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	“Afghanistan has been known over the years as the graveyard of empires. We cannot take that history lightly.”
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GLOSSARY

AB: Airbase.

Al Qaeda: Literally “the base,” transnational Islamic terrorist organization associated with Osama bin Laden.

Alim: (plural, ulema) Islamic clergy.

ANA: Afghan National Army.

AMF: Afghan Military Force (now disbanded).

Amir: Leader.

ANP: Afghan National Police.

ANP: Awami National Party, Pakistan; primarily Pushtun members, dates to pre-partition nationalism. Winner of 2008 election in NWFP.

ANSF: Afghan National Security Forces (including ANA and ANP).

AP: Associated Press.

Barevli: School of Islamic practice originating in the subcontinent. Influenced by Sufic and traditional practices.

Baluchi: Ethnolinguistic group, native to Pakistani, Afghanistan, and Iran. Sunni Muslim, in Pakistani their tribal system remains strong under the leadership of hereditary sardars.

BG: Brigadier General.

Bonn conference/process: Transition to constitutional rule in Afghanistan, 2001–05. Process started with a conference at the Petersburgerhof resort near Bonn, Germany, in 2001 and included the Emergency Loya Jirga, Constitutional Loya Jirga, the 2004 presidential and 2005 parliamentary elections.

CF: Canadian Forces.

CN: Counter narcotics.

COL/Col.: Colonel (US Army/other).

Constitutional Loya Jirga: Meeting of 502 delegates that drafted the current Afghan constitution, meeting in Kabul December 2003 to January 2004. The draft constitution was not voted on but was adopted by consensus.

Darbar: Ritualized assembly by a leadership figure to receive pledges of loyalty and provide benefits to clients.

Deobandi: School of Islam established in India following 1857 and the rise of British rule. Deobandi practices aimed to return to Islamic roots and away from influences from the subcontinent and Sufic practices. Influenced by but distinct from Wahabism.

Durand Line: Current border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, which largely follows the line established by an 1893 treaty, surveyed under orders of Sir Mortimer Durand. No Afghan government has ever accepted the permanence of the Durand line, while all British and Pakistani ones have.

Durrani: The main Pushtun tribal grouping of southern Afghanistan. Except for 1930 and 1978–2001, all Afghan heads of state have been Durrani.

Falah-e-Insaniat: Successor group to Lashkar-e-Taiba, Pakistani group, name changed following 2008 Mumbai terrorist attack.

FATA: Federally Administered Tribal Areas. Seven agencies administrated by the Pakistani federal government. All separate the Durand Line from NWFP. From south to north, consists of: South Waziristan, North Waziristan, Kurram, Orakzai, Khyber, Mohmand, and Bajaur.

Fatwa: Muslim religious edict, issued by an alim, having the force of law.

FCR: Frontier Crimes Regulations, British colonial (1901) origins that apply in the FATA rather than the laws of Pakistan.

Frontier Corps: Pakistani paramilitary formations, established by the British, of Pushtuns recruited to serve in the FATA and nearby areas. Under the Ministry of the Interior. Commanded by seconded army officers. Pushtuns do not serve in their home areas. The main uniformed force in the FATA.

Frontier Constabulary: Pakistani national police formation.

FR: Frontier region. One of six regions in the NWFP with special (FATA-like) legal status.

GEN: General (US Army).

Ghilzay: A major Pushtun tribal grouping of south-central and eastern Afghanistan. Sometimes seen as rivals to the Durrani for power.

GIRoA: Government of Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (post-2001).

Golden Age: Normally used, with or without irony (depending on politics), to describe the later years of the reign of the former King Zahir, 1949–73, notable for experiments with democracy, increased centralization of power, and ultimately setting the stage for the conflicts of 1978–2001.

Harakat-ul-Mujahideen: Party formed for cross-border insurgency from Pakistan into Kashmir. Recruited from Afghan and Pakistani Pushtuns.

Haram: Unclean for Muslims.

Hawala: Afghan money transfer system with international links; hundi is Pakistani equivalent.

Hazara Jat: Land of the Hazaras, region in central Afghanistan cutting across several provinces.

Hoqooq: Local traditional dispute resolution body, especially dealing with land and water disputes.

HiH: Hezb-e-Islami party of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, one of the Peshawar seven 1978–02, waged civil war against ISA 1992–96, joined insurgents post-2001.

HuT: Hezb-ut-Tahrir. Transnational Muslim group advocating a worldwide Khalifait, explicitly eschewing violence.

IEA: Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (Taliban regime 1996–2001).

IRA: Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (post-2001).

ISI: Inter Service Intelligence directorate (Pakistan). Primarily the military’s “directed telescope” inside Pakistan, it has, as a secondary mission, planned and executed Pakistan’s Afghanistan policies since the 1970s, often to the exclusion of other governmental institutions.

JIA: Jamiat-e-Islami-Afghanistan. Islamist political party with roots in Kabul pre-1978. Leader Dr. Burnhaddin Rabbani. Members included Ahmad Shah Massoud and Ismail Khan. Largely Dari-speaking. One of the Peshawar Seven parties 1978–92. Participated in ISA government 1992–1996.

JI: Jamaat-e-Islami. Oldest Pakistani religious party. Supporter of Afghan Taliban, HiH and Hezb-ul-Mujahideen, Jamaat-e-Islami Kashmir, and terrorist organizations. Opposed to JIA, sees US as leading an anti-Pakistan alliance.

Jihad: Holy war. In Islam, can be internal (in the soul of the believer) or external (against an outside force).

Jirga: Afghan meeting for collective decision-making or dispute resolution, similar to shura but less likely to be a standing body.

JeM: Jaish-e-Muhammad. Formed to take part in cross-border insurgency in Kashmir, recruited mainly in Punjab. Successor to Harakat-ul-Mujahideen.

JUI: Jamiat-ul-Ulema-e-Islam. Pakistan religious party, ally of HiH pre-1996 (part of MMA). Runs the largest network of Deobandi-influenced madrassas in Pakistan.

khan: Term of respect, especially for a patron but also for anyone in secular authority.

LeT: Lashkar-e-Taiba, formed to take part in Kashmir insurgency, involved in 2008 Mumbai terrorist attack, declared a terrorist organization by UN.

Lok Sabha: Lower house of the Indian parliament, subjected to a high-profile terrorist attack in 2001 by Lashkar-e-Taiba.

LTG: Lieutenant General.

Madrassa: Muslim religious school. Maderi is plural, although madrassas is colloquial English usage. May be free-standing or associated with a mosque (deeni maderi).

Majlis-e-shura: Requirement for an Islamic government to have consultation, a body set up to provide such consultation.

Malik: Pushtun tribal figure that provides interface with the government. In Pushtun, appointed by the government, became a hereditary position in some tribes.

Maulavi: Alim associated with a madrassa, often a deeni maderi that is associated with a mosque.

MG: Major General.

MMA: Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal. Popularly known as the “Mullah and Musharraf alliance,” a coalition of Pakistani religious political parties that, after the 2002 elections, formed governments in NWFP and Baluchistan.

IEA: Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (Taliban).

IRoA: Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (post–2001).

ISA: Islamic State of Afghanistan (Northern Alliance supported, 1992–2001).

LTG: Lieutenant General.

NDS: National Directorate of Security (post-2001 Afghanistan intelligence service), the Amaniyat (literally, security). Also abbreviated NSD.

Northern Alliance: Pro-ISA, anti-HiH and Taliban coalition 1992–2001 mainly of Tajik, Hazara, and Uzbek groups which included substantial Pushtun allies in the form of Dr. Abdurrab Rasul Sayyaf Ittehad-e-Islami (one of the Peshawar Seven) and the Nangarhar shura of Haji Qadir (previously part of HiK) plus a number of Pushtun leaders that were opposed to the Taliban, including Hamid Karzai, who became president of Afghanistan. Ahmad Shah Massoud was the major figure associated with the Northern Alliance.

NSP: National Solidarity Program.

Orientalism: Projecting a self-made and culturally biased understanding of a foreign culture, regardless of fact.

PATA: Provincially Administered Tribal Areas in NWFP. Laws of Pakistan normally apply, with modifications, in these areas. Swat is a PATA.

Peshawar: Capital and largest city of NWFP, on traditional trade routes from the subcontinent to Afghanistan through the Khyber Pass. Headquarters of the Sunni Afghan resistance parties in 1978–92.

Peshawar Seven: The seven Sunni Afghan resistance parties supported by Pakistan during the 1978–92 conflict with headquarters in Peshawar. All except JIA were led by and predominantly composed of ethnic Pushtuns.

PIB: Pakistan Intelligence Bureau. Pakistan’s civilian-based intelligence agency (CIA equivalent). Secondary to ISI under military governments, has been emphasized by some elected governments but has never been allowed to control Afghanistan policy.

Pir: Saint in human form, holy man. Important in traditional Afghan Islam as a focus of devotion. Can be hereditary. Considered unIslamic by Deobandi and especially Wahabi influenced Islam.

PRC: People’s Republic of China.

Purdah: Literally “veil,” the practice of female separation from non-family members in the private sphere of life.

Qawm (also quam): Afghan affinity group, a building block of Afghan society. Based on blood ties, ethnicity, locality, religious practice, or other bonds.

Qazi: Alim learned in Sharia law.

Salafi: Fundamentalist Islamic movement that aims to recreate the practices of the first generation of Muslim believers.

Sardar: Hereditary Baluch tribal leader, having much stronger and more unitary authority than a Pushtun tribal chief.

Sayid: Descendant of the Prophet Mohammed.

Sipah-e-Sahaba: Pakistani terrorist group with roots in violence against Shia landlords in south Punjab. Participated in conflicts in Kashmir, Afghanistan (where they committed atrocities against Afghan Shias), and the FATA.

Sharia: The body of Islamic religious law, Sunni and Shia. The legal framework within which the public and private aspects of life are regulated.

Shomali Plain: Fertile agricultural area to the north of Kabul, subjected to ethnic cleansing and scorched-earth policies by Al Qaeda-inspired Taliban in the late 1990s.

Shura: Body for collective decision-making and dispute resolution. Usually comprised of a number of local elder males with a claim to some legitimate authority.

Shura-e-Nazar: Council of the North, organization Shah Massoud in 1980s. Became part of Northern Alliance, founded by Ahmad.

SSG: Special Security Group, Pakistan Army special operations forces.

Sufi (Sufic): The inner, mystical dimension of Islam, applicable to Sunni and Shia Islam. As a mystic in direct personal communion with the infinite, there is tension between the Sufi and the alim, who has an intervening role between the two.

Tablighi Jamaat: Deobandi-influenced Muslim organization, publically eschewing political violence. Believed to operate worldwide and have tens of millions of members.

Takfir: Muslims that are worse than infidels. The Al Qaeda-Taliban definition of these individuals is shared by few genuine theologians, who dispute whether this is a valid categorization.

TNSM: Tehrik-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammed. Founded by Sufi Mohammed and son-in-law “radio mullah” Fazlullah. Operates in Bajaur, Swat, and NWFP.

Transport Mafia: Colloquial name used to describe many predominantly Pushtun firms that handle Pakistan’s inter-city and international truck traffic.

TTP: Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan. Coalition of Pakistan Islamic radical insurgent movements, under Behtullah Mehsud.

Wahabi: Islamic movement originating in Saudi Arabia, aiming to implement a “pure” Islam free from local or traditional accretions.

Westphalia: Treaty of 1648 often cited as creating the modern nation-state system.


CHRONOLOGY

1709: Kandahar revolts under Ghilzay chief Mir Wais Hotaki, secedes from Persian Empire.

1747: Pushtun chief Ahmad Shah Durrani conquers Kandahar, Ghazni and Kabul, establishes a kingdom and dynasty.

1776: Capital moves to Kabul from Kandahar.

1839–42: First Anglo-Afghan War.

1849: Second Sikh War ends. British annexation of Peshawar and most of what is now NWFP.

1857: Indian Mutiny. End of HEIC, British imperial rule established in India, replacing Mughal Empire, leads to crisis in Islamic politics in the subcontinent.

1878–80: Second Anglo-Afghan War. War ends with Afghan acceptance of most terms of the Treaty of Gandamack. Afghanistan gives Britain control of foreign policy in return for support for Kabul government, but retains sovereignty.

1880–1901: Reign of King Abdur Rahman, “the iron amir” who created the institution of Afghanistan nationhood, consolidating rule from Kabul by force of arms.

1893: Durand Line created.

1919: Third Afghanistan War. Kabul tries to raise tribes on British side of the Durand Line.

1919–29: Reign of King Amanullah in Afghanistan, identified with nationalism, reform, and modernization.

1919: Amritsar massacre in the Punjab. Start of popular movement for decolonization in the subcontinent.

1921: Anglo-Afghan Treaty. Afghanistan regains control over foreign affairs from New Delhi.

1926: Treaty of Neutrality and Friendship with the Soviet Union.

1928–31: Civil wars in Afghanistan. Following a revolt against the modernizer King Amanullah in 1927, he abdicated in 1929 in favor of his brother Enyatullah. He was succeeded by as king by Habibullah Kalakani (executed 1929) and Mohammed Nadir, who repeals most of Amanullah’s reforms (assassinated 1933).

1929: Tajik leader Habibullah Kalakani (also known as Bacha-e-Saqao) seizes power for nine months.

1933: Zahir crowned king of Afghanistan, reigns until 1973.

1944–46: Safi Revolt. Kunar valley ethnically cleansed of Safi Pushtuns.

1947: Partition of Indian Empire.

1947–49: First conflict in Kashmir. Pakistan recruits lashkars of Pushtuns from both Afghanistan and Pakistan.

1949: Golden Age starts in Afghanistan, with experimental reform, democratic measures, foreign aid from Soviet Union and US.

1961–63: Years of deteriorating relationship between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Afghanistan’s claims to Pushtunistan lead Pakistan to close the border to trade.

1965: Indo-Pakistani war. Afghanistan remains neutral.

1970: First year rains fail in Afghanistan. Leads to widespread crop failures in 1970–73; hardship in rural Afghanistan hurts Kabul’s legitimacy.

1971: Pakistan loses war with India, resulting in secession of East Pakistan as Bangladesh. Afghanistan remains neutral. Pakistan starts looking at countering India through “strategic depth” and Islamic approaches that would provide international strength and threaten India; both affect Afghanistan.

17 July 1973: King Zahir overthrown in bloodless coup by his cousin, former Prime Minister Prince Mohammed Daoud. End of Golden Age. Afghanistan declared a republic.

July 1975: “Panjshir revolt” by Pakistan-trained Islamists. Religious leaders also lead uprisings in Badakhshan, Jalalabad, Laghman, and Paktia.

28 April 1978: Military putsch by Communist Khalqi army officers in Kabul. Daoud and many others in his family and leadership—secular and religious—murdered. People’s Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (PDRA) established.

May 1978: Start of widespread arrests and executions.

Summer 1978: Start of largest national rising of the twentieth century in Afghanistan.

21 March 1979: Herat uprising against Soviets leads to increased military intervention, use of firepower.

1979: Start of external aid, largely routed via Government of Pakistan (especially ISI) for the Afghan resistance. US, China, Saudi Arabia, many other countries supply funding but Pakistan insists on a monopoly on resource allocation.

27 December 1979: Soviet invasion, new Parcham-dominated Afghan government put in place under Babrak Karmal.

1986: Najibullah (Parcham former secret police chief and ethnic but detribalized Pushtun) put into place as head of pro-Soviet Republic of Afghanistan, replacing Babrak Karmal.

February 1989: Soviet combat forces withdraw from Afghanistan.

April 1992: Collapse of Najibullah regime in Kabul, fighting between Afghan groups over city.

August 1992: Resumed fighting—HiH rocket attacks on Kabul.

5 November 1994: Taliban occupy Kandahar.

10 May 1996: Bin Laden arrives in Jalalabad as guest of ISA’s Nangarhar Shura, who remember him from the anti-Soviet war.

27 September 1996: Kabul falls to Taliban.

2000: ISI dissatisfaction with Taliban, leads to study to plan “Taliban light” as replacement.

21 March 2001: Destruction of Bamiyan Buddhas by Taliban demonstrates radicalization, Al Qaeda influence.

9 September 2001: Assassination of Ahmad Shah Massoud by Al Qaeda.

11 September 2001: Multiple terrorist attacks in US by Al Qaeda.

19 September 2001: First US intelligence and special operations forces enter Afghanistan.

7 October 2001: First US airstrikes in Afghanistan.

9 November 2001: Mazar-e-Sharif entered by ISA forces.

13 November 2001: Kabul entered by ISA forces, ignoring US appeal to stay out.

14–24 November 2001: “Airlift of evil,” Pakistan permitted to airlift ISI and other forces fighting the ISA from Kunduz before Taliban surrender.

10 December 2001: Kandahar abandoned by Afghan Taliban; last major city held by them in Afghanistan.

22 December 2001: Bonn agreement. Hamid Karzai becomes president of Afghan Interim Government, later Transitional government.

23 December 2001: Terrorist attack on Indian Parliament.

January 2002: Operation Anaconda. Al Qaeda and Taliban forces retreat from Afghanistan into Pakistan.

20–28 January 2002: Tokyo Conference.

March 2002: Initial ISAF deployment to Kabul begins.

21 March 2002: State schools reopen in Afghanistan on a nationwide basis.

15 April 2002: Former king Zahir returns to Afghanistan, later appears at Emergency and Constitutional Loya Jirgas, receives title of “Father of the Nation.”

June 2002: Emergency Loya Jirga in Afghanistan; 1,500 delegates selected through indirect UN-supervised elections select head of state (Karzai) and other key officials.

10 October 2002: Provincial elections in Pakistan. Rise of MMA seen as reaction to defeat of Taliban.

July 2003: ISAF “NATO-ized,” first ground forces commitment in history of alliance.

September 2003: National Solidarity Program (NSP) established.

November 2003: US Ambassador Zalmay Khailzad arrives in Kabul.

December 2003 —Janaury 2004: Constitutional Loya Jirga in Afghanistan. 500 delegates and 50 appointed member debate and approve Afghan constitution. Islamic Republic of Afghanistan established. Hamid Karzai is president of transitional government.

December 2003: Assassination attempts against Musharraf (two).

11 March 2004: Madrid train station bombings.

April 2004: South Waziristan peace accord with insurgents.

9 October 2004: Presidential elections in Afghanistan. Hamid Karzai elected president of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.

February 2005: Second South Waziristan peace accord.

June 2005: US Ambassador Zalmay Khailzad departs Kabul.

7 July 2005: London transport bombings.

18 September 2005: Parliamentary elections in Afghanistan.

October 2005: Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS) drafted as roadmap for Afghan and international efforts.

8 October—December 2005: Earthquake in northern Pakistan and subsequent relief efforts. Pakistan Army relief efforts widely perceived as inadequate.

31 January 2005: London Conference, initial draft of Afghanistan Compact approved, Initial Afghan National Development Strategy introduced.

7 August 2006: Transatlantic airline bombing plot by Al Qaeda exposed.

September 2006: Waziristan Peace accord signed at Miranshah.

April 2007: Musharraf attempted removal of Chief Justice Iftikhar. Mohammed Chaudry starts crisis.

17 July 2007: Former King Zahir Shah dies.

29 July 2007: Lal Masjid incident in Islamabad. Pakistan security forces move against radical mosque associated with insurgents.

9–13 August 2007: First peace jirga in Kabul with Musharraf and Karzai.

6 October 2007: Musharraf reelected by national and provincial assemblies, oppositions boycott elections.

3 November 2007: Musharraf declares state of emergency.

December 2007: Pakistan Taliban unites under TTP umbrella organization.

27 December 2007: Assassination of Benazir Bhutto.

18 February 2008: Election in Pakistan. PPP wins largest share of vote.

12 June 2008: Paris conference on Afghanistan.

18 August 2008: Resignation of Pakistan’s President Musharraf.

26–27 November 2008: Mumbai is site of apparent Lashkar-e-Taiba terrorist attack, evidence points to it being launched from Pakistan.

16 February 2009: NWFP government makes agreement with TNSM giving them effective control of Swat valley.

February 2009: Pakistan military launches offensive in South Waziristan, withdraws after inflicting heavy casualties on insurgents.

March 2009: Political crisis in Pakistan as Supreme Court blocks former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif of the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz from holding office. Resolved, followed by return to office of Chief Justice Chaudry.

27 March 2009: US Obama administration announces strategic review, appointment of Ambassador Richard Holbrooke as special envoy of Afghanistan and Pakistan (“AfPak”).

25 April—June 2009: Pakistan military launches two-division operation to reclaim Swat from TNSM.

5 August 2009: Death of TTP leader Behtullah Mehsud in US UAV attack.

20 August 2009: Afghan presidential elections lead to widespread accusations of fraud.

August 2009: McChrystal report. Assessment of situation in Afghanistan leaked to press, leads to prolonged public consideration of request for more US military personnel to deploy to Afghanistan.

17 October 2009: Pakistan military launches offensive into South Waziristan.

1 November 2009: Afghan presidential election runoff prevented by concession of Dr. Abdullah.

25 November 2009: Pakistan announces it will prosecute seven alleged planners of the Mumbai attack.

1 December 2009: US presidential address on Afghanistan announces additional troop deployments but concentrates on an exit strategy, with troop withdrawals to begin in 2011.


AFGHANISTAN

PROLOGUE

OUT OF THE VORTEX


	“The vortex is the point of maximum energy. All experience rushes into this vortex. All the energized past, all the past that is living and worthy to live. All MOMENTUM, which is the past bearing upon us, RACE, RACE-MEMORY, instinct charging the PLACID, NON-ENERGIZED FUTURE. The DESIGN of the future is in the grip of the human vortex. All the past that is vital, all the past that is capable of living into the future, is pregnant in the vortex, NOW!”

	—Ezra Pound, “The Turbine,” 

	BLAST, no. 1, 20 June 1914.



They do not read a lot of Ezra Pound in South Waziristan, the Bajaur Agency of Pakistan, or the Doia Chopan district of Afghanistan’s Uruzgan province. If they did, some of the bearded hard men with their Kalashnikovs, laptop computers, Korans, and limitless faith in their cause would undoubtedly find his description appealing. The capital letters and demands for immediate action to sweep away a bankrupt and immoral status quo fits their mixture of absolutist totalitarian Islam and resentful nationalism, a created past intended to give direction and legitimacy to the desired future.

Where Pound opposed the modern world through poetry and his crankish love of totalitarian ideology, the hard men oppose the post-modern world using explosives, crashing airplanes and bodies everywhere. The hard men are really not about building. They are about destroying, for all their belief that living under Islamic Sharia law in a united worldwide Sunni Khalifait is the path for humanity. The defeat of current elected governments in Afghanistan and Pakistan is a first, necessary, step. The Muslims that hold authority there are tools of an anti-Islamic world order and so are takfir, worse than infidels. There will be no place in the future they envision for Muslims who have put worldly power first; even less so for Shias and non-Muslims.

The isolation and underdevelopment of the Vortex that makes up the battlefields of Afghanistan and Pakistan and is trying to engulf the rest of those two struggling countries suits the hard men’s purpose. They are not fighting for development, for schools, clinics, and roads; they often destroy these when they have been built by outsiders or their money. Much as they will use, often effectively, modernity’s tools, they fundamentally oppose the idea of modernity. Modernity makes women immoral and men lust after money rather than living for honor and Islam, which they consider the proper end of existence. This is a vision of fundamentalists, those who look to return to a mythic Islamic past, not that of Islamists, those that see Islam as a sharp sword to clear away all the traditional and colonial hangovers that keep the Vortex poor and backwards. Most of Afghanistan’s Islamists are in Kabul, trying to modernize the country. A few are fighting with the Afghan insurgents despite philosophical differences. That is how the fundamentalist Mullah Omar, leader of the Afghan Taliban, and the Islamist Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, leader of the Hezb-e-Islami (HiH) party, ended up running parallel efforts in the Afghan insurgency, launched from the Pakistan side of the Vortex. They have targeted a government in Kabul that styles itself the Islamic republic of Afghanistan, contains democrats, conservatives, and Islamists alike, and has a constitution that makes Islamic Sharia the wellhead of Afghanistan’s laws.

Islam permeates and directs life, culture—and instinct—to an extent that outsiders find alien. The people of the region, certainly not limited to Pushtuns, know that they and their faith are always going to be there and that Pakistani and Afghan governments and especially infidel foreigners have always proved transient.

Pound’s invocation of the importance of race and race-memory would be embraced by many of the Pushtuns living in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. Their oral tradition provides a very real race memory of resistance to outsiders and an embrace of Islam. It is a patriarchal and patrilineal race-memory, which puts aside the unpleasant fact that without the hard work done by women, everyone starves. It seeks an Islamic justification for its folkways and prejudices. What Pound called race-memory is not a crankish theory for the hard men. It is real, as real as tribal lineages, tradition, and laws—transmitted orally rather than what is understood by the readers of treatises—that guide their lives. People there have long memories of the past, which have been received from earlier generations.

Since 2001, Al Qaeda and the sympathizers of radical Islam have succeeded in adding another chapter to this memory, that Islam and their own culture are both under attack by a infidel conspiracy led by the US, and that only the people of the borderlands are uniquely situated to defeat this and wreak a terrible vengeance on those Muslims that would have made common cause with the infidels or have lived in peace next to them.

The hard men of the Vortex share Pound’s vision—insert the obligatory references to Islam and it could be used by them—as well as his predilection for looking for conspiracies that underlie the realities of everyday life. Pound painted a large bull’s-eye on the pre-1914 version of the established order of a Western, progressive, increasingly globalized world. The hard men who have never read him are going to have a shot at its present-day counterpart.

The better educated among them—they are by no means all illiterate fanatics—would note Pound’s date of publication, a week before the Austro-Hungarian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his consort made their fatal 1914 visit to Sarajevo that ended in the gunsights of Gavrilo Princip. Princip was part of an organization trained and supported by the intelligence services of a neighboring country (Serbia in his case) and funded by that country’s general staff. A youth who resembled today’s teenage suicide bombers more than those that send them on their missions, he was inspired by a transnational ideology mixed with nationalism and religion that aimed to shape the future by creating a past in which the only legitimate option was to fight to the death against what was seen as an alien occupying force.

Princip’s actions—not a cause but a trigger—brought about the truncated twentieth century (1914–91) of organized violence, ideology as an overweening organizing principle, and man-made mass death, much of it instigated by men who thought like Pound. Today’s hard men would like to use the same potent mixture to bring you their version of the twenty-first century. The West’s distance from the Vortex, its wealth and power are unlikely to provide adequate defenses. The hard men are fighting with Korans, Kalashnikovs, and computers to change your world and your life. Terrorism organized and inspired by the men in the Vortex has struck at what they consider the “primary enemy” in the US, UK, and Europe. The insurgencies being waged in both Afghanistan and Pakistan have the potential to have widespread impacts if they are successful. The globalized economy has had an impact on people’s lives worldwide; globalized terrorism will have no less.

The Vortex’s Multiple Conflicts

Welcome to the Vortex. Though it does not have a mailing address or a seat at the United Nations, it is a place as well as a mindset. The Vortex is the borderlands of Afghanistan and Pakistan, divided by the Durand Line, the controversial British-surveyed 1893 division that today serves as the basis for the international border between Afghanistan and Pakistan. It is united by the Pushtun ethnicity of those who live on either side of its heart. But the Vortex affects much more than Pushtuns. It presents an existential threat to these two countries and the regions they border. It took decades to prepare and emerged in its current form from the changes flowing from the 2001 defeat of Al Qaeda and their Taliban allies in Afghanistan by Afghanistan’s Northern Alliance, enabled by US and coalition special operations forces, intelligence, and air operations.

The Vortex started on the Pakistani side of the old Frontier, in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), established and ruled by the national government of Pakistan and Baluchistan and North West Frontier Provinces (NWFP) of Pakistan, along the border with Afghanistan. There, Al Qaeda and the Afghan Taliban were able to find sanctuary, a sympathetic culture, and a Pakistani government that originally moved against only foreign terrorist leaders and plotters, leaving Afghan and Pakistani insurgents alike unmolested. These insurgents’ challenge to Western power, worldview, and conventions in the name of both Pushtun ethnicity and global Islam, was able to plug into a pre-existing Taliban culture and create the Vortex, a place where Western and what appear as non-Islamic ways (by a definition that would gain little support from legitimate theologians) were increasingly defined as illegitimate. The Taliban culture has built on the religious and political experience of the Afghan refugee camps, the political and societal frustrations of Pakistan’s Pushtuns facing underdevelopment in their home districts and exclusion from state power, and Pushtun nationalism. It espouses violent anti-modern (especially as it relates to liberalism and globalism), anti-US, anti-Western, anti-woman, anti-education, anti-rational (Pound would have loved that), and anti-secular views. It embraces all possible (and impossible) conspiracy theories and international jihad as a concept.

Those who have been nurtured by the Taliban culture in the Vortex have aimed to redefine power and authority on their own terms, first in the FATA—making use of changes in internal authority and breakdown of connections with the central government there—and then to bring it to Afghanistan and the rest of Pakistan. It spread from there, to most of southern and some of eastern Afghanistan and throughout that country wherever there was a receptive ethnic Pushtun population, with roots and branches both running throughout Afghanistan and Pakistan and connecting with transnational Islamic terrorism. By 2008–10, it was spreading farther through those two countries and had the potential to bring non-Pushtuns with grievances into a common struggle. In Afghanistan, few non-Pushtuns have joined with the insurgents. Fear of a resurgent Taliban outweighs the widespread disillusionment with the Afghan government and the foreign presence among Afghan’s non-Pushtun groups.

There are multiple threats and conflicts, rather than a unitary Armageddon, emerging from this Vortex. It has assumed an importance comparable to that of the divided states of Germany and Korea in the opening years of the Cold War. In 2008–10, few trends in this region were running the right way. The return to power of civilian rule in Pakistan in 2008 was perhaps the high-water mark of democracy in the region. The failure of civilian rule to address Pakistan’s problems has been matched in Afghanistan by the widespread unpopularity of the Karzai government, the continued rise of the culture of corruption, and the widespread perception of fraud in the 2009 presidential election.1 In a leaked diplomatic cable in October 2008, British ambassador Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles warned that “The current situation (in Afghanistan) is bad, the security situation is getting worse, so is corruption, and the government has lost all trust. The presence of the coalition, in particular, its military presence, is part of the problem, not part of its solution. Foreign forces are the lifeline of a regime that would rapidly collapse without them. As such, they slow down and complicate a possible emergence from the crisis.”2

Nor were foreigners the only ones concerned. In 2009, polling showed only 40 percent of Afghans thought the country was heading in the right direction, down from 77 percent in 2005; the percentage saying it was headed in the wrong direction has increased from six to 38 percent.3 The terrorism threat in the Vortex has proven resilient—the absence of a major attack on the “distant enemies” of the US and UK does not mean that the capability has been removed. The insurgencies in Afghanistan and Pakistan have grown and become more effective in almost every measurable way in these years. Opium cultivation, while becoming more concentrated in area, remains intense. While overall poppy production decreased from 2008 to 2009, it continues to contribute to Afghanistan’s culture of corruption, leads to crime and instability that in many areas cannot be distinguished from the insurgency, and provides resources for terrorists and insurgents alike. In no way are the US and its coalition partners close to achieving the result they want, and the potential for everything going up in flames in the face of unforeseen events remains very real. But while each of the Vortex’s conflicts is distinct and independent, looking at any one alone will miss the essentially regional challenge posed by them.

Terrorism is a worldwide threat. It is linked by a main circuit cable that runs from the Afghan border, through Pakistan’s tribal territories, to Karachi, London, and New York. Other links for funding and recruits run to Arabia and the Gulf. Money for terrorism, insurgency, and narcotics flows along with remittances from expatriate workers. A sanctuary on the Pakistani side is now the base for Al Qaeda and many other terrorist organizations and individuals that were in Afghanistan at the time of the 9/11 attacks and largely withdrew intact to Pakistan.4 In addition to waging terrorist campaigns in both countries, they have explicitly targeted the US and UK, providing inspiration if not hands-on direction to the hands that make the bombs or pull the triggers. Al Qaeda remains committed to achieving an attack that will dwarf that of 9/11.

The Afghan Taliban retreating to Pakistan after their 2001 defeat was able to join forces with a pre-existing Taliban culture that had started to flourish in preceding decades and the support networks that had been built for Pakistani-supported movements in Afghanistan and Kashmir, with the participation of Pakistani intelligence. These networks are shared with transnational terrorists and provide shared access to international funding and support from Pakistan’s terrorist groups and religious parties. The post-2001 insurgency in Afghanistan started as a cross-border conflict, though it has since found local supporters inside Pushtun Afghanistan and gained strength from Afghanistan’s continuing internal conflicts and foreign presence. The cross-border component of the insurgency remains important. The 434 cross-border attacks in the first six months of 2008 was a 40 percent increase from 269 in the same period in 2007.5 2009 saw further increases.

Opium is grown, refined, and transported through the Vortex. Illicit opium is a crop that cannot be grown without insecurity; it needs conflict more than it needs rainfall. Narcotics cultivation and traffic has its roots in the pre-2001 failure of the Afghan state. Successive pre-2001 governments were unwilling or unable to suppress it. The collapse of the economy of rural Afghanistan pre-2001 and limited post-2001 agricultural sector aid provided farmers with few alternatives. Afghanistan has ended up supplying the vast majority of the world’s illicit opium.6 The southern provinces of Afghanistan that are most affected by the insurgency grow the bulk of the opium, but the traffic has an impact even in areas where no poppies grow.

In the Vortex, according to former Afghan finance minister Ashraf Ghani, “the stakeholders in instability are better organized than stakeholders in stability.”7 Each threat is waging a different but overlapping conflict, and a different set of strategies and tactics is required to defeat them. There are many important discontinuities between effective counter-terrorism and counter-insurgency to make it important to distinguish these two conflicts in Afghanistan. The insurgency is both integral to the terrorist threat to Afghanistan and distinct from it. The defeat of one will not remove the threat from the other. There are significant divergences between the two threats and the conflicts they are waging as well as in the Western response to each threat (for example, ISAF’s mandate includes counter-insurgency but not counter-terrorist operations).

Al Qaeda and its allies from their sanctuary in the Vortex aim to overturn a world order that they see as inherently oppressing all Muslims. Insurgents in Afghanistan and Pakistan (Afghan and Pakistani Taliban and their allies) are fighting against governments in Kabul or Islamabad they see as foreign tools and not representing their interests (defined in ethnolinguistic, political, or religious terms). Narcotics growers and traffickers (who need to make money) grow most of their crop in Afghanistan, but much of the refining and value-added is in Pakistan. That they are able to work together despite their differences is a sign of the effectiveness of the networks, originating with Pakistan’s Inter Services Intelligence (ISI) and other agencies that bind them, the Al Qaeda-generated offensive in the war of ideas that has allowed them to claim many “hearts and minds,” and the failure of their opponents—US, Kabul and Pakistan—to effectively exploit the divisions between them.

Both Afghanistan and Pakistan face internal conflicts. Threats beyond those of terrorism, insurgency, and narcotics have the potential to overturn both states in their current forms. Afghanistan today, in many ways, is a country defined by its conflicts, which are far more extensive than those being waged with weapons. In Pakistan, larger problems have been left unsolved by civilian and military governments alike.

The bearded men with the Kalashnikovs and the laptops in caves are not the only adversaries. Many of the most important adversaries sit in office chairs and wear Western-style business suits or the uniforms of friendly military forces. What makes the threats particularly difficult for the US and the coalition is that not all are from enemies. The US’s friends, whether Afghan politicians in Kabul or Pakistani generals in Rawalpindi, are very much part of the reason for the policy failures that made the region a top security concern by 2008–10.

The Pakistani military—an allied force that has been receiving US aid—created the Vortex’s infrastructure and support networks to serve Pakistan’s strategy starting in the 1970s. The insurgents were supported as part of the conflicts in Afghanistan and Kashmir. The networks originally supporting Afghan resistance groups were expanded to include Punjabi insurgents, and Pakistan’s own domestic Islamic radical parties were brought in to the networks to enable these insurgencies and to serve as an internal political balance in favor of the military’s role in Pakistan’s politics. Other friends that are enabling enemies include the countries in the Middle East where much of the funding for terrorism and insurgency originates, a process much larger than just the network of unofficial moneychanger hawala/hundi transfers that moved the funding for the 9/11 attacks.

What all these diverse conflicts have in common is that they are wars against hope. Before 2001, there was precious little hope in Afghanistan, only civil war, hardship, and repressive Taliban rule. Then, after 9/11, when the US-led coalition intervention enabled Afghanistan’s Northern Alliance to defeat the Taliban and their Al Qaeda allies, Afghanistan had hope. It was flooded with hope, had an exportable surplus of hope, hope for peace, for stability, for a better life. The US-led intervention in Afghanistan was identified as bringing this hope and was welcomed by Afghans of all ethnolinguistic groups. By 2008–10, much of this hope had dried up and been turned to dust by Afghanistan’s external and internal conflicts, but enough remained to preserve what has changed since 2001. While the foreign military presence had suffered from years of collateral damage and the perception of being part of an international war on Islam that includes the Iraq and Arab-Israeli conflicts, there remains hope that it will at least prevent a return to civil war. Even in Pakistan, there has been hope, especially when the 2008 elections brought an end to military rule, but that hope too has been drying up faced with dysfunctional governance, economic hardship, and insurgency. But, as in Afghanistan, hope remains.

In the US, the UK, and other members of the international coalition, no one wants to see hope fail. But few want to give orders, and fewer still are able to originate and implement effective policies that will prevent a crisis in the near term, because this will mean more casualties, more expense, and more political cost. The hard men know, in their hearts, that in the end the coalition will disengage, that the Afghans trying to rebuild their country will go into exile, and, with the help of their friends in the business suits and the generals’ uniforms, they can then go back to their hard business of fighting a civil war in Afghanistan and transforming the country to meet their worldview.

Frontiers and Conflicts

The North West Frontier, where the British Empire came up against Afghanistan until 1947, has become the Vortex, something different, unique, and dangerous. The conflicts emanating from the Vortex include the world’s most destructive terrorist leadership, two democratically elected national governments (Afghanistan and Pakistan), power sources ranging from elected legislatures to well-armed warlords, almost all of the world’s opium production, and a major commitment by the US and its allies.

Geographically, culturally, and politically, these are the Borderlands. The borders of Afghanistan are more than lines on a map. They are one of the major fault lines between civilizations; a site for both division and interaction. Warrior and trader Pushtun tribes and clans straddle the Afghanistan-Pakistan border: Wazir, Mahsud, Afridi, Shinwari, and Mohmand amongst them.

Frontiers are important for the nation-state. The frontiers of Afghanistan were drawn to make it a buffer state in the competition between the British and Russian empires. Afghanistan was never intended to be cohesive or self-supporting. Frontiers divide, but are also sites of interaction. The Frontier was a geographical and cultural division and, to those that lived there, a political and religious one as well. Afghanistan was outside the ordered world of the imperial inheritance. The inheritance from this past made it possible for Afghanistan’s neighbors (and others with strategic interests in the region) to fight out their conflicts with their own money and Afghan lives.

All successful empires know where to draw the line and create a frontier, but frontiers remain zones of interaction as well as exclusion. No one can keep out what happens in the land beyond the frontier. Afghanistan’s role as a graveyard of empires is not the result of a particular Afghan pathology or xenophobia, but of the failures of those empires they fought there. The failed empires found themselves unable or unwilling to evolve to meet Afghanistan’s fast-emerging and always-mutating challenges. In the end, they took their failure and brought it home.

Force and legitimacy—the tools of the British Empire in 1893—drew the Durand Line that created the Frontier. But the linking factors of Pushtun ethnicity and Islam were never extinguished by the geographic divisions the Frontier represented on the map. Indeed, these divisions were seen at the time, and continue to be seen, largely as illegitimate, in large part because they were not enforceable. Throughout Afghanistan and the Pushtun borderlands of what was to become Pakistan, national power received limited, sometimes nominal, allegiance by secular and religious elites and did not concern the trader or farmer, whose livelihood required travel or trade with neighbors. The Frontier—not limited to what has since become the FATA—began where the British ability to compel compliance ended.

The Frontier demonstrated the inadequacy of the Western reliance on borders and sovereign states to define a world that instead looks to subnational (tribal, ethnolinguistic, or political groups) and supranational (Islam) identification and definitions. The model of the nation-state, which only came to Afghanistan under duress in the late nineteenth century, often fits it poorly despite all the Afghans’ pride in it and all they have paid in blood and treasure to own it. The existence of multiple and flexible self-definitions by Afghans and equally diverse sources of authority within Afghanistan are reasons why it is often wrongly alleged that Afghanistan has never been a “proper” nation; for generations before 1978 it had been able to maintain Max Weber’s “monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.” Order, security, services (to the population, although prior to 2001 this was concerned primarily with elites), and legitimacy (though this was expressed more in support for social and cultural arrangement than the national government) were always part of traditional Afghanistan.

Historically, the Afghan state has appeared to be weak, especially when compared to the centralized systems, intended to maintain state control and with the military as their highest priority, of its neighbors in Pakistan and Iran. But Afghan nationalism is not a weak force. Every political group seeks to define itself in Afghan rather than subnational or ethnic-specific terms. The average Afghan, however illiterate and limited in personal horizons, tends to have a sense of an Afghan nationality and aims to live consistent with the tenets of “Afghaniyat,” doing things properly the Afghan way.

The Afghan’s 1978–1992 struggle against the Soviets and their Afghan supporters and 1992–2001 civil war made the Afghan state fail. Afghanistan has been a battleground for proxy wars and outside military intervention since the 1970s. This, more than any other factor, has led to the continued conflict in Afghanistan since 2001. On the Pakistani side, the insurgency emerging from the Vortex has combined with their pre-existing crisis of governance to threaten the future existence of Pakistan. The crisis of governance in Pakistan—a country where the military controls Afghanistan policy, state school and taxation systems do not function, and ties of blood and family still trump just about everything else in democratic politics—was there before the US intervened in Afghanistan in 2001. Following the 2007 fighting at the Lal Masjid (Red Mosque) in Islamabad and the 2009 insurgent seizure of Swat, even the Pakistani military had to recognize that their internal insurgents were not a force that could be easily controlled.

The Vortex brings together both the potential for a clash of civilizations and conflict within Islam about its future and how it will interact with the rest of the world. Afghanistan is geographically, culturally, and politically outside the Islamic mainstreams of either the Arab world or the subcontinent. Yet it has always had an impact beyond its borders. In the 1920s, Muslim leaders and scholars from the subcontinent advocated that the king of Afghanistan succeed to the Khalifait after the fall of the Ottoman Empire. The traditional role of the Frontier is the seam between civilizations. It is also the source of chastisement to those who do not live by the laws of the Pushtuns that inhabit it, whether they are practicing Muslims, Sikh, British, or others. Add this to the widespread Afghan belief, especially among Pushtuns, that their faith is both exemplary and unique, providing a light and direction for the rest of Islam. Al Qaeda and a host of Islamic radicals have told them this since 2001, and many believe that this quality makes them a target for evil infidels and their Muslim allies that together are waging a global war on Islam. The Urdu poet Iqbal Lahori saw Afghanistan as the “heart of Asia” and said the entire continent will suffer when the heart is in pain.8

The Afghan Taliban had, and apparently retains, ambitions that extend beyond the borders of Afghanistan. This became readily apparent in 1994 (two years before bin Laden returned to Afghanistan from Sudan) when Mullah Omar put on the cloak of the Prophet himself that was revered in a shrine in Kandahar and had himself proclaimed (by fatwa) Amir-al-Muamin—commander of the faithful—a title that embodied a claim for support from devout Muslims everywhere. This meshed well with Al Qaeda’s goal of shaping the future of Islam and worldwide networks.

Now that the Frontier has become the Vortex, what may emerge from it has the potential to shape the larger world. The 11 September 2001 attacks on the US were planned and organized in Afghanistan. The global aspirations of the threat, the future of a nuclear-armed Pakistan, and the international effort to support Afghanistan have already made the Vortex of global concern.

Losing the Vortex

The story of the Vortex that I want to tell is primarily about the countries and people that are part of it. Outsiders, especially the US and UK, see the conflict as being about themselves, but it takes nothing away from the bravery of their troops or the devotion of their development workers to remember that the story is about the people of Afghanistan and those parts of Pakistan threatened by insurgencies.

By 2008–10, it was apparent that the battlefield victory of 2001 and the hope it had created in Afghans of all groups was in danger of turning to dust. The continued commitment of the US-led coalition to involvement in Afghanistan remains vital if Afghanistan is to have any chance of avoiding a relapse into civil war. In 2008–10, Afghanistan was dependent on the coalition’s support. Yet the coalition’s members remain, in the final analysis, limited in their involvement. They always have the option to disengage from Afghanistan, as they did after the Soviet withdrawal in 1989, leaving Afghanistan open to proxy war by its neighbors leading to the bloody and destabilizing conflicts of 1992–2001 and de facto Al Qaeda control. By 2008–10, many coalition members were increasingly asking whether what is at stake in Afghanistan is worth trying to fight for or whether it would be better to walk away. By mid-2009, political support for the war in Afghanistan had dropped below fifty percent in the US. The conflict has less support in the UK, less still in European coalition members.

For Afghanistan and Pakistan, limited liability is not an option. Yet for all the outside participants’ limited liability—the Taliban is not going to enter their capitals if things go wrong—they still have much at stake in the Vortex. Despite the increased US and coalition presence of 2008–10, it is still Afghanistan’s war.

Conflict in Afghanistan is not unwinnable ab initio. Those that have failed in the past—the British after the three Anglo-Afghan Wars, the Soviets in the 1980s, the Pakistanis in the 1990s, and the US and the coalition post-2001—all gained military success and were able to shape, if not control, the government in Kabul. Yet these victors proved unwilling or unable to provide the resources, will, and patience to turn battlefield success into a more comprehensive—even if never complete—victory.

Empires do not last once they lose their sheen of invincibility, their prestige, and, above all, their faith in themselves. It was easy for them to turn away from Afghanistan and consider its land and people outside the frontier. But no great power can fight a small war. Afghanistan’s role in the final collapse of the Soviet Union has been described as “the fateful pebble” that caused the stumbling colossus to finally collapse.9

Failure in Afghanistan may have contributed to the end of empires, but that says less about what is intrinsic to Afghanistan than it does about the limitations of empires. The Soviets were not the first to fall. The First Anglo-Afghan War (1838–42) started with a spectacular British defeat, however redeemed by subsequent military success, that was one of the many factors that helped bring down the rule over India of Britain’s Honorable East India Company. In 1857, all the Indian regiments that had previously been sent to avenge the initial British defeat in Afghanistan either mutinied or were disbanded.10 The Third Anglo-Afghan War of 1919 contributed to starting the crisis of the Indian Empire that was to bring about the eventual end of the British raj. It is uncertain whether NATO could survive failure in its current mission in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan demonstrated that these outsiders lacked the will, troops, or capability to deal with a problem that seemed peripheral. None of the empires that stumbled over Afghanistan considered it important. It was not the source of revenue, nor of strategic bases and leverage, nor were there constituencies at home insisting Afghanistan be preserved. More importantly, they were unable to use the tools of diplomacy, penetration, or trade and had to rely on foreign troops to create their desired outcome in Afghanistan. Because of this, their wars became costly in terms of money, lives, and especially prestige.

The fact that the US and its coalition partners have demonstrated that the motivation of their post-imperial commitment to Afghanistan is not so that they can control resources or create a buffer, but rather so that they can enable Afghans to rebuild the country so it will not represent a haven for terrorism and a center of instability as it was before 9/11, does not reduce what they have at stake in the conflict. If anything, it increases it.

If the West fails here, the Afghans that had supported, trusted, and worked to rebuild their country along with them will fail, harder and lethally. Success in driving out the outsiders will likely attract resources to fight the government they supported in Kabul from both neighbors fighting proxy wars and Islamic radicals seeking to create a society that fits their doctrines. Coalition disengagement from the conflict in Afghanistan will inspire other hard men elsewhere in the world to look to their Korans and Kalashnikovs to go and make their own version of the future. It will not be the Sunni equivalent of the Iranian revolution, where Sunni-Shia divisions and national borders provided natural firebreaks, but something different and potentially more dangerous. Consider the fact that, by 2008–10, the Taliban movements of both Afghanistan and Pakistan had evolved into political-military movements far different from the one that had emerged, with the encouragement and support of the government in Islamabad, in the borderlands decades before. The emergence of groups such as the “Punjabi Taliban” in Pakistan and the resilience of Al Qaeda suggest that the hard men’s cause and their ability to adapt may well continue to have appeal to those in the region and worldwide who oppose a status quo that appears unresponsive and oppressive.

The long record of failures in dealing with Afghanistan must give pause to any Westerner looking at a commitment that includes the use of substantial numbers of troops. But if there is a time certain for disengagement, the supporters of the insurgents and the terrorists will wait until the US and the coalition go home. The security situation of 2008–10 required more foreign troops to prevent a near-term collapse; but these forces, unlike those of past empires, have come not to conquer but rather to prevent a conquest of Afghanistan by terrorists and insurgents.

That, of course, is not how the hard men see it. To them, it is their land and their faith. Foreigners may have something to add as a source for technology and trade, but have nothing to teach about honor or Islam, which is what really matters. To them, these foreigners are no different from conquerors. That is why, in 2005, the Afghan Taliban issued a fatwa (a religious edict) ordering the death of all “infidels” and others supporting the Afghanistan government. Even those aid providers who had worked with the pre-2001 Taliban and tried to distance themselves from coalition military efforts have been portrayed, increasingly, as on the side of darkness with the Zionists and Crusaders. The Taliban had no interest in exempting those non-governmental organizations building things like clinics or schools. Much as these organizations would have liked to have claimed neutrality, to the hard men they are also very much the enemy.11

Failure in Afghanistan in the current conflicts would be much like having failed in Germany or Korea in the Cold War. The price for losing the Vortex’s conflicts would be paid by the losing “empires”: the US, NATO, the UN and international organizations, and the world order as a whole. But the real cost would fall heavily and painfully on those who must live there. If Kabul is ever once again in the hands of current Afghan insurgents, their terrorist allies, and their foreign backers, it will not bring peace to Afghanistan. It will mean renewed civil war and misery for the Afghans and a powerful blow to US credibility. Losing in Pakistan is likely to mean continued conflict in Afghanistan. That would be hell indeed for Afghans and Pakistanis. In repeated elections, they have firmly rejected the ways of the Vortex. They have voted for responsible and democratic government, despite the efforts of their own elites to limit and corrupt the process. The hope expressed in those votes, and in the support demonstrated for the new Afghan government and the coalition post-2001, has not yet faded beyond recall. Hope was brought into Afghanistan by the US-led coalition intervention in 2001 and, though much diminished, remains there still. Whether the future of Afghanistan—and Pakistan as well—will reflect this hope or the vision of the hard men remains to be determined.
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CHAPTER ONE

AFGHANISTAN: A COUNTRY DEFINED BY CONFLICTS


	“To sum up the character of the Afghans in a few words: their vices are revenge, envy, avarice, rapacity, and obstinacy; on the other hand they are fond of liberty, faithful to their friends, kind to their dependents, hospitable, hardy, frugal, laborious and prudent; and they are less disposed than the nations in their neighborhood to falsehood, intrigue, and deceit.” 

	—Mountstuart Elphinstone, 

	An Account of the Kingdom of Caubul, 1815



This one-sentence description is of value today, not just sentimental Orientalism. Today, there is still something remaining of the “Old Afghanistan,” though nothing has been untouched by the conflicts of 1978–2001. Despite the current impatience of foreigners and Afghans alike, rebuilding will likely be the task of a generation, and whether it will be completed or not depends on the outcome of Afghanistan’s conflicts and the commitments of its foreign friends.

Land and People

Afghanistan is a country of enormous complexity. Isolated by its mountainous terrain and limited infrastructure, Afghanistan is rich in culture, has multiple languages and ethnicities, and has a long unique history of Islamic religious practices and much else. It is harder to generalize about diverse and divided Afghanistan than just about any other country of comparable size and population. Those, usually foreigners, who insist on defining any one fact as “this is how it is in Afghanistan,” are likely to be misleading themselves. Attempting to understand Afghanistan means realizing the importance of its nuances and context.

Afghanistan is located at the intersection of three critical regions—Iran and the Gulf; central Asia; Pakistan and the subcontinent—and is where global currents meet and interact. China (and the Pacific Rim) even shares a short land border with Afghanistan in the remote northeast Wakhan corridor. Yet Afghanistan is still distinct from all the regions it borders, even though it is influenced by—and has the potential to influence—all of them.

Afghanistan’s remote location on the eastern periphery of the Iranian plateau and mountainous terrain has limited control by outsiders.12 The mountains divide and isolate Afghanistan. The Hindu Kush bisects it. The Safed Koh lines the border with Pakistan. The tallest peaks are those of the Pamirs, in the extended finger of the Wakhan Corridor that stretches to the Chinese border. The territory is generally arid.

A relatively small percentage of the surface area—mainly in river valleys—is suitable for agriculture, which requires irrigation. Afghanistan is vulnerable to multiyear droughts, including a severe one in the early 1970s and another one prior to 2001. Both of these droughts hurt the legitimacy of the then-current governments in Kabul, which demonstrated they could do little to alleviate the hardships of affected Afghans. A drought in 2008 helped worsen a pre-existing food shortage, as Pakistan and Kazakhstan, the region’s primary food exporter, had already cut off food sales to Afghanistan to keep their own domestic prices down. The percentage of Afghans telling pollsters they were unable to afford food increased from 54 to 63 percent in 2007–09.13 This, along with soaring energy costs. created even more hardship and sowed the seeds for more unrest.14 Afghanistan’s politics are shaped by its geography.

Afghanistan’s cities—some of great antiquity—provide regional markets. They are linked by trade routes that also stretch back for centuries. Kabul, the capital, with its surrounding area, has been the historic center since the eighteenth century. Afghanistan can be geographically divided into regions around the major cities. The Northwest includes the ancient Silk Route city of Herat and the Hari River. The North, around the city of Mazar-e-Sharif, includes the northern plains. The Northeast stretches from the Shomali plain north of Kabul to distant and mountainous Badakhshan. The central Hazara Jat is effectively surrounded by mountains. In the South, Kandahar is the major city. In the east, Jalalabad and Khost are the major regional centers on trade routes with Pakistan.15

Since 2001, no effective Afghan national economy has emerged to tie these seven diverse and disparate regions together. As a landlocked country, the importance of the port of Karachi as Afghanistan’s most important link to the world has meant that the relationship with Pakistan is critical to the economy and future of Afghanistan.

The failure to have an effective Afghan national economy post-2001 and the continued economic reliance on Pakistan reflects that the port of Karachi is vital as Afghanistan’s link to the outside world and that Afghanistan lacks infrastructure and established relationships with other countries that would provide an alternative path to markets. Afghanistan has no railroads (though Iran has an ongoing project to build a spur of its national system to Herat). The limited road system has, as a result, taken on a great deal of importance. What foreigners call “the ring road” links Afghanistan’s major cities and runs to the international borders. It runs south from the old Soviet border at Termez in Uzbekistan, through the Salang Pass tunnel under the Hindu Kush, down to Kabul. From there it follows the path of the traditional trade routes, running south through Ghazni to Kandahar, then west to Herat and north to the border with Turkmenistan. The ring is closed by a secondary stretch linking the western and eastern north-south routes, through Mazar-e-Sharif. There are also paved routes linking Afghanistan’s cities with foreign trading partners. The road from Kabul through Jalalabad reaches the Pakistani border at Tor Kham and from there runs through the Khyber Pass to Peshawar, capital of Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province (NWFP) and the Grand Trunk Road that leads over the River Indus to the Punjabi cities Rawalpindi and Islamabad, capital of Pakistan. Kandahar is linked by a paved road that crosses the Pakistan border at Spin Boldak, where it runs through the Bolan Pass to Quetta, the capital of Pakistan’s Baluchistan province. Another road connects Herat with Iran. The rest of the country relies on secondary roads.

Afghanistan’s population has grown to about 30–33 million, from 15–20 million in the 1970s. The high rate of growth has made the demographic “youth bulge” that affects many Middle Eastern countries even more pronounced in Afghanistan, with about 4.5 million young men aged 15–29 and about 6.7 million boys under 15; 45 percent of all males are under 15, two to three times the percentage in developed countries. In the absence of a recent census—the most recent attempt was in 1979, and security concerns have halted post-2001 plans—all population figures, especially those associated with ethnolinguistic groups, remain politically charged estimates.

The population patterns have not recovered from the effects of the conflicts of 1978–2001, which saw Afghans becoming the world’s largest refugee population (especially in Pakistan and Iran) and internally displaced many of the more than 75 percent of the population that had lived in rural areas. The numbers of Afghanistan’s internal refugees, despite terrible living conditions, led to a considerable increase in urbanization. Even the heavy fighting in Kabul in 1992–96 did not reverse this trend.

Afghanistan’s human resources, like its natural ones, remain tremendously underdeveloped. Afghanistan’s level of human development is less than any of its neighbors. An estimated two thirds of the population is illiterate. In Pakistan, only the FATA—where male overall literacy is estimated as less than 30 percent and female literacy at fewer than four percent—is worse off than Afghanistan.

The worldwide Afghan diaspora, while highly motivated and devoted to Afghanistan, is relatively small and lacks resources or political influence in the countries they now largely call home. The ties of blood and affection to Afghanistan are limited, in most developed countries, to small communities of exiles and refugees and to that still-smaller group of foreigners that care about or have an interest in its people and future.

Recent UN development indices have shown Afghanistan near the bottom, ranking 174 out of 178 countries in the 2007 Global Human Development Index.16 The most important activity is agriculture, with the most profitable crop being the illicit cultivation of opium, which has become concentrated in five southern provinces. Specialty agricultural products (raisins and pomegranates), wheat, and other grains are also widely grown. Afghanistan’s undeveloped natural resources, including natural gas and copper, may prove valuable in the future, given outside investment and a functioning infrastructure, all now blocked by the conflict and the political weakness in Kabul. US-provided surveys post-2001 have identified what could become valuable industries if a suitable infrastructure is provided. China has started to make investments in natural gas and copper development.

Ethnolinguistic Divisions

While in no significant way homogenous, Afghans nevertheless possess a strong sense of national identity that coexists with correspondingly strong Islamic faith and equally strong overlapping and non-exclusive ethnolinguistic, tribal (especially among Pushtuns of which clan or sub-clan identification is often strongest), qawm (affinity group), local (e.g., Panjsheris, from the Panjshir valley), and kinship identities. The Western estimates used to produce ethnolinguistic maps and percentages of population associated with each group have to be used with great care.

There is no one consensus among Afghans on what constitute specific ethnic, religious, or racial groups. Afghans all share some aspects of identity with cross-border groups in their neighbors from all three of the adjacent regions: shared language, religion and religious practice, literature, culture, and, in some cases, tribal structure. But the Afghans generally do not perceive themselves as the unredeemed part of a secessionist group. If others from across the border wish to join them, great, but few want to leave. Afghanistan is not the former Yugoslavia.

The Pushtuns (also called Pathan, Pashtun, and Pukhtun) are primarily Sunni (with a few Shia tribes, mainly in Pakistan). Pushtuns are the world’s largest tribal grouping, a tribally subdivided, clan-based society. The Pushtuns have been historically the dominant group in Afghanistan. The most credible Western estimates (such as those produced by the UN or the CIA Fact Book) are that Pushtuns currently represent about 38–43 percent of the population of Afghanistan, although some estimates put the percentage up to ten percent greater than these. However, it is an article of faith among the government and elites of Pakistan and Pushtuns around the world that Pushtuns are an absolute majority in Afghanistan.

Afghan Pushtuns are divided into at least four major tribal subgroupings: Durranis, Ghilzays, Ghurghustis, and the Kharoshtis and Eastern Pushtuns. Each of these is divided further into families of tribes and tribes, each tribe divided into khels (clans) and sub-clans. Afghan’s Kuchi nomads, a much smaller group, are also ethnic Pushtuns. Pushtuns primarily speak the Pushtu (also called Pashto) language. While there are significant dialect differences between Pushtu-speakers, they all are mutually intelligible. Complicating the ethnic division is the fact that many ethnic Pushtuns are actually primarily Dari-speakers that use Pushtu as a second language.

The Pushtuns have ties running across the Durand Line, which has proven important for the continued conflicts in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Afghanistan’s approximately 13.8 million Pushtuns have 26.6 million counterparts in Pakistan, with the heartland in the FATA, North West Frontier Province (NWFP), and Baluchistan, but with substantial populations throughout the country in major cities, especially Karachi. In Pakistan, Pushtuns run the nationwide “transport mafia,” “lumber mafia,” and other economic activities, making use of their ethnic trading connections.

The largest group of Afghanistan’s Persian (Afghan Dari and Iranian Farsi are like British and American English) speakers are Tajiks. Tajiks are defined as Sunni (with some Ismailis), Dari-speaking, and make up an estimated 20 percent of the population. The relatively recent rise of a distinct Tajik ethnic identity shows how these definitions are not fixed in Afghanistan. Many Afghans have said “we only learned we were Tajiks from the BBC.” Before that, they were self-defined, perhaps as Heratis, Panjsheris, Badakshis (the natives of Badakhshan province, described by Marco Polo as “Muslim and valiant in war”), or multiple identities.

The Hazara are racially distinct Mongol descendants, predominantly Imami Shia (with a few Sunnis), Dari-speaking, internally divided by tribe and lineage. They make up about eight to ten percent of the population (estimates go to 15–20 percent; their own leaders claim up to 35 percent). Farsiwans are Imami Shia, Farsi (rather than Dari) speaking, closely related to Iranians. Afghanistan’s Shia population is estimated at about 16 percent if the urban Qizilbash, Dari-speaking descendants of the Persian Empire’s ruling elites that are among Afghanistan’s most educated groups, are included. The Aimaqs are less than five percent of the population. They are a Sunni, Dari-speaking, semi-nomadic group, divided into four distinctive clans.

The Uzbeks are the largest group among the speakers of Turkic languages in the north; Sunni, Uzbek-speaking (with Dari as a second language), tribe and clan-based (although this has less military-political meaning than it does for Pushtuns), constituting some 13 percent of Afghanistan’s population. In addition to Uzbeks, there are also small populations of Turkmen and Kyrgyz. Unlike the Pushtuns, they have fewer links—economic, political and cultural—with other members of their ethnic groups across national borders in central Asia, a legacy of the decades of the Iron Curtain on Afghanistan’s northern border. Many members of these groups, like many Afghan Tajiks, are descended from refugees from Russian or Soviet repression.

Smaller tribes and ethnic and religious groups include Ismaili Shias, called “Seveners,” who are primarily Dari-speaking and have their strongest concentration near Pul-e-Khumri on the northern end of the Salang Pass. The Pashai (strongest in Nangarhar and Laghman provinces), Brahui (concentrated in the southern provinces), and Baluchi (in the south, contiguous with their counterparts in Pakistan and Iran) all have their own languages but also speak Pashto as a second language. Other groups include the Nuristanis (whose language is divided into five distinct dialects and use Pashto as a second language) and Gujurs (who speak Dari as a second language). The only non-Muslims are a few hundred Hindus and Sikhs in Kabul, Kandahar, and Jalalabad, remnants of once-thriving trading communities. Afghanistan’s Sephardic Jewish communities that, at their height, had their own vigorous culture and traded with others along the Silk Route had been reduced to two aged gentlemen by the time the Taliban were driven from Kabul in 2001.

All in all, there is no agreement as to the number of languages and ethnic affiliations in Afghanistan, even within the seemingly binary division of Pushtun versus non-Pushtun. Despite the lack of agreement as to what constitutes an ethnic group and the lack of a formal census to determine the population’s ethnicity, it is apparent that few of Afghanistan’s major regions or even its 34 provinces are ethnically homogenous. There is more diversity in Afghanistan than just about any other country of comparable size and population.

Of the major loosely defined geographical regions, the Northwest is populated mainly by Dari speakers but also includes Pushtuns. In the North, Mazar-e-Sharif and the northern plains are the most multi-ethnic area, with communities of Uzbeks and Tajiks being the primary groups alongside substantial Pushtun and Hazara populations. The Northeast is primarily Tajiks but includes a number of smaller groups, such as the Nuristanis. Pushtun minority populations remain in this region. The Hazara Jat is the most cohesive entity, being, as its name implies, the home of the Hazaras. The South and Kandahar is the Pushtun heartland, populated primarily by Durrani and Ghilzay Pushtun tribes. The East is also primarily Pushtun, but is also where that people’s tribal fragmentation is most widespread. Kabul, like most of Afghanistan’s cities, including Kandahar, was originally Persian-speaking, but for a century attracted emigrants from the countryside even before the 1978–2001 conflicts led to floods of internal refugees. Other regions have their own unique patterns of ethnic divisions. Kunduz, for example, is a Pushtun-majority city in a predominantly Dari-speaking countryside.

It is clear, then, that just as ethnic identification is not fixed, Afghanistan cannot be easily divided into ethnic cantons. Ethnolinguistic maps of Afghanistan are approximations at best and too often misleading. Ethnicity can be fluid, situational, and multilayered. This especially applies to Pushtuns with often-competing loyalties to an overarching Pushtun identity, to tribal groups (e.g., Durrani) and, often most significant, to a specific clan or tribe (e.g., Popalzai, of which President Karzai is also a hereditary chief). Many of the larger groups (especially tribes and clans) share at least a fictive shared descent (usually from a heroic common ancestor). This, along with the patriarchal and patrilineal nature of authority that cuts across most Afghan ethnic groups, makes family lineages important. Among Pushtuns, lineages often determine political alignments and can be a primary cause of infighting.

However, for all these nuances, the divide that is most important for Afghanistan’s conflicts is the binary one between Pushtuns and non-Pushtuns, which largely means Persian-speakers. The many other languages including Uzbek, Pashai, Baluchi, Nuristani, and Turkmen do not change the basic bilingual division of Afghanistan. Many small groups, like the Pashai, do not define themselves as a minority. Most small groups are bilingual. The Nuristanis whose homeland is in the most remote part of the Northeast—racially distinct Indo-Europeans converted by the sword to Islam in the nineteenth century—do not share a common language.

While Afghanistan’s Persian and Turkic speakers share languages and cultural links with populations outside Afghanistan’s borders, these are qualitatively different from the links between Afghanistan and Pakistan’s Pushtuns. Pushtun nationalism has a transborder impact far beyond that of other groups. The relationship between Afghanistan and Pakistan has shaped the region for decades, and the impact of the transborder Pushtuns has, in turn, been the critical factor in that relationship.

Since the formation of the proto-Afghanistan state in 1747, the only times when the de facto head of state has not been a Pushtun has been in two periods marked by intensive civil war, 1930 and 1992–96. The ethnolinguistic mobilization of Afghans that has taken place since 1978 means that state power, central power, and rule from Kabul have been increasingly identified with Pushtun power. The belief of many Pushtuns in both Afghanistan and Pakistan that this is the only legitimate possibility for the future of Afghanistan is not accepted by the non-Pushtuns of that country, politically mobilized by decades of conflict and better and more cohesively organized than the tribally divided Pushtuns. While no other group had the numbers of the Pushtun, these have at times been able to use their Dari language and opposition to Pakistan’s policies that stressed the importance of Pushtun control of state power in Afghanistan to work together, most notably in the pre-2001 Northern Alliance, which included substantial Pushtun allies in the form of Dr. Abdurrab Rasul Sayyaf Ittehad-i-Islami (one of the Peshawar Seven) and the Nangarhar shura of Haji Qadir (previously part of HiK) plus a number of Pushtun leaders that were opposed to the Taliban, including Hamid Karzai, who became president of Afghanistan.

Faith

Islam is central to the future of Afghanistan. Traditional Afghan Islamic practice is distinct from that of the Arab world, the subcontinent (although this has been the source of most outside influences), and Persia (reflecting the Sunni-Shia divide). Traditional Afghan practice recognized that there is no compulsion in Islam and did not seek to extend its dictates, except by persuasion, beyond the walls of the family compound. Yet this did not prevent Afghanistan’s nineteenth-century King Abdur Rahman from converting the polytheistic Kafirs of the northeast to the Muslim Nuristanis by the sword, or conquering alike Shia Hazaras and Sunni Turkic-speakers. While traditional Afghan Islam as a whole has never been fanatic, it has also never been pacific. For example, it reveres the archetype of the ghazi, the raider and warrior, never afraid to strike a blow for Islam and his honor.

Islam has also been the rallying cry that brought together Afghans of different ethnicities and Pushtuns of different tribes to take arms against outsiders. The 1978–92 war against the Soviets and their Afghan supporters was perceived by the majority of Afghans as a jihad, a Muslim holy conflict.17

The most significant divisions within the various Sunni populations, not limited to any single ethnolinguistic group, are between the practitioners of traditional Afghan Islam, heavily infused with Sufic practices (many of which have had strong political impacts such as the reverence to pirs, living saints, or the importance of Sufic brotherhoods as solidarity groups). These practices have stressed the importance of jihad but have also been historically resistant to its use to legitimate terrorism. Their opposition are those whose religious practices reflect the critics of Afghan Islam, including Islamists but especially those fundamentalists whose ideology includes elements emanating from the subcontinent (Deobandi) and Arabia (Wahabi or Salafist).

Prior to 1978, there were two primary sources of internal opposition in Afghanistan: Communists (supported by the Soviets) and Islamists (that ended up being supported by Pakistan and money from outside the region). They were both opposed not only to what they saw as Afghanistan’s underdevelopment and the practices of rule from Kabul, but also to traditional Afghan Islam. The traditional Afghan Islam, marked by the relative tolerance of the clergy, rooted in their community and qawm rather than responding to a centralized national religious leadership or bureaucracy, was seen as part of the old Afghanistan that Communists and Islamists alike wished to overcome. The religious figures, along with the secular tribal and local leadership, the local khans, provided a set of autonomous checks and balances that neither opposition wished to accept.

For the Communists, there was to be no compromise with the old order. The Islamists, realizing they needed the intensely religious Afghan grassroots on their side, looked to a more gradual strategy of compromise and absorption.

Afghanistan’s Communists had been strong opponents of Afghan Islam when the two parties of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) emerged in the years before they seized power in the 1978 putsch. When the Communists seized power in the 1978 coup, they turned on the Afghan religious leadership, both because of their atheistic Communist ideology and because religion represented the competition for power and authority in Afghanistan. The Khalqi party, predominantly less-educated Pushtuns from rural backgrounds that resented its strong religious component, saw it as a backward remnant. Khalqis targeted families with hereditary claims to Sufic leadership—critical to religious leadership amongst Pushtuns—for arrest and murder in 1978–79. The more sophisticated urban, Kabuli, Dari-speaking Parcham party, installed in power by the Soviets in December 1979, tended to follow the Soviet central Asia model toward Islam, treating it as something that needed to be engaged with, to be controlled through subsidies and support as well as repression.

Another approach critical of traditional Afghan Islam was that of Afghanistan’s Islamists. They were modernizers and, in the years before 1978, were impatient with Afghan religion as, along with the tribal system of the Pushtuns, holding the country back. Afghan Islamists looked to outside voices, especially from the Arab world, which looked to Islam to provide modernity and a shield against Western and Soviet cultural and political imperialism. Afghan Islamists also viewed the rising pre-1978 Communist threat in their own country with great alarm.

Islamism started as the central ideology of pre-1978 opposition parties. The Jamiat-e-Islami Afghanistan (JIA) had its roots in Kabuli intellectuals. Its long-time leader was Dr. Burnhaddin Rabbani, a Cairo-trained theology professor. He retained the leadership of JIA through 1978–92 when it was one of the “Peshawar Seven” of Pakistan-supported Sunni Afghan resistance parties, and was the president of the Islamic State of Afghanistan (ISA) that was formed from the Peshawar seven’s leadership in 1992. Though driven from Kabul by the Taliban in 1996, he remained the nominal internationally recognized head of state until after the US-led coalition intervention in 2001. Among the members of JIA were such major Afghan leaders as Ahmad Shah Massoud, one of the foremost resistance leaders against the Soviets who, after fighting through Afghanistan’s civil war as the ISA defense minister, was assassinated in northern Afghanistan by Al Qaeda suicide terrorists just before the 9/11 attacks on the US.

A competing source of Afghan Islamism, though one in practice limited to Pushtuns, was the Hezb-e-Islami party. This shared JIA’s pre-1978 origins. However, by 1978 it had splintered into two parties, one led by Younis Khalis, a mullah with strong Khogiani Pushtun links from Nangarhar province and the other led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a Pushtun from Kunduz whose one-year attendance at Kabul University had earned him the honorary title of “Engineer.” Both of these parties were among the “Peshawar Seven.” The Hezb-e-Islami of Hekmatyar (HiH) became the largest single recipient of Pakistan-distributed outside aid to the Afghan resistance in 1978–92 and eventually became Pakistan’s “chosen instrument” inside Afghanistan until displaced from this position by the Taliban in 1996. The Hezb-e-Islami of Khalis (HiK) merged into other groups post-1992.

In reality, Afghan Islamist ideology had a limited impact with grassroots Afghanistan. Its leadership figures, with their roots among Afghanistan’s elites, found that to have mass appeal, they needed to adapt to more traditional Islamic beliefs and practices and with tribal and other loyalties that the Islamists opposed. Hekmatyar’s difficulty in carrying out such adaptation was among the reasons he has remained unpopular in the southern Pushtun heartland, where Sufic-influenced Islam and tribal loyalties remained strong. Despite having strong support from Pakistan, he was unable to gain the degree of support from Afghanistan’s Pushtuns that the Taliban had in 1996–2001.

Another source of opposition to traditional Afghan Islam is represented by Islamic fundamentalism. This looks at traditional Afghan practices and Sufic influences as syncretic accretions, with roots in the subcontinent or pre-Muslim society. Fundamentalism influences on Afghan Islam were represented by Deobandi and Wahabi or Salafist approaches, brought in from madrassas abroad and supported with foreign money. Fundamentalists may embrace the tools and technology of modernity; but they are not modernizers, looking instead to achieve the pure Islam of the distant past, with the Shias seen as the most damaging polluters of the pure spring. The Afghan Taliban has been, from their origin, fundamentalists, representing their leaderships’ schooling in Deobandi-influenced madrassas in the FATA. This underlay much of their hostility to Islamists in Afghanistan during the 1992–2001 civil war.

In the 1980s and 90s, the critique of Afghan Islamic practice was embodied in the Taliban’s Deobandi-based version of a maximalist Islamic ideology that emerged from the refugee camps. It was linked in this with what is termed Wahabism in Afghanistan, a movement that had been imported into Afghanistan to “reform” traditional Afghan Islam—with little success—in the years before 1978. Saudi financial assistance was accompanied with a strong push to spread its intolerant and restrictive Wahabi form of Islam, alien in any case to Afghanistan, with disastrous results. Saudi and Gulf money has subsidized the building and operations of maderi in Pakistan that produced the Taliban and other extremists now threatening the stability of Pakistan. During the 1980s, Wahabism became important, especially in the refugee camps and in madrassa in Pakistan, because of foreign funding. An autonomous Wahabi “kingdom” appeared in the Kunar valley.

Because these influences were strongest in Pakistan and because the Afghan exile population there was predominantly Pushtun, these outside influences were strongest amongst Pushtuns. Among non-Pushtuns, the Tajiks continued to be closer to traditional practices, despite the Islamist views of many of their political and military leaders. The Shia Hazaras went through a bloody sub-national civil war in the 1980s which saw supporters of Iran’s Islamic Revolution trying and failing to seize power in the Hazara Jat, but succeeding in killing or driving into exile many of the Hazara’s traditional religious and secular leaders.

Even though the Taliban’s ideology was hostile to traditional Afghan Islam, they were able to accommodate many of its grassroots believers in 1992–2001, using shared Pushtun ethnolinguistic links. But, during the Taliban’s 1996–2001 rule from Kabul, the increased influence of Al Qaeda and the importance of Arab funding meant that the Taliban paid more attention to the practices of outside supporters and less to that of their Pushtun clients, contributing to the loss of legitimacy the Taliban experienced among many Pushtuns by 2001.

The Afghan Taliban first received Pakistan’s backing in 1994 and by 1996 had replaced HiH as Pakistan’s chosen instrument in Afghanistan. It was an attempt to continue Pakistan’s strategy of aiming at political control in Afghanistan through a new set of clients. President Benazir Bhutto and interior minister Nasrullah Babur were secular nationalists that had no problem with using Islamic fundamentalists as policy tools. Taliban’s leadership was drawn from Pushtun ulema (clergy), many with shared backgrounds in the war against the Soviets or in the Deobandi-influenced madrassas of the FATA. This leadership gave the Taliban a capability to mobilize Afghan Pushtuns, reaching across tribal and local lines.

The tension between fundamentalism and traditional Afghan Islam for many years proved a limit on the resurgent Afghan insurgency, but by 2008–10 the Afghan Taliban, well funded and using effective propaganda, had been able to infiltrate or bring over many of the Sufic brotherhoods in southern Afghanistan and influence what was being preached in mosques throughout Afghanistan.

Because Afghanistan is decentralized and lacks a tradition of a state-supported unitary national ulema or religious leadership, the nature of Afghan Islam is largely determined at the grassroots level. There is no single question more important for Afghan stability than “to whom do you listen?” at the mosque. Religious authority—either local, reflecting tiers of kinship, tribe, or qawm, or that of more remote figures (especially Sufic leaders) that can have a broader appeal—is important to provide legitimacy for any actions or change, secular or religious. This authority had been in the hands of major figures connected with Sufic orders (such as Pir Sayid Ahmed Gailani and Sayid Sibghatullah Mojadidi, both of whom led one of the seven Peshawar-based Sunni Afghan resistance parties in the 1980s) or their local counterparts, pirs, ulema and sayids. Afghanistan’s Shia, especially in the Hazara Jat, have a structure of religious authority separate from Sunni practice, one largely unsupported by pre-2001 Afghan governments. These religious authorities have all been challenged by the emergence of new generations of Afghans (and ulema) that have been affected by Deobandi influences from the subcontinent (the original Taliban leadership were educated in madrassas in Pakistan) and other sources of radical Islam.

The Afghan conflict against the Soviets in 1978–92 was remote to the West. Yet its impact on Afghan life and society cannot be overestimated. To Afghans, it is what the Great War was to Europeans and the Patriotic Fatherland War to the Soviets. Among the many lasting impacts has been the tendency to associate change, reform and modernization with the enemy and what is permanent and resistant—to change as well as conquest—with Islam and Afghanistan.

Islam has increased importance in Afghanistan as both a unifying and a dividing factor. The damage to Afghan society inflicted by the conflicts of 1978–2001, the refugee camps, and the exile experience has led the diverse and divided Afghan people to turn increasingly to Islam (encouraged by the policies of Pakistan and foreign donors from the Islamic world). Today, Islam has a assumed a greater importance in Afghanistan than it did in the years before 1978. Conflict also brought religious radicalization (as well as state failure) to Afghanistan.

This trend towards radicalization has increased the Islamic role in society as well as its political-military impact and has contributed to the greater role of Islam in Afghan life, culture, and politics today compared with “the Golden Age,” the generation before the conflicts started in 1978. Purely secular solutions, ones that cannot be legitimated in Islamic as well as Afghan terms, are often ineffective, regarded with hostility or as foreign impositions. But change in Islamic practice is also generally viewed with suspicion, as reflected by the limited acceptance of Wahabi influence despite decades of well-funded efforts from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf to push their practices on Afghans.

The current government in Kabul is formally called the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. The Taliban regime it displaced was called the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. Its 1992–2001 legal predecessor was called the Islamic State of Afghanistan. There is no doubt Afghanistan is Islamic in its nature and government. But its current form differs greatly from what was seen under the Taliban. The current conflicts will determine who will define what is Islamic and therefore what is Afghan.

Legitimacy

Today, Afghanistan has become a nation defined as much by its conflicts as its land, it peoples, and its faith. Conflicts in Afghanistan are fundamentally about legitimacy. Understanding what makes up legitimacy in Afghan terms—who can get, who lacks it—is as vital to understanding the conflicts as are maps to the terrain. A successful regime must be able to legitimate itself in Afghan and Islamic terms. Legitimacy has been the high ground on which the battle for the future of Afghanistan is waged.

“You can’t buy Afghans, you can only rent them” is a cynical view of Afghan politics. Yet there are two important qualifications to this: they do not stay rented, and not everyone can rent them. In the 1980s, all the Kremlin’s armed forces, gold, and political skills could not create a regime that worked in Afghanistan because of the widely held perception by Afghans of the ab initio illegitimacy of the Soviet presence.

The Soviets could never gain legitimacy. The pre-2001 Taliban was considered legitimate by most of Afghanistan’s Pushtuns—plus small numbers from other groups—and saw its legitimacy erode from a broad range of reasons, including their heavy-handed actions regarding Sharia law, gender relations and Islamic practice, their subservience to Al Qaeda, and their unwillingness to embrace the symbolic actions that legitimate Afghan governance and are important in a largely nonliterate society as a demonstration of intent and respect. The result was the collapse of 2001. Only cornered-rat foreigners fought to the end for the Taliban. The majority of their Pushtun supporters cut a deal with the new government in Kabul, whose foreign support seemed then to usher in a new age for Afghanistan. The suspicion of the Taliban and the lasting goodwill toward those that helped remove them have only dissipated slowly with the repeated policy failures since then; polling shows that 87 percent of Afghans thought the ouster of the Taliban was a good thing in 2005, declining to 69 percent in 2009.18 They switched sides and went with the winners—the US-led coalition and the Afghan Northern Alliance—just as many had switched sides to join with the Taliban during their successes of 1994–96, when opportunistic advances brought them into occupation of Kandahar, Herat, Jalalabad, and eventually Kabul.

The dependence on Afghan perceptions of legitimacy to enlist and motivate supporters is critical to Afghan’s conflicts, kinetic and otherwise. The willingness to switch sides is a survival strategy, but it also reflects Afghan attitudes towards legitimacy. The importance of religion in Afghan daily life tends to accord success with the aura of a victory bestowed by the almighty. To try and regain this aura, Al Qaeda and the Afghan insurgents were, in 2008–10, recasting the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan as a conflict in which victory was bestowed for religious fanaticism and piety rather than earned through success and endurance. Similarly, the importance of patronage means that the Afghans will support a winner if it is thought that a larger patron is behind them. Afghans are hardly unique in that they like to follow and respect a winner. In resource-poor Afghanistan, political and military momentum is a powerful force, for there is likely to be little available to counter it. When the situation starts deteriorating in Afghanistan, it can do so with great speed and suddenness and with few stopping points before arriving at the bottom.

Similarly, the US and coalition partners often find it hard to recognize how difficult it is for them to legitimate their presence and interest in Afghanistan and Pakistan in humanitarian and security terms. In Afghanistan, it is hard to accept that a great power can be motivated to act except to further its own immediate advantage; second-order benefits such as preventing the destabilization likely to flow from renewed civil war are not recognized. In Afghanistan and Pakistan, it is common knowledge—among government officials and illiterate farmers alike—that the US presence reflects a covert and subtle strategy rather than a desire to help the Afghans rebuild their country and lives. The US failure to capture Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar is seen as evidence that they have no desire to do so, but rather are looking for a justification to prolong their presence. The bribes paid to the Taliban in Pakistan to protect the coalition’s resupply trucks driving from Karachi to Kabul represent further proof. There is no agreement as to the strategy these policies are serving. Many believe that it is intended to be part of an unending war against Islam or to disarm and dismember Pakistan. Others point to US and western airbases in Afghanistan and central Asia and identify countering influence from Iran, Russia, or China as the real reason for the conflict.

Legitimacy in both Afghan and Islamic terms requires a degree of social justice. The Soviet-backed 1978–92 Afghan regimes were unable to provide it except in a few areas—including much of Kabul—where local alliances, subsidized bread, and make-work jobs could buy stability. That the mujahideen that took Kabul in 1992 failed to bring about the social justice that many of their constituents had actually been fighting for and dissolved in factional fighting enabled the rise of the Taliban.

For many Afghans, social justice is doing the right thing, following the tenets of Afghaniyat or Pushtowali. In the face of the culture of corruption that has become widespread in 2008–10, there has been widespread nostalgia among Pushtuns for the perceived Islamic rectitude of the pre-2001 Taliban. Mullah Omar’s simple lifestyle is often recalled fondly while the more complex reality, such as how the Taliban encouraged opium cultivation and then tried to manipulate the market to maximize its return on this crop of dubious Islamic legitimacy, tends to be forgotten.

An alternative view, also widespread, social justice is seen as equivalent to Sharia law and its administration through a juridical system. This is something the Taliban regime offered when they first came to power and one where its predecessors and successors have often been lacking. A strength of the Taliban in both Afghanistan and Pakistan is its identification with Sharia while both Afghanistan and Pakistan had state justice systems that proved incapable of meeting the needs of the population.
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