, but
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IMAGE 9 The three-part ticket
issues of mobility. And in order to find out the logics of these transportations, distributions, or
circulations my methods and I had to be mobile as well. This included being moved, even shaken
up, and being able to move others too.2
I slowly realized that my biggest unknown was the poppy trade. I had asked a car seller quite
early on how many cars he had sold that month and he responded that sales had been bad but
that he expected to sell many next month following the poppy harvest. Next, someone told me
that the safest district of Uruzgan, Deh Rawud, was only safe because of the flourishing poppy
trade. Then, someone told me about the enormous problem of heroin addiction in Tirin Kot.
And then when I was starting to finally get a grasp on people’s revenues from the transportation
business and was struck by how little this was: the guard suggested that there was always the

2 Büscher, Urry and Witchger (2010) make a case for mobile methods as a means to study the way that
mobility impacts people’s lives. Studying movement, its potentials and blockings requires moving and being
moved.
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poppy trade with which people could make ends meet. It disrupted my image of transportation
which over time had slowly but surely stabilized. All along, the poppy trade had kept everything and
everyone moving but me.
By this time, my relationship with my colleagues in the field office had changed. As the
only female and international guest in the office, I had been treated with a lot of respect during my
first week in Uruzgan and this had translated into a lonely existence. During my second trip my
translator and I were invited to share meals with the other three men in the office: the mullah, the
hajji and the guard. From then on, I spent the evenings with them, drinking tea, watching TV and
talking about our lives. During these evenings we exchanged and explained our differences. As they
were also the people that found informants for me, I asked if they could find me a poppy trader. In a
series of answers that moved from our formal work relation into our informal evening hangouts, the
guard said, first, that he could find me someone who knew more about the poppy trade. A day later
he said he might find me someone who used to work in the drugs trade. When I asked whether he
had been successful, he replied that he had gone ahead and asked my questions to a poppy trader.
When he started to give me the answers of the supposed poppy trader it began to dawn on me that
he himself was quite actively involved in it. He cheerfully related a whole new reality to me.
My anthropological fantasies of fieldwork seemed to be coming true. Its techniques were quite different from how my research organization wanted our transportation questions to work. Whereas my research organization wanted me to be very focused on the logic of transportation, “deep
hanging out”, as Clifford Geertz (1998) called it, was much less directed. The guard, the hajji, the
mullah and I would be asking about one another, slowly testing our relationship and finding topics
of conversation that we were interested in discussing. The guard’s initial hesitation and ultimate
proffer of information was a sign that he was “a recalcitrant subject” (Savransky, 2014), someone
who was not obliged or trying to please me. It wasn’t that I had expected a compliant interlocutor.
It was more that the guard was one of the few people that I had developed a relationship with over
time. As I spoke to most of my interviewees only once or twice, it was not possible to gauge each
other’s reliability. So far the people I had interviewed had been silent or vague about the topic
of the poppy trade. It was likely not the safest topic to discuss in a conversation with a Dutch researcher translated by an Afghan who wasn’t from the province. For that reason, the topic of poppy cultivation had become a background issue for me. I didn’t know how to move my interlocutors
to give me more information about the poppy trade, while at the same time I became less and less
primed to the topic myself. The time I spent with the guard, on the other hand, brought the topic
back to mind. The guard’s gradual shift from reluctance to willingness to share information made
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it possible for me to take him and his information seriously.
The fact that the information was given recalcitrantly did not necessarily make it truer. Neither did this recalcitrance confirm anthropological fantasies of becoming best buddies with informants, of overlapping subjectivities (Despret, 2008) and shared interests. In our exchanges the
guard and I may have been thinking together, yet we certainly did not transform into a “we” in all
aspects. We had had a conversation earlier that week about his small salary and whether I could
broker a potential raise with the Kabul office. This conversation was a sharp reminder that we were
not rendered capable in the same way.
And so I learned something else about the research protocol. With lots of effort one could learn
certain things bit by bit that would hold within the context of the research.3
But there was always a potential for recalcitrance. If it wasn’t in the form of an “objecting
subject”— an interlocutor protesting against the course of the interview or someone volunteering
information such as the guard — then it was a “subjecting object”, a topic, such as poppy trade, that
slowly but surely interfered in the gradually stabilizing image of transportation or a conversation
about salary interfering in an anthropological romance.

CRITIQUE
The questionnaire and the interviews configured transportation and research settings differently.
Whereas the questionnaire turned transportation into an act of carrying items and information
from A to B with quantifiable and therefore representative attributes, the interviews came to regard
transportation and people’s worlds as mutually constitutive that was only knowable slowly and bit
by bit. The questionnaire conceived of the research setting as constrained by time and skills which
necessitated a bulletproof tool that would extract and transport information from Uruzgan to Kabul
despite these constraints. The interview setting was one of carefully attuning to transportation relations and required mobile methods. How did the two relate in this specific research project? Was
the questionnaire subservient to the interview or the other way around?
Time was pressing. We had a deadline with the Australians and I was going on leave and had
to hand over my work to a team member. I had become increasingly critical and irritated, unsure
3 Instead of being true generally or universally, Despret (2008) describes the process of studying parrots
and finding out what they are rendered capable of through the research apparatus, rather than figuring out
what parrots are. As I was constantly unsure in my exchanges with my field colleagues as to what to understand as pattern and what to understand as anecdotal, Despret’s insight serves as a good compass in these
matters.
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about what the questionnaire was supposed to look like, how my supervisor wanted to use them
most efficiently, how seriously to take the questionnaire’s respondents and what the information
derived from these answers would look like. Moreover, I had established relationships and had
started to learn a lot from them. It was not easy to hand over the understanding that I had built up
with them. My supervisor, on the other hand, was unhappy about my incompetence regarding the
design of the questionnaires. The design had taken too long and the questionnaires had only just
been sent out to the surveyors, while our deadline with the Australians was coming up. She read it
as an unwillingness to collaborate with the team and wanted me to work less solitarily. She emphasized that our profession was always about teamwork.
We communicated mostly via email. These emails followed the logic of question and answer
themselves. Much of it was along the lines of asking the other what had happened, was happening
or should happen, to which the other would send a response. This was a perfectly functional way
of communicating in a relationship between a supervisor and an employee who needs to answer.
Over time the inflection of our questions changed, however. Questions became more rhetorical or
were replaced by demands altogether. Even the slightest of difference in tone would spark irritation.
We questioned each other over the place of protocol and what the right way of relating to
it was. While working on the transportation research, I had to spend lots of time on other tasks,
such as composing a working schedule for the Uruzgan team, designing questionnaires for other projects, checking on other people’s work progress, or attending team meetings. These tasks
meant different things to me than to my supervisor. I thought a work schedule was a pointer, a
guide to orient people, rather than something that had to be fully worked out. The same went for
the questionnaires of other projects: I did not believe in the fact that these questionnaires could
turn the inexperienced surveyor into a researcher who was capable of generating the data required
by the report’s commissioners, so why try to make them perfect? For me it was good enough to
have an orientation for what one might ask. Ultimately, I felt that these organizational tasks were
simply keeping me from my main assignment: to understand transportation in Uruzgan. For my
supervisor these tasks had different weight. They were not ways of orientating oneself, but ways of
foreseeing, of planning ahead, of anticipating the many unknowns and interruptions of the Afghan
context. Whereas she came up with many things to improve the organization of our team, these
were unnecessary from my point of view. I thought it was pointless to have a new position occupied by an expensive consultant to measure the efficiency of our teamwork. It would only generate
more tasks, more questioning and more disconnection amongst the members of our Uruzgan team.
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I thought it was pointless to have a shelf in our office where we could keep a paper copy of the minutes of the meetings if these would be on our computer anyway.
I became entrenched in my version of doing research. This ran the full gamut of reasonably
wanting to do interviews to wanting to do all of this according to my own standards. I rebelled
against office protocol by allowing people to stay over in our field office without first asking, or went
on an irresponsible trip to Uruzgan’s high street to see if moneychangers would speak about their
secret business of transporting and selling poppy. My supervisor, on the other hand, occupied the
position of a manager, again across the scale from reasonably wanting to know how people’s work
was coming along to managing every detail of what was happening. She started insisting more on
the office protocol, telling me to cc everyone in my emails, to stick to official writing formats for
minutes, and reminding me of female dress code and modesty in the office. With the exception of
one successful but brief reconciliation brokered live, our emails became more and more a battlefield
of attempts at the last word. This, in the end, led to my dismissal.
Our conflict was about different understandings of what it means to do evaluation research
well. In my version, the emphasis was on understanding the details of transportation, which meant
that I wanted to keep control over the research myself. I, as the researcher, was the focal point, the
one to liaise with others, establish rapport with interviewees, and build up an understanding of
transportation. The other, especially the organizational other, could only feature in my endeavor
insofar as s/he could enable me. In my supervisor’s version, the emphasis was making knowledge
of Uruzgan available to our donors, which was a multifaceted endeavor requiring teamwork over
a longer stretch of time. The researcher was not very important, in fact, and was made to be fairly
interchangeable with others through a system of accountability and information exchange. The
focal point was she, as a manager of all the different contributors of this operation, making sure that
everyone was on time and in line with regard to our contract with the Australians. Asking questions
and being critical for her was a way of being responsible by getting everyone on board of the operation and ready in time for the deadline.
I moved back to Amsterdam to continue my PhD in anthropology. Far removed from the thorny
situation, I had a chance to reflect on it by reading up on a debate about the current state of the development discourse. Even if the stakes in this debate do not match the differences between my supervisor and me, the relation of critique does. Reflecting on the epistemic effects of critique is my aim here.
Several

authors

have

characterized

this

discourse

as

in

a

deadlock

(Ziai,

2015; Lewis and Mosse, 2006; Venkatesan and Yarrow, 2012; Rottenburg, 2009).
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The parties to this conflict were described as, first, the development theorists who were trying to make development work by ever refining the tools and theories of development.
And second, there were the post-development theorists, many of whom came from anthropology
and were critiquing the former by revealing the uneven effects of the power balance at the core of
the development discourse. One of the frontrunners of post-development theory, Escobar, wrote
in 1997,
While development anthropologists focus on the project cycle, the use of knowledge to
tailor projects to beneficiaries’ cultures and situation, and the possibility of contributing
to the needs of the poor, the anthropologists of development centre their analysis on the
institutional apparatus, the links to power established by expert knowledge, the ethnographic analysis and critique of modernist constructs, and the possibility of contributing
to the political projects of the subaltern (505).
Venkatesan and Yarrow (2012) explain in general terms anthropology’s (or post-development’s)
critique of development as a tendency to relate to development from a position of superiority. In
contrast to the development industry, anthropology claims not to side with post-colonial powers
but with the locals. This longstanding involvement with the supposed beneficiaries of development
aid allows anthropology to claim superior empirical and theoretical knowledge and draw attention
to development’s shortcomings by comparison.
Critique enacts a moral contrast (Law, 2004). It creates a world of ‘either … or’, of good or
bad. Critique’s talent for pointing at contrasts is useful. Post-development’s concern with unmasking the politics of development disguised as merely technical or in the service of humanity has been
extremely important. Equally so has it been useful to contrast knowledge that emerges from questionnaires with knowledge emerging from interviews and deep hanging out to grasp the limitations
of both. However, to claim that one asks better questions than the other because of the other’s
deficiency eclipses the extent to which anthropology and development in fact engage in the same
endeavor, albeit through different practices. This moralizing prevents anthropology and development from being held against the same analytical standards. It creates blind spots through which
the other’s validity and sensibility disappear from consideration. As Venkatesan and Yarrow have
argued, anthropology’s mode of critique has reduced development actors to a role in the narrative
of reproducing underdevelopment.
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Anthropology’s mode of critique that Venkatesan and Yarrow describe resonates with the
mode of critique that defined my relationship with my supervisor and these resonances have to
do with the transportability of knowledge. Just as anthropology (again, in general terms) claimed
superior empirical and theoretical knowledge, I insisted that my methodology yielded knowledge
that was better, if only because I believed it stayed closer to actually lived realities of transportation.
My organization, in analogy with development practice, however, felt that my deep hanging out got
in the way of good development research, with its intention to make knowledge circulate and do
work within development networks. Similar to post-development theory, I wanted to do research
for the sake of research while remaining loyal to my interlocutors and trying to stay as close to their
stories as possible. Development research, instead, was focused on making knowledge do work. It
needed data that could easily circulate and inform and mobilize donors and practitioners. Post-development theory, on the other hand, was captivated by gaining an understanding that was as rich
and complete as possible. Knowledge was an end in itself.

ASKING AGAIN
What to do about this impasse? As a response this paper revisited the questionnaire, the interviews
and the critique: it asked again. In line with others who have tried to go beyond critique in development theory, I followed an ethnographic approach to development research, paying attention to
the translations, materialities and purifications through which ideas and practices of development
research come into being (Venkatesan and Yarrow, 2012; van Gastel, 2011; Mosse, 2005; Rottenburg, 2009; Donovan, 2014). I revisited the questionnaires, the interviews, and the situation
of critique around the two ways of asking questions and suggested that particular ways of asking
questions enact particular kinds of knowledge. Asking again, and again, is another style of asking
questions, one that moves on from critique, from an anthropologist in development research into
an anthropologist of development research.
Asking again and again was itself made possible by a move from my office in Kabul to an office in
Amsterdam, which allowed for a different point of analytical departure. Emphasizing the shared
endeavor of trying to learn, understand and work in a complex environment, I have tried to describe
the specificities of asking in questionnaires and in interviews. Approaching these modes in
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juxtaposition and in symmetry, rather than in critical mode, has shifted the ways in which they are
similar and different. Questionnaires and interviews enact different worlds of transportation and
the knowledge that emerges from these modes of asking questions move in different ways as well.
The questionnaire envisioned a static world of transportation but it had the strength that its quantified terms were easily transportable and communicable to donors and other interested people.
The interviews constructed a more fluid world that was sensitive to surprise but not easily shared or
handed over to colleagues or donors.
This paper allows me to make another point. Method doesn’t just enact worlds of transportation, as John Law has argued with regard to the Eurobarometer. Method requires movement itself:
in order for it to be possible to ask a question, people and technologies need to be moved as well.
Words and tables are moved around in the questionnaire; questionnaires have to be sent to the
surveyors; as an interviewer I had to be driven around in a blinded car with a driver and translator
to ask my questions. The elements of asking a question need to come together in successful ways in
order for an answer and understanding to transpire. Asking questions requires attunement, sensitivity to the environment of the question and the capacity to be moved by its answer. If all this fails,
move on and ask again.
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COMING TOWARDS THE END OF THIS PHD EXERCISE THERE ARE SOME ANSWERS
and some further questions. Consider these snippets from the conclusion to the evaluation report
of the Dutch mission in Uruzgan:
At the end of their four year engagement, the Dutch military can leave knowing that during
their mission advances in both security and development were made in Uruzgan … This
can be attributed, amongst other things, to the Dutch bottom-up development strategy
that engages community leaders … The Uruzgan government is not yet capable of taking over the domains of security and development … issues of transferability of Dutch
achievements, both to the Afghan government as well as to other International Military
Actors. As a provincial resident noted, “If people do not have the support of foreigners then
nothing in terms of security can be achieved. … The overall success and sustainability of the
Dutch advances over the past four years thus depends heavily on how well (if at all) their
successors build upon it … The carefully established balance of power between different
tribal leaders and power brokers that had a stabilising impact on Tirin Kot, Deh Rawud
and Chora districts, are at risk of unravelling.
What can we make of these measured statements after having read four articles about the practicalities of asking questions, analyzing data, writing reports and presenting conclusions? What transpires between well-meaning and knowledgeable evaluation practitioners, their methodological
protocols, and the intricacies of everyday Afghanistan?
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This collection of articles has offered a particular approach to these questions. It has tried to situate the knowledge in and about this evaluation project and to track the ways evaluation data result
from particular arrangements of things, people and their relations. Another way of putting this is
that while evaluations are of Afghanistan, they are also in Afghanistan. With the proposition in I
mean to point to a situatedness: evaluation data take shape within a particular time and place. This
may happen in The Hague, Uruzgan, Kabul, Washington or wherever and whenever Afghanistan
as a subject of evaluation comes to matter. I call these moments “evaluation situations.” This is a
loose concept with which I draw attention to the specificities of the place and moment of the evaluation practice, as well as to the specificities of the different kinds of actors – fleshy and technical
– and their desires, capacities, expectations and skills that meet there and then. A situation, then,
is not overdetermined by any of its elements. It can instead be understood as a platform for the
meeting of a collection of heterogeneous participants.
As an analytical device the evaluation situation accompanies an understanding of evaluation
practices in terms of logics. A logic evokes a certain coherence and fitting together of elements, even
if it is a very local and fragile way of hanging together. A situation, on the contrary, calls up the coming together of a collection of participants which may always fail or disrupt any pre-formatting of
issues or actors. So, while logics tend towards articulating the rationale of coherence, the situation
lists heterogeneous participants and their potential for disruption.
In what comes next I will first list four elements of the evaluation situations that I have addressed in the thesis: research technologies, evaluation’s elaborations, context, and researcher. In
order to do so I borrow an aesthetic device from evaluation report writing: the list. Lists enable
a collection of elements that are important but they do not connect them in a single explanatory
narrative, as I argued in the article on writing reports. I want to argue something similar for the elements of the evaluation situation. Each element is important but the elements do not add up to a
complete grasp of what happens in evaluation situations. On the contrary, this list can be expanded
upon and this calls for further questions, engagement, and analysis.
Lists have a particular aesthetic and style, which I loosely adopt in the following. Each
entry presents one of the elements of the evaluation situation, or what evaluation writing
would refer to as a key actor. In order to separate the different entries, I use numbers, white
lines, and words in bold. Moreover, the narrative may not flow so smoothly as we expect from
anthropological writing, but appear more as a summing up. Having listed the elements of
evaluation situations and sketched out how they play out in the empirical material that comprises the four articles I turn to the three bodies of literature discussed in the introduction.
Considering evaluation situations in relation to these three literatures allows me to highlight
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what thinking through evaluation situations can bring to work on Afghanistan, on development theory and on accountability.
The 1st element of the evaluation situation are its research technologies. Each of the four unfolds
around one technology – numbering practices, writing, meetings and asking questions – as a configuration of practices and objectives with particular possibilities and limitations. There are many
more technologies I could have chosen. I could have investigated the security protocols, the growing class of educated Afghan young men employed in the NGO industry of Afghanistan, or the expat scene in Kabul. Each of these can be regarded as a configuration of practices with effects on the
evaluation situation. In this thesis, however, I focused on seemingly unremarkable, mundane and
even boring entities within the research protocol that supposedly facilitate a truthful representation
of the field. The rationale of this protocol is that questions collect data from the field, numbers
reveal trends in these data, writing gathers claims in a comprehensive report and meetings offer
possibilities to present these claims to different audiences. In this rationale questions, numbers,
writing and meetings are considered to passively and neutrally facilitate the communication of a
reality that is to be found in the field.
My research has shown otherwise. Questions, numbers, writing and meetings are active participants in the enactments of worlds. This is important because they generate particular kinds of
knowledge of Uruzgan and preclude other kinds of knowing. What does this look like? As I showed
in the article on questions there is a difference in the way questions in questionnaires, questions in
interviews, and questions of critique frame the world. As we saw, questionnaires turned transportation into an act of carrying an quantifiable items from A to B. Questionnaires captured transportation in terms of quantities, speed, distance, profit or number of interruptions. Interviews, on the
other hand, yielded an understanding of transportation and people’s worlds as mutually constitutive that emerged slowly and not always coherently. It took time to understand how transportation
enabled business, which in turn required an understanding of different relations in Uruzgan, such
as those centered around money, profit or trade.
The questionnaire had to deal with a research setting that was only accessible to surveyors that
were not considered to be good researchers. This structural condition necessitated the questionnaire to become a bulletproof tool to instruct drone-like surveyors and faceless respondents. The
interview by contrast required careful attuning to transportation relations, which called for mobility
on the part of the researcher and informants. It required me and those I worked with to move with
the object of study, not just physically, but also conceptually and analytically.
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The way questionnaires and interviews came together in a relation of critique further influenced
which knowledge was worthwhile to communicate to others. I, for example, had no faith in the
value of data collected through questionnaires. I found it too staccato and standardized compared
to the richness and liveliness of the stories I had collected in my interviews. My supervisor, on the
other hand, saw no use for my complex and nuanced stories. She had to provide the donor with
clear and quantified impressions. Questions, therefore, do not just facilitate a filling of an epistemic
gap. Neither the epistemic framework nor the gap is a given. Both take shape in the process of asking questions.
Numbering practices, by which I mean the processes and technologies involved in knowing
through numbers, subsequently insert their particularities into the production of evaluation knowledge as well. What do we know with numbers? Numbers can tell us numerous things. They can
tell us about the existence of categories in the world such as girls or schools, about the practices
of counting these facts or that these facts are calculable in the first place. In excel sheets numbers
evoke the nitty-gritty of the practice of data collection. They can question their own accuracy or the
commitment of the numbering practitioner. Lots of zeros in an excel sheet, for example, made one
wonder whether the numbering practitioners had done their work well or whether we analysts had
to adjust our expectations of Afghanistan.
Numbering, moreover, makes contexts possible. Numbers can switch, for example, from
indicating a whole of school-aged girls in Uruzgan to this number becoming a part of another
whole of school-aged girls in Afghanistan. From a reality of counting girls in Uruzgan, they have
all of a sudden become parts of society, along with the pressure to perform like good citizens. In
the executive summary of an evaluation report a percentage like the one investigates in the first
chapter can evoke an injustice and an urgency and invite action to do better. As numbers evoke
worlds, raise questions, exude confidence or inspire action in the future, they are not passive
transmitters of field realities. On the contrary. They enable particular knowledge of Uruzgan
while precluding other kinds of knowing.
Writing, thirdly, also shapes realities in its own ways, and I already mentioned this in the
beginning of this conclusion. Remember my initial aversion towards the bullet points, lists, tables, white lines and keywords. They made writing seem like a sloppy affair to me: no carefully
elaborated sentences and paragraphs that metabolized fragments of knowledge into a more general statement, as I had grown used to in anthropological writing. Instead, evaluation writing
consisted of lists that initially seemed like disjointed trains of thought. It took me some time to
realize that this aesthetic provoked a sense of fulfillment in my colleagues. Moreover, I came to
realize that it offered its own possibilities of representation: the aesthetic of collection brought
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together issues that mattered but their organization in list form did not fix the issues within the
plot of an explanatory narrative.
Lastly, meetings and presentations spun success and failure in, yet again, their own ways.
Whereas it might have been assumed that with the writing of the report the conclusion of the evaluation research was set in stone and could be handed over to interested individuals in The Hague,
the way these encounters themselves took place mattered to how the Dutch mission’s successes
and failures were framed. For example, a meeting about ongoing development proceeded through
an exploration of possible scenarios for developmental success and failure. The meeting’s practice
of exploration ended up being replicated in the way success was framed as dependent on a careful
exploration of the setting of the mission. Another example is the press conference organized to
fulfill the requirement of accountability. While the meeting itself was well-prepared and carefully
controlled, the mission’s success and failure themselves were framed as an effect of control and
anticipation.
The 2nd element of the evaluation situation that my research brought out is the constant work
required to stabilize the object of evaluation and its representability. What does this mean? Questions, numbers, writing and meetings bring knowledge into being which is often not stable, reliable
or uncontested. Because of the constant danger of the data being put into question, the evaluations
require continuous laboring and elaborating in order to maintain “Uruzgan” as a stable, self-evident
or finalized object of evaluation.
Numbering practices demonstrate the work that is needed to translate an impression or an
expectation of reality into the language of accuracy and objectivity. As I showed in the article on
numbers, numbering required minute interventions to establish referents in the field. These educational categories gained reality because of their numerical sign. Further labor transformed numbers
referring to girl students into numbers referring to groups of girls. With more work these were
turned into parts of populations which, in the end, featured in a narrative of development. The
work that was needed to make the referent – girls going to school – real and relevant involved a
great deal of careful balancing and calibrating. Technological requirements, donors’ demands, representational techniques, expectations of reality, numerical possibilities and inevitable but always
unexpected interruptions in the flow of work had to be managed to keep the number out of chaos
and bring it into meaning.
After we had calculated the percentage 6.15% indicating the school-aged girls that were going
to school in Afghanistan, my colleagues and I were not finished. All the work that went into the
number — and later on, all the work that went into including it into a more comprehensive report
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with a lot more data — made it transportable and relatable. While we could make the number
— and the report for that matter — travel to new places and people, we could not secure the
number’s reception. Remember the issue with the report’s authorship. While the analysis of the
data and the writing of the report depended on contributions from many different people and
technologies, these contributors could not be acknowledged. Authorship was defined by a very
specific ethics and politics, and in order to pass as an author, knowledge of and adherence to
these rules had to be made explicit in the report. The work we did around authorship equipped
the data with a set of new capacities. It was now possible to accept data as the outcome of sound
research. However, precisely this scaffolding of the data as good data could also inspire doubt
about its coming into being. There was, therefore, always the risk that upon publication the data
— and the report — would still not be accepted as reasonable claims to reality. Instead, there was
a continuous necessity for further scaffolding.
Further elaborations of the evaluation data happened for example in the meetings organized
around the presentation of the report that evaluated the Dutch mission in Uruzgan. The press conference was organized in such a way that the report and the numbers in it would pass as tokens of
accountability. However, due to domestic political circumstances there weren’t many journalists to
broadcast the story. On the one hand this allowed for the report to pass the accountability test. On
the other hand, the evaluation data would now not travel very far. The report did, however, inform
other meetings about ongoing development in Uruzgan or lobby meetings about future projects.
In these meetings the results of the evaluation changed shape, now available against different horizons, technologies and issues that were at stake in these meetings. Hence, Uruzgan as the ultimate
object of this evaluation study never stabilized. It was continuously captured in representational
events, but one could never be sure it wouldn’t manifest itself differently later on or somewhere else.
The 3rd element of the evaluation situation are the contexts that it depends on and, in turn,
builds. How does this work? In the example of the transportation research, the questions and
answers did not only assemble transportation as an object of inquiry. The research also fortified
a whole world in which this object made sense. This was the world of the international intervention, concerned with trade, crime, communications and power in Afghanistan. If the Australian
mission that had commissioned this project, wanted to know for example how transportation
was organized in Uruzgan, it wanted to know this in order to better focus their intervention.
As a result transportation became known in terms of the international intervention seeking to
reduce insecurity and increase development. Knowing transportation had additional performative effects. The process of knowing transportation also established who knew, in what format,
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for what purpose, when and where. This may be called the context of knowledge production.
The infrastructures needed to make and transport knowledge notoriously break down in Afghanistan. In the process of data collection, analysis or report writing there were many moments of
disconnection which required constant reconnection efforts. Hardware or software needed fixing,
connections between people in different locations and time zones needed constant monitoring, or
misunderstandings between people speaking different languages or lingos called for explanations.
There were also more complex disconnections. A case in point was the fact that the regions of
Uruzgan that were most interesting for the donors were not accessible for those who had most
research experience. This meant that the research had to be done by Uruzganis who, in turn, did
not have the experience or skills. A carefully designed questionnaire was supposed to solve both
the problem of access and the difference in levels of research skills. These questionnaires as a result
yielded a host of research data from places that were difficult to access. In their wake, however,
they also established and maintained contexts in which differences between international and local
researchers made sense and differences between good and bad research were defined.
Contexts do not necessarily transform into a backdrop against which events take place, like
Afghan mountains that loomed in the distance wherever I looked. Sometimes there were surprises — moments in which something obnoxious or interesting forced itself on the researcher and
questioned her commonsense. This happened during the transportation research which I discussed
in the fourth article. During this transportation research poppy trade had always been on the horizon. It has been just out of focus, inhabiting the space between indifference and attention. Until it
jumped on me, and I was forced to acknowledge its presence which led me to completely rearrange
the way I understood transportation in Uruzgan.
And then there were contexts that were not mine, in my capacity of being an expat international researcher. International news outlets reported on a daily basis about bomb attacks killing
dozens, Afghanistan’s billion dollar drug war, widespread destruction from an earthquake or US’s
downplaying of civilian drone victims. Expat life in Kabul was explosive, but mainly at the parties
where we danced like there was no tomorrow. As a researcher I was mostly safe, and almost predictably so. Contexts were clearly not the same for everyone, and neither were the possibilities for
building them evenly distributed.
These contexts do not all fit together, nor do they all stay the same. Rather than trying to incorporate everything in one master explanation, we may borrow from evaluation’s aesthetic of collection. Bullet points may break up coherence and flow. It is exactly that capacity to invoke a context
of non-coherence that evaluation’s aesthetic of collection may offer here.
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The 4th element of the evaluation situation I will discuss is the researcher. She participates as
a PhD student and as an evaluator in the evaluation process. As we have seen in the context of
the problem of authorship, evaluators are not taken to be the authors of their texts in a creative
sense. They are understood as merely collecting and transmitting the data of the field. But also
fields like anthropology and STS for whom epistemic limitations of authorship are issues worth
reflecting on, writing conventions and codes tend to hide the creative work of composing and
naturalize the objects of the account.
What about the researcher? Just like questions or numbers are research technologies within
the evaluation situation, she is too. Rather than playing her part in a research protocol that guarantees the truthfulness of the data, she, too, is an active participant in the making of knowledge.
She has capacities, skills, limitations and blind spots. In the present text, she is a woman, an
anthropologist, a PhD student, Dutch, excitable, inexperienced as an evaluator, unfamiliar with
Afghanistan. These characteristics make for particular mobility, styles of engagement, hang ups,
attractions, oversights and misunderstandings. Her configuration makes certain versions of Afghanistan possible, and others unlikely.
She contributes to the making of evaluation data in specific ways. However, maintaining and
cultivating her/self as a felicitous part of evaluation endeavor requires a lot of work. Like numbers,
questionnaires or meetings she needs attention and care to be able to do her job. She needs to dress
properly, observe security protocols, eat well, sleep well, make some friends and enjoy herself. Of
more immediate concern to her job is her lack of experience in evaluation work or Afghanistan.
This shortcoming requires training and the work she delivers needs monitoring for whether it fits
the standards. For some time, the work invested in her seems to pay off. She seems to become a
reliable fixture in the team, well-connected to her colleagues and delivering good work. But then,
this promise is thrown into question when she fails to make good and timely questionnaires in
transportation research, and more generally be a good team player and a reliable employee. The
elaborate work is lost on her. It is best to dismiss her.
She fails not only as an evaluator, but also as an anthropologist doing her PhD research in and on
evaluation practices. Getting too involved in her job compromises the tenets of the classic anthropological method – participatory observation – which holds that participation should enable observation by maintaining a certain detachment from the object of study. She does not succeed at making
the contexts of evaluation and anthropology work for each other. Moving away, however, opened
up new avenues. Within an academic context, and with some distance from the evaluation work,
critique and its desire to know the other only as a flawed extension of oneself, turns out to have been
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a meager model for relating across difference. Asking again, and again, has allowed for a more generative understanding of the co-existence of evaluation and anthropology, as two styles of research.
The evaluation situation offered a collection of elements that are each informative about what, who
and how we know Afghanistan. Each of these elements offer opportunities to assess evaluations
critically but also to carefully consider the worlds that emerge alongside evaluation situations and
the ways that processes of governance work with and through them. Moreover, research technologies, evaluation’s elaborations, contexts and researchers may offer entry points to actively disrupt
forms of life that solidify around them.
The present elements offer some analytical direction, yet they are not fixed in a pre-established plot or a grand narrative. As a form, lists may invite to collect, and to collect requires to
look, think, engage, move, and ask again. Engaging again the bodies of literature that I discussed
in the introduction – on Afghanistan, on development, on development anthropology and on accountability – the lens of the evaluation situation brings out three contributions of this thesis. First,
working empirically through different evaluation situations and the worlds they engender allows us
to consider how different ways of knowing Afghanistan make different kinds of Afghanistan possible. Second, evaluation situations have highlighted that knowing and doing Afghanistan are tightly
intertwined which advocates for a symmetrical treatment of any project that tries to learn and work
in a complex environment, such as evaluation research versus anthropological research. Third, evaluation situations show that accountability is an illusive affair, which begs the question whether how
we know accountability as researchers may matter for how we situate it. I will detail these claims
below.
As I laid out in the introduction, studies of Afghanistan often follow one representational
model. Many studies speak of the place, the conflict, the women, the Taliban and the future as if
they were all places and problems that are part of one reality “out there.” There may not be consensus about the right depiction of Afghanistan, the accurate use of data or the correct analytical
framework. The descriptions, however, generally follow the same representational ideal: there is
“one world” that is referred to, available for description while at the same time separate from the
descriptive tools, methodologies and interests.
Investigating what lies between the evaluation’s question and its answer has revealed that trying to get to know Afghanistan is a practical challenge. It is not that other authors do not acknowledge the practical challenges that are involved in their quests to understand Afghanistan. People
have resorted to dressing as women, as goat herders or have taken dangers trips across the country

108

CONCLUSION
to find answers to their questions. Oftentimes the mastery that is required to overcome the challenges, dangers and risks involved in knowing Afghanistan serve as a narrative motor in accounts of
Afghanistan or serve to legitimize the knowledge produced. Acknowledgments of these challenges
make Afghanistan more real, more dangerous, more exotic, more special, and more important.
In other words, the way we identify problems of access, organize research, its protocol, our
expectations, its value, its use, and its reception matters for how we know Afghanistan: as a place
that nowadays alternates the last position with Syria in peace indices; as a place that is tenaciously
complex; as a place that the international intervention has unsuccessfully tried so hard to push up
the ladder of development; as a people that is incapacitated by decades of war to transform this
good will and investment into peace; as a place that needs the international community, if only to
help Afghans know themselves.
Discussing some elements of the evaluation situation gives reason to shake any illusion of
self-evidence: not just of the numbers and reports, but also of the questions that inform evaluation research in the first place, developmental knowledge of Afghanistan and the actions it inspires.
Picking apart the evaluation situation offers an occasion to see and assess how Afghanistan and
its contexts become outlined in practice. It allows us to see how these outlines interface the way
Afghanistan is known with the concerns of international development or the international intervention. Moreover, the evaluation situation offers tools to ask again and consider how else, in addition,
it might be possible to know Afghanistan.
In the introduction I discussed a series of authors who have diagnosed the relation between
the fields of Anthropology of Development and Development Anthropology as in a deadlock.
These authors have tried to find a way out of this impasse not through an investigation of the big
ambitions of development, but by studying the practical efforts through which development takes
shape. This thesis has joined these authors with a study of one particular environment in which this
happens: evaluation research on Uruzgan. Studying evaluation research ethnographically substantiates a claim that development’s ambitions and perspectives are tightly intertwined with the way
these ambitions and perspectives are done in development’s knowledge practices.
If this is the case, it changes conventional ways of thinking about knowing and doing development and expectations of where knowing and doing development happen. Knowledge of development now needs to take into consideration the practices through which this knowledge takes
shape. How development is known makes possible what is understood as development. Just think
of the difference between transportation knowledge gained through questionnaires and through
interviews, as staccato but transportable on the one hand, and rich but difficult to relate to other
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concerns. Conversely, knowledge practices in development settings are themselves sites of development practices. For example, writing the report helped to shape the way development in
Afghanistan was understood. At the same time, as failing infrastructures constantly had to be fixed
and connections re-established, writing was itself an example of development in Afghanistan.
This recursive relationship – where knowledge implies practice and vice versa – does not
sit well with a model of critique that casts development practice as a deficient version of the
anthropology of development. According to that model an evaluation report is considered bad
anthropology and concerned with practical effects alone. A model that tries to consider both
development practice and anthropological theory symmetrically, as endeavors that try to learn,
understand and work in a complex environment may allow for more generative questions to
be asked of either style of research. If, for example, anthropologists finds development practitioners to be lacking in theoretical sophistication, development practitioners may ask anthropologists what the practical effects of her theorizing are.
Equipped with the insights, models and pointers put forth by the literature on accountability I
started a hunt for accountability in the revisiting of my material. As the evaluation research was
conducted to enable the Dutch mission to account for its efforts I expected to find accountability
in practice at every turn. What did I find?
I found an impressive organization of data collection, analysis and presentation that was required to account for Afghanistan. I described what was entailed in the collection of information
about Afghanistan; establishing Afghanistan as a referent; knowing it in comparison to other places; representing it in writing; and presenting it as evocative of different narratives of success and
failure. Each step of the way required a careful balancing of format, scientific accuracy and intended
audience, while at the same time negotiating a host of interruptions such as infrastructural disconnection, expectations of Afghanistan and professional ambitions. Initially I thought accountability
was this continuous balancing act. This turned every evaluation situation into an accountability
situation: it permeated every step of the way.
Speaking to a journalist about my work recently allowed me to engage anew with the question
of where accountability is. The journalist dutifully listened to my detailed stories about the intricacies of evaluation practices but was interested really in only one issue: whether or not the Dutch
government had influenced the evaluation results. It was a belated question. While the whole operation had been conducted under the sign of accountability, there was only one moment in which,
practically speaking, the Dutch government had had to justify their actions towards the Dutch public: the press conference. And while this journalist was now, end of 2016, interested in the coming
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into being of this report, in 2010 the media had been more interested in Dutch domestic politics
than the evaluation results. Hence, at the time the issue of accountability fizzled away.
In both cases accountability is illusive. In the first case accountability is everywhere but precisely because it is everywhere, it is hard to pin down and nowhere really. In the second case, the
whole complex operation was funneled into one grand moment of accountability that, when it actually took place, was largely ignored.
If we pull out the adage of this thesis – how we know matters for what we know – accountability
may well be the analytical blind spot of all my hard work. Is it possible, for example, that a methodology that follows and documents practices of accountability can only account for accountability in
a technical sense? The science studies research style that I used here, turns the question whether
the Netherlands accounted for their mission in Uruzgan on the basis of the evaluation report into
an empirical one. That means that I investigated a case of how accountability can only work if it is
distributed over an extended network of practices and their actors. Does the political and ethical
dimension of public justification then not disappear within the technicalities of practice?
Conversely, does a methodology like that of following journalistic scoops account for accountability to the right audience? If journalism pursues an account of the Dutch mission in Uruzgan as an issue
between Dutch politics and its constituency, who will care to ask what people from Uruzgan think?
These questions are posed in the spirit of generative critique, they make room for something
new to happen. When reading the snippets from the conclusion to the evaluation report once more,
it is possible to not so much wonder about the accuracy of the representation of Uruzgan anymore.
The report invites to ask again, in a generative and generous way. If we no longer assume that there
is one world that can be captured and transmitted as one, we can ask other things, such as: who have
been in and excluded in the collection of data? How does the report allow us to know Afghanistan?
What ignorance does it generate, what kind of knowledge is precluded? What kinds of contexts
does it contribute to? What kind of action and engagement does it compel? Or what passive despair, perhaps? These questions and their answers offer possibilities for imagining different kinds of
evaluation research. What this may look like in practice is a topic of further research.
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SAMENVATTING

Dit proefschrift gaat over de evaluatie van de Nederlandse missie in Uruzgan, een zuidelijke provincie van Afghanistan. Deze missie vond plaats tussen 2006 en 2010. In de zomer van 2010 werd een
Afghaanse onderzoeksorganisatie gecontracteerd om een evaluatieonderzoek uit te voeren naar de
effecten van de missie. Ik werkte voor deze organisatie en heb bijgedragen aan het evaluatieproject.
In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik dit evaluatieonderzoek opnieuw door te beschrijven hoe dit onderzoek in de praktijk gedaan werd en wat voor kennis van Uruzgan mogelijk was in de context van
oorlog, taal- en cultuurverschillen, infrastructurele miscommunicaties, verwachtingen van en voor
Uruzgan en verschillende onderzoekstechnologieën. Mijn onderzoek stelt dat het onderzoeksproces geen heldere gang van zaken is. Ditzelfde geldt ook voor mijn eigen promotieonderzoek dat
parallel aan het evaluatieonderzoek plaatsvond. Op basis van die analogie heb ik me afgevraagd wat
nou de verschillen zijn tussen de onderzoeksmethoden van antropologen en evaluatoren.
In het eerste hoofdstuk onderzoek ik getallen. Ik beschrijf het ontstaan van een percentage
en laat in dat proces zien dat getallen geen passieve symbolen zijn die ter beschikking staan aan
mensen en hun ambities, maar participanten in het maken van de werelden waarin we leven. Hiermee bedoel ik dat getallen eigenschappen hebben die geactiveerd worden in onderzoekspraktijken
of andere praktijken waarin getallen een rol spelen. In dit hoofdstuk beschrijf ik drie situaties waarin
drie verschillende eigenschappen van getallen hun stempel drukken op evaluatiepraktijken en daarmee op hoe het onderwerp van het onderzoek -- Uruzgan’s onderwijs – gekend kon worden. Ik
bespreek achtereenvolgens de kunst van getallen om met precisie te refereren, te vergelijken, en om
twijfel en zekerheid op te roepen over de waarde van het getal. Gedetailleerde kennis van getalpraktijken biedt de mogelijkheid om niet alleen getallen an sich te evalueren, maar ook de werelden die
geschapen worden in die praktijken en de bestuursprocessen waaraan ze bijdragen.
In het tweede hoofdstuk bespreek ik het schrijven van het rapport. Ook hier gaat het mij erom
schrijven niet op de representatieve kwaliteiten van het eindproduct te beoordelen, maar om het
schrijfproces te analyseren als een voortdurende spanning tussen aan de ene kant de noodzaak
van heel veel verschillende soorten input voor een goed geïnformeerd evaluatierapport, en, aan
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de andere kant, de noodzaak van een coherent eindproduct voor een heldere communicatie. Ik
onderzoek deze spanning tussen coherentie en heterogeniteit in drie schrijfsituaties: schrijfinfrastructuren, schrijfformat en auteurschap. Schrijfinfrastructuren in Afghanistan – zoals bijvoorbeeld software, hardware, maar ook taal- en cultuurverschillen of veiligheidsprotocollen – lopen
vast of slagen er anderszins vaak niet in om evaluatieonderzoekers zonder onderbrekingen samen
te laten werken. Ten tweede bespreek ik het evaluatieformat waarin informatie met heel verschillende oorsprongen, vormen en boodschappen wordt getransformeerd tot een eenheid. Tot slot
bespreek ik auteurschap. Terwijl er zoveel verschillende schrijvers zijn staat er op de kaft van het
rapport alleen de naam van de organisatie. In plaats van het rapport te lezen op z’n inhoudelijke
successen of mislukkingen bespreekt dit hoofdstuk hoe er omgegaan wordt met de spanning tussen heterogene input en coherente output in de drie schrijfdomeinen. Het rapport moet gelezen
worden als een doorlopend evenement van sociale en materiële interacties te lezen, waarin de
spanning tussen eenheid en heterogeniteit nooit helemaal is opgelost.
In het derde hoofdstuk bespreek ik vier meetings die werden georganiseerd rondom de presentatie van het evaluatierapport in Den Haag in 2010. Deze vier meetings – een persconferentie, een
meeting over voortgaand ontwikkelingswerk, een lobby meeting, en een rondetafelgesprek – maken ieder op hun eigen manier specifieke lezingen mogelijk van de Nederlandse missie in Uruzgan.
Het hoofdstuk bouwt voort op een stelling van David Mosse dat succes in ontwikkelingssamenwerking een conceptuele prestatie is die erop gericht is om de coherentie met betrekking tot ontwikkelingsbeleid te behouden in plaats van dat het statement iets zegt over praktische prestaties in
het veld. Ik schaar mij achter Mosse in de zin dat ontwikkelingsbeleid en ontwikkelingswerk zich
volgens verschillende logica’s voltrekken. Op basis van het empirische materiaal dat de meetings
bieden kom ik echter tot de conclusie dat succes en falen niet georganiseerd zijn rond de tegenstelling van beleid en veld, maar dat succes en falen tot stand komen in logica’s van meetings – hier
accountability, exploratie en overtuiging – die tegelijkertijd zowel conceptueel als praktisch zijn.
In het vierde hoofdstuk behandel ik het stellen van vragen in een studie over transport in
Uruzgan. Het hoofdstuk volgt twee lijnen. De eerste lijn onderzoekt hoe manieren van vragen stellen – vragenlijsten versus interviews – kennis van transport in Uruzgan op specifieke wijze vormgeven. De tweede lijn volgt het conflict dat tussen mijn supervisor en mij ontstond naar aanleiding
van onze verschillende waarderingen van de interviews en vragenlijsten. Dit hoofdstuk spiegelt
academische reflecties op de gespannen relatie tussen ontwikkelingstheorie en post-development
theory met de relatie tussen mijn supervisor en mij. Bovendien voegt het hoofdstuk “transport” en
beweging toe als onderdeel van de methode van vragen stellen. De verhuizing van mijn kantoor in
Kabul naar een kantoor aan de universiteit van Amsterdam stelde mij in staat opnieuw de studie
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naar transport in Uruzgan en de relatie tussen mijn supervisor en mij te bevragen. Deze analytische
zet van “vragen steeds weer opnieuw stellen” stelt kritiek in een ander daglicht en legt de verschillen
en overeenkomsten bloot tussen antropologie en ontwikkelingstheorie.
In de conclusie bespreek ik de evaluatiesituatie als een analytisch middel om het evaluatieproject op een nieuwe manier te begrijpen aan de hand van verschillende elementen: onderzoektechnologieën, het eindeloze werk dat evaluaties met zich meebrengen, contexten en de
onderzoeker. Onderzoekstechnologieën zijn configuraties van praktijken die specifieke effecten
hebben op onderzoeksdata. Hierbij doel ik op getallen, vragen, schrijven en meetings als onderzoekstechnologieën die bepaalde kennis mogelijk maakt en andere niet. Het tweede element is
het voortdurende werk dat verricht moet worden om het object van de evaluatie en de representatie stabiel te houden. Vragen, getallen, rapporten en meetings brengen kennis tot stand die
vaak niet stabiel, betrouwbaar of onbetwist blijkt. Het vraagt voordurend werk om “Uruzgan”
als stabiel en vanzelfsprekend evaluatieobject in stand te houden, door middel van opnieuw vragen te stellen, data cleaning, schrijven en (re)presenteren. Het derde element is de context waar
evaluatiesituaties van afhankelijk zijn en die ze op hun beurt verder vormgeven. En het laatste
element is de onderzoeker zelf. Zij is degene die zich recursief tot ieder probleem kan verhouden,
als iemand die beweegt en bewogen wordt, door alsmaar vragen te blijven stellen.
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SUMMARY

This thesis is about the evaluation of the Dutch civil-military mission in Uruzgan, a southern province in Afghanistan. This mission took place between 2006 and 2010. In the summer of 2010 an
Afghan research organization was commissioned to evaluate the mission. I worked for this organization and contributed to the evaluation project. In this thesis I re-evaluate this evaluation project
by interrogating how the evaluation was done in practice and how Uruzgan came to be known in
the meeting of war, linguistic and cultural differences, infrastructural disconnections, expectations
for and of Uruzgan and several research technologies. Based on the empirical work this thesis challenges the evaluation research process as something that is clear and confident. This insight was
at the same time true for the process of my own research. This analogy has led me to explore the
differences between research methods of anthropologists and evaluators.
In the first chapter I discuss numbers and numbering practices. I describe the coming into being of a percentage and show that numbers are not passive symbols that are at the service of people
and their politics, but actual participants in the making of the worlds in which we live. With this
I mean that numbers have properties that are activated in numbering practices. In this chapter I
describe three situations in which three different properties of numbers affect the ways in which the
topic of research – Uruzgan’s education – can be known. I consecutively discuss numbers’ potential to effect referentiality, to compare proportionally, and to evoke doubt and certainty. Detailed
knowledge of numbering practices offers an opportunity to not just assess numbers as end products, but also to scrutinize the worlds that come into being alongside these practices and the way
these numbers contribute to processes of governance.
In the second chapter I discuss the writing of the evaluation report that was published in 2010. I
am less interested in a discussion of the representative qualities of the report and more in an analysis
of the process of writing as a constant tension between on the one hand the necessity of heterogeneous input and on the other hand the necessity of producing a coherent, unified end product.
I investigate this tension across three layers of writing: writing infrastructures, writing format and
authorship. Writing infrastructures in Afghanistan – such as software, hardware, electricity, language
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and cultural differences, or security protocols – constantly break down, making it difficult for writers
to smoothly write together. The evaluation writing format, secondly, depends on a variety of sources,
formats, voices and messages, yet it needs to cohere these differences in one format. Lastly, authorship. While so many people have contributed to the writing of the report, the author needs to appear
as one. Rather than reading the evaluation report for its representational successes and failures, this
article advocates for the reading of a report as an event, as a physical moment of social-material interactions. In this way we do not learn what a report is, not what a report does, but how the report
(continuously) comes to be, in tension between coherence and heterogeneous writing practices.
In the third chapter I discuss four meetings that were organized around the presentation of
the evaluation report in The Hague in 2010. These meetings – a press conference, a meeting about
ongoing development, a lobby meeting and a round-table-meeting – influenced the ways in which
successes and failures of the Dutch mission were described. The chapter expands David Mosse’s
statement that success and failure are conceptual achievements aimed at maintaining coherence with
development policy rather than statements that reflect practical achievements in development operations. While I do believe that the development operations and development policy work according
to different logics, I argue that to say that failure and success are conceptual achievements is to underestimate the practical work that goes into them. Analyzing the empirical material that the meetings offer I conclude among other things that success and failure are done in ways that are simultaneously conceptual and practical, according to logics of accountability, exploration and political lobby.
In the fourth chapter I investigate asking questions in the context of a study of transportation
in Uruzgan. The chapter pursues two threads. The first is about how different ways of asking questions – in interviews and in questionnaires – result in different ways of knowing transportation. The
second thread tries to unpack the way in which questionnaires versus interviews became critical
stakes in the relation between my supervisor and me. This paper borrows from academic reflections
on the relation between development theory and post-development theory to consider this relation
between my supervisor and me beyond critique. Moreover, it considers movement as part of the
method of asking questions. Following a move from the research organization in Kabul to an academic office in Amsterdam, I revisit the questions asked in and about development research. This
analytical move of ‘asking again’ questions the bases of critique, as it opens up to the similarities and
differences between anthropology and development research as modes of engagement that attempt
to understand, represent and work within a complex world.
In the conclusion I discuss the evaluation situation as an analytical device to rethink the evaluation project according to several elements: 1) research technologies, such as numbering practices,
asking questions, writing and meetings, that actively participate in the coming into being of research
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objects, 2) constant work to secure the research object and its representability, 3) contexts, and 4)
the researcher. Considering how evaluations are done in the meeting of these elements, again and
again, allows us to situate our knowledge of Afghanistan: how we know Afghanistan matters for what
we know and an awareness of this may help to bring different kinds of Afghanistan to take shape.
This situated and recursive understanding of the research method and object helps to understand, in
addition, that knowing the international intervention and development is a form of doing them, and,
that how we know accountability as analysts ourselves may matter for how and where we situate it.
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