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1

AFGHANISTAN SEEN
BY OTHERS

Through much of the twentieth century Afghanistan seemed
to be a distant concern in the United States. “Afghanistanism”
used to be journalistic shorthand for stories about distant
places, which editors dismissed as irrelevant. Afghanistan’s
territory does include some remote, barely accessible regions,
but it also includes ancient metropolises such as Balkh, Herat,
Kabul, and Kandahar; through much of history these places
were centers of civilization, not peripheries, crossroads for
commerce and the spread of ideas, including religions and ar-
tistic styles. Afghanistan’s period of isolation was not an in-
evitable consequence of its location; it was the result of the
policies of the British and Russian colonial empires.

In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, those empires
agreed to make Afghanistan a buffer state separating their two
empires. The only foreign representative would be a Muslim
representative of British India, which controlled Afghanistan’s
foreign affairs. That colonial intrusion into Afghanistan gen-
erated imperial studies of Afghanistan by British and Russian
officers and scholars, who learned much from the indigenous
scholars, while adapting that knowledge to the requirements
of colonial conquest and rule. The present work likewise
emerged from my personal engagement as a scholar, a cit-
izen, and at times as an official of both the United Nations
and the United States, a close observer and a participant in the
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struggles of the last four decades. I have tried to be fair, and
readers will judge differently to what extent I have succeeded,
but I cannot claim to be objective. My own actions are among
the subjects of this book.

This engagement provided me with a privileged place, in
every sense of the word, from which to observe the thorough
breakdown of Afghanistan’s isolation. The country is now the
opposite of a buffer state. Instead of preventing conflict by sep-
arating empires or states, it has become an arena where others
act out proxy conflicts. The Soviet invasion of December 1979
turned the country into the hottest conflict of a supposedly
Cold War. The Afghan state collapsed in the 1990s as a result
of that proxy war and the breakup of the USSR, which had
been funding the state. The country then became the arena of
conflict among regional powers—Pakistan versus Iran, Russia,
and India—but also a zone of competition over pipeline routes
among the United States, Saudi Arabia, and Iran.

After September 11, 2001, Afghanistan became the first bat-
tleground of the so-called War on Terror. The collapse of the
state and Afghanistan’s falling out of the “international com-
munity” enabled al-Qaeda’s Saudi leader Osama bin Laden
to direct the September 11 attack against the United States.
Every one of the world’s great (and not so great) powers has
competed under the umbrella of the subsequent US-led mil-
itary and intelligence response, some trying to support it,
some trying to undermine it, and some just putting in an
appearance. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization, which
includes North America and Western and Central Europe,
sent tens of thousands of soldiers there for more than ten
years. The tensions between Russia and NATO played them-
selves out over the Hindu Kush. With the destruction of
much of the agricultural economy and continual insecurity,
Afghanistan became the world’s leading producer of opium
and its derivatives, linking the country to the global market
for narcotics and providing cash incomes that armed groups
could tax.
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Therefore, after 9/11, which was directed by a Saudi
(Osama bin Laden), planned by a Pakistani Kuwaiti (Khalid
Shaikh Muhammad), and carried out by fifteen Saudis along
with some citizens of the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, and
Lebanon, there was a broad international consensus to inter-
vene in Afghanistan, destroy al-Qaeda, remove the Taliban
(Persian and Pashto plural of “student” in Arabic) authorities
who had hosted it, and establish an internationally approved
government there.

Do the United States or other countries have an obligation
to help Afghanistan?

No one knows how many people died in the fight: first, against
the Soviet Union, in the civil war that followed, the expansion
of and resistance to the Taliban, and the war since 2001. The
estimates for the anti-Soviet war alone start at one million and
rise from there. Millions became refugees and millions more
were internally displaced. Afghans sacrificed their livelihoods,
their education, and their health. They often feel that the world,
the West specifically and the US even more so, owes them a
debt for these sacrifices. A young Afghan I met in Kunduz in
January 1996 was disappointed at how little help Afghanistan
was getting after all its sacrifices. Perhaps I should have just
offered my sympathies, but instead I warned him that argu-
ments about moral obligation would not get him anywhere in
international politics, not only because people might not be
convinced, but because leaders respond to the demands of their
own interests and those of their state and people, rather than
to moral obligations formulated for them by others. The young
man in question, Amrullah Saleh, later became Afghanistan’s
intelligence chief.

The gap between obligation and action was greatest in
the years right after the Soviet withdrawal when the interna-
tional community effectively abandoned Afghanistan. The
country and its people received no aid other than a modest
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amount of humanitarian assistance, and there was no effort
to make peace. Now the US and its international partners
have tried to do all of those things, albeit ineffectively, and
are giving some priorities over the others. They have in-
curred obligations to Afghans who have worked with them,
whose expectations they raised, and who might now be in
danger. The US government and international organiza-
tions, however, have inevitably acted in their own interests
and have often proven wasteful and ineffective in providing
such assistance, which means that the debt will most likely
remain unpaid.

How does the situation in Afghanistan affect its neighbors?

In a 1907 agreement, Britain and Russia demarcated
Afghanistan’s current borders to isolate that country from
those two empires and also insulate those empires from each
other. At the intersection of four regions, Afghanistan borders
on South Asia (Pakistan, including areas of pre-1947 Kashmir
claimed by India); Central Asia (Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan,
and Tajikistan); the Middle East or Persian Gulf (Iran); and East
Asia (China). The border with China, only 57 miles (92 km)
long, is at the eastern edge of a narrow corridor of land, the
Wakhan Corridor, ceded to Afghanistan to separate Russian
territory, now Tajikistan, from British Indian territory, now the
Pakistan-administered territory of Gilgit-Baltistan. With the
independence and partition of British India and the breakup
of the Russian Empire’s successor, the USSR, Afghanistan now
has six immediate neighbors, with borders as short as the one
with China and as long as the one with Pakistan (1510 mi/2430
km). Afghanistan claims not to recognize that boundary, which
is based on the 1893 Durand Line drawn between British India
and the realm of Abdul Rahman Khan, the Afghan Amir.
Pakistan claims that Afghanistan has officially recognized the
border in practice but will not admit it for domestic political
reasons. This dispute—including the dispute over whether a
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dispute exists—has made it difficult for the two countries to
even discuss how to manage the border.

All of these borders separate ethnically similar populations
on both sides, but cross-border relations among Pashtuns on
both sides of the Afghan/Pakistan line are especially close.
Pakistani Pashtuns sometimes call themselves Afghans, since
the word denotes ethnicity as well as citizenship. Pashtuns in
Pakistan feel they have a stake in Afghanistan, which some re-
gard as theirs, as many of them also dispute the legitimacy of
colonial agreements that separated those territories from the
realm of the Afghan Amir.

During thewaragainstthe Sovietinterventionin Afghanistan
in the 1980s, about three million Afghans fled to Pakistan and
about two million Afghans escaped to Iran. The process works
the other way as well. In 2015, when the Pakistan military
staged an offensive into the tribal areas in search of the Tehrik-i
Taliban-i Pakistan (TTP, Taliban Movement of Pakistan) and
other terrorist groups, tens of thousands of Pakistani Pashtuns
fled into Afghanistan. When the Afghan president Ashraf
Ghani welcomed the Pakistani refugees, the former president
Hamid Karzai protested that they were “fellow Afghans.” In
the 1990s, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the civil war
in Tajikistan drove tens of thousands of refugees into the Tajik
and Uzbek areas of Northern Afghanistan. They have mostly
returned, but millions of Afghans remain in Iran and Pakistan,
and tens of thousands of Pakistani Pashtuns remain in Eastern
Afghanistan. Afghans in Pakistan inhabit not only the border
areas but also the port city of Karachi, Pakistan’s economic
capital. The large Afghan presence in both Karachi and Dubai
means that even if Afghanistan is a landlocked state, Afghans
are far from being a landlocked people. Their economic, reli-
gious, and political networks extend into South Asia and the
Persian Gulf countries.

Afghanistan’s territory is landlocked. The lack of direct ac-
cess to either the high seas or international air space makes a
landlocked country uniquely dependent on—and vulnerable
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to—its neighbors. Landlocked countries have slower economic
growth rates and lower rates of all indicators of economic and
social development than other states. To connect to the inter-
national market, or to receive foreign aid or military and se-
curity assistance, Afghanistan depends on the cooperation of
neighbors for land transit to markets or seaports and access to
international airspace.

Before 1947, Afghanistan’s foreign trade depended on
links to Delhi and the seaport of Karachi, respectively about
1300 km (780 miles) and 1500 km (9oo miles) from Kabul.
After 1947 the closure of the Pakistan-India border left the
country largely dependent on access to Karachi. Thanks to
American and allied efforts to build airfields and storage
facilities, Afghanistan today exports fruits, like pomegran-
ates, to the Persian Gulf by air, but to fly from Afghanistan,
to, for example, the United Arab Emirates, an airplane must
cross the airspace of Pakistan, Iran, or both. Nonetheless, as
described in chapter 10, the government of President Ghani
has done much to diversify the country’s foreign trade to
lessen dependence on Pakistan. Afghanistan’s Central Asian
neighbors are also landlocked, and Uzbekistan is double
landlocked—a landlocked country bordered only by other
landlocked countries. Northward access to the international
market or state system requires the cooperation of Russia or
China as well. So, while all of the neighboring countries have
potential economic leverage over Afghanistan, diversifying
trade infrastructure and agreements increases Afghanistan’s
room to maneuver.

Throughout history, economic activities within this terri-
tory have included agriculture, pastoralism, and trade. Trade
has fluctuated with the world economy and security. Before
1978 Afghanistan had a predominantly agricultural/pastoral
economy (50 percent of GDP) and rural population (8o per-
cent of population). About half of the agricultural production
went for subsistence of the cultivators’ families. Water was the
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scarcest input for agriculture. Because of scarcity of water, there
was about twice as much arable land in Afghanistan as culti-
vated land, and today there are frequent droughts that seem to
be increasing and becoming more severe with climate change.
Afghanistan’s economy is no longer primarily agricultural and
pastoral, and the agricultural sector is dominated by a single
internationally marketed cash crop: opium poppy. Wars, drug
trade, foreign aid, and remittances from abroad have funded
rapid urbanization and the growth of services.

Flows of water also shape Afghanistan’s relations with
its neighbors. The snowmelt of the Hindu Kush feeds sev-
eral rivers whose basins extend into neighboring countries.
The Kabul River is one of the five tributaries of the Indus,
Pakistan’s main water source, and the Helmand River sup-
plies water to the Iranian province of Sistan-Baluchistan. The
Kunduz River is a tributary of the Panj-Amu Darya, which
defines Afghanistan’s borders with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan,
and part of the border with Turkmenistan. Use of the water of
these rivers requires cooperation, but it has also been a source
of conflict.

Afghanistan has often had disputes over water with
Pakistan and Iran, as the rivers it shares with those two down-
stream countries are used for irrigation and power generation
on both sides of the border. Use of the water of the Amu Darya
is regulated by a 1949 agreement with the Soviet Union, which
entitles Afghanistan to a higher share of the water than it is
now using. Afghanistan has never used its share of the river
water because it lacks the necessary irrigation infrastructure.
In the ensuing years, the Amu Darya’s flow has been reduced
dramatically by extensive irrigation for cotton in Uzbekistan
and Tajikistan, leading to the desiccation of the Aral Sea shared
by Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.

All of this is the reason that my boss at the UN, Lakhdar
Brahimi, used to say, “Afghanistan cannot be peaceful if its
neighbors do not want it to be peaceful.”
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Is Afghanistan the “graveyard of empires”?

The idea that Afghanistan is an eternally unconquerable na-
tion that will defeat all who enter it and is destined for war
and instability seems to be of relatively recent origin. At a
meeting at the Wilson Center in Washington, DC, on April 6,
2016, an Afghan American from the Muhammadzai royal clan
claimed that Afghanistan had defeated Alexander the Great,
Genghis Khan, the British Empire, and the Soviet Union. Those
opposed to military intervention in Afghanistan often cite the
phrase “graveyard of empires,” which also became the title of
several books and articles.

Opponents of military intervention in Afghanistan may
well be right, but not because Afghanistan has always been
the “graveyard of empires.” As the anthropologist Thomas
Barfield put it, “Until 1840 Afghanistan was better known as a
‘highway of conquest’ rather than the ‘graveyard of empires.’
For 2,500 years it was always part of somebody’s empire, be-
ginning with the Persian Empire in the fifth century B.C.”! The
cities and regions of Kabul, Balkh, Kandahar, and Herat re-
peatedly came under the rule of empires and sometimes were
themselves the seat of empires. Balkh, known to the Greeks
as Bactria, was an important center of Zoroastrianism and
Buddhism when Alexander the Great looted its great temple
and married Roxana, daughter of the slain king. Kandahar is
a derivative of the word “Alexandria,” which was founded by
Alexander the Great in 329 BCE. Hellenistic rule lasted two cen-
turies, during which sculptors developed the Greco-Buddhist
style of Gandhara, named after a kingdom, centered on the city
of Peshawar.

Herat, along with Samarkand, was the seat of Persian cul-
ture during the Timurid Empire. The first Mughal emperor,
Babur, a native of the Ferghana Valley in today’s Uzbekistan,
conquered Kabul and made it the first seat of the Mughal

1. Thomas Barfield, Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History.
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Empire. Those with even a glancing acquaintance of Kabul
will know of Babur’s garden, where he and several of his des-
cendants were buried. Babur’s grandson, the Mughal emperor
Akbar, founded Jalalabad, which bears his name—his personal
name was Jalaluddin, and the name of the city means “built
by Jalal.”

The Afghan Durrani Empire, a precursor of today’s Afghan
state, established its center in Kandahar in 1747 and moved to
Kabul in 1775. The first Anglo-Afghan War (1839—42) is best
known for the massacre of the British contingent as it retreated
through the snows toward Jalalabad in the winter of 1841—42,
one of the origins of the graveyard of empires trope. It is largely
forgotten that the British then fought their way back to Kabul,
leveled the bazaar, freed British prisoners, and evacuated
Afghanistan on their own terms. In the second Anglo-Afghan
War (1878-80), the Afghan Army inflicted a major defeat on
the British in the battle of Maiwand in Kandahar province. It
was at this battle that the apocryphal Pashtun maiden Malalai
threw off her veil and, before being fatally wounded by a
British bullet, recited in a famous patriotic couplet: “If you do
not fall as a martyr at Maiwand, by God, someone must be
saving you for a life of shame!” In A Study in Scarlet, Sherlock
Holmes deduces that Dr. Watson was wounded in that battle.
Despite the heroic memories of Afghan resistance, however,
the British achieved their objectives in the war. They imposed
the 1879 treaty of Gandamak on Amir Yaqub Khan, taking con-
trol of Afghanistan’s foreign relations and taking the eastern
provinces of Afghanistan into British India, with a buffer zone
for the “frontier tribes.” Sir Mortimer Durand delineated that
boundary under an 1893 agreement with Amir Abdul Rahman
Khan. In 1919, after winning a brief skirmish at the Durand
Line, Amir Amanullah Khan won the country’s full inde-
pendence, but at the price of accepting the colonial, imposed
border in the 1921 Treaty of Rawalpindi.

The Afghan mujahidin did not force the Soviet Union out of
Afghanistan as the Afghans under Wazir Akbar Khan forced
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out the British in 1841. They did, however, inflict severe enough
damage that when the reformist Mikhail Gorbachev came to
power in 1985, he decided it was more important to improve
relations with the West than try to succeed in Afghanistan. The
Afghans alone did not inflict that blow on the Soviet Union—
unlike any previous war, their resistance received support from
major powers, and the strength of that resistance reflected the
changing balance of forces in the Cold War. Today the US is
again testing the limits of intervention in Afghanistan.

If the “graveyard of empires” trope does not fit the history of
all the territory of today’s Afghanistan, it is less inaccurate with
respect to the mountainous area along today’s Afghanistan/
Pakistan border, and especially the tribal territories of Pakistan,
an area that has always been difficult to conquer or to rule.
Before the word “Afghanistan” came to designate a political
unit in the nineteenth century, it referred to this area, inhabited
by “Afghans” (Pashtuns). In that Afghanistan, people lived in
remote valleys, where many tribes depended on nomadism.
Such areas were difficult and costly to control and yielded little
revenue or commercial advantage. Under the British Empire,
the frontier tribes living in the eastern part of this region had a
special status. British Indian law did not apply there, nor did
Pakistani law from 1947 until the abolition of the Federally
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in 2018. The population an-
swered to the state through tribal leaders. The British and their
Pakistani successors treated those areas like a moat against in-
vaders from the north or west, rather than a part of the state
they governed. Changing technologies of transportation and
communication, however, have made it much more feasible to
communicate with and travel into those areas, and today its
inhabitants are demanding full rights as citizens of the states
in which they live.

It is also true that the territory of today’s Afghanistan, with
its sparse population, shortage of water, lack of navigable
rivers, and low agricultural productivity, has been difficult not
only to conquer but also to rule in its entirety. Those empires
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that conquered parts of today’s Afghanistan essentially held
onto the cities and towns and the roads connecting them.
The rest of the territory and its population were left largely
untouched, as long as they did not interfere with trade or the
business of the state.

The main challenge facing today’s Afghanistan is not that
the martial spirit of its warlike tribal people makes Afghanistan
unconquerable or ungovernable, but that the country does not
produce enough to cover the costs of governing it. The only
way that it ever could produce enough would be to connect to
the international markets, which would, in turn, require good
relations with its neighbors.

Does Afghanistan threaten the world, or vice versa?

Instability alone does not necessarily give rise to global ter-
rorism. The Democratic Republic of Congo has been unstable
and has posed many problems to its neighbors, who also de-
stabilized Congo in order to cope with their own problems,
but it never became a source of global threats. Afghanistan
was structured by the British to be dependent, and the ero-
sion and collapse of the Anglo-Russian agreement on how to
manage that dependence culminated in the war that began in
1978 and continues in 2019. Once the balance of the late co-
lonial period and the early Cold War broke down, the USSR
moved in to subsidize the state, generating a global and re-
gional reaction that undermined the state. When the USSR
collapsed, and the state lost the subsidy that enabled it to pay
for security forces, the Afghan state, too, collapsed. Pakistan
briefly consolidated weak control through the Taliban, but
al-Qaeda’s attack brought the country under US hegemony,
which gradually generated a reaction not only from Islamist
groups but from the regional powers whose interests the US
threatened.

There are many possible scenarios for instability, but only
one for stability. Stability requires at least that no regional
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or global power with the capacity to destabilize Afghanistan
sees the political and military order in Afghanistan as a threat.
That requires difficult international coordination among states
with histories of suspicion and mistrust, as well as a compact
among the peoples of Afghanistan itself.



2
THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE

How do people in Afghanistan identify themselves?

To understand a society, it is important to understand the iden-
tities of its people; it is equally important to remember that
there is no direct causality from identity to belief or action in
politics, culture, economics, or anything else. People may have
multiple identities, which they deploy in different situations.
Identities change. Above all, people have the capacity to reflect
on their identities, to accept, reject, or modify them, or even
create new ones.

Most Afghans rank “Muslim” as their most important iden-
tity.! Since the first Afghan empire in the eighteenth century,
the predominant and official religion has been Sunni Islam
of the Hanafi sect. A minority, mainly Hazara, follow the
Twelver Imami Shi‘a (they follow twelve imams as succes-
sors to Muhammad) like the predominant Shi’a in Iran, Iraq,
and Lebanon. Another Twelver Imami Shi’a community is the
Qizilbash, descended from units of Turkmen troops recruited

1. There are some non-Muslims in Afghanistan, and there used to be
more of them. There are Hindus and Sikhs who were trading with the
Indian subcontinent before 1947. There was also a small Jewish pop-
ulation in Kabul, Herat, and a few other places. The first constitution
of Afghanistan in 1923 said that Afghanistan’s official religion was
Islam, but that the rights of “Jews and Hindus” would be protected.
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in the eighteenth century. “Qizilbash,” meaning “red head” in
Turkish, refers to the red hats that the guard units wore. There
is also a small but influential community of Ismaili Shi’as,
many of whom are followers of the Agha Khan, whose invest-
ments employ many of them in the hospitality and telecom-
munications industries.

Islamic belief and practice have been changing rapidly in
the past few decades. Under the monarchy, which ruled until
1973, two main Sufi (spiritual) sects played leading roles. Sufis
received royal patronage—the Qadiri sect led by the Gailani
family and the Nagshbandi sect, led in Afghanistan by the
Mojaddedi family. Many eastern Pashtun tribes followed
the Gailanis, while the Mojaddedis maintained a network
of madrasas (Islamic educational institutions) around the
country. Sebghatullah Mojaddedi and Sayyid Ahmad Gailani
led the main two “nationalist-moderate” parties of the anti-
Soviet mujahidin. Nearly all senior members of the Mojaddedi
family, however, were massacred by the communist regime of
Nur Muhammad Taraki in February 1979. These Sufi networks
have entered politics, but the Sufi practices of both worshiping
at shrines where spiritual leaders are buried and of mystical
devotion have declined among some sectors of the population
in favor of various forms of puritanical militancy.

Since the partition of India, the Deobandi school of Islamic
thought and practice has grown, especially in rural Pashtun
areas. Named after the town of Deoband in northern India,
the Deobandi school was founded in the nineteenth century
as a revivalist alternative to Islamic modernism as a way of
challenging colonialism. It taught strict adherence to the
main works of the Hanafi school but also supported Sufism.
When the Deobandis of Pakistan were cut off from the main
body of the sect in 1947, they expanded madrasas in Karachi,
the Northwest Frontier Province and FATA (now Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa) and Balochistan. Religious students (taliban)
flocked from Afghanistan to the madrasas in Pakistan, where
many paid no tuition and received full room and board.
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During the Soviet-Afghan war, Saudi and Kuwaiti aid workers
and mujahidin influenced them in the direction of Salafi
Islam, which rejects Sufism and worship at shrines. Deobandi
madrasas that taught a militant puritanical version of the sect’s
doctrines, which were often the only educational institutions
open to Afghan refugee boys in Pakistan, became incubators
of the Taliban.

The mob murder of Farkhunda in March 2015 illustrates
some of the tensions in contemporary Afghan Islam. A young
woman with an Islamic education, Farkhunda charged that a
so-called mullah making and selling amulets at one of Kabul’s
main shrines was corrupt. These amulets contain inscrip-
tions that supposedly counter the evil eye or bring good luck.
Farkhunda’s education led her to oppose such superstitions
and gave her the courage to speak out as a woman for a purer
form of Islam. The mullah charged that she had burned pages
of a Quran, which turned out to be false, but a mob of men beat
her to death and burned her body. Her case drew attention
to violence against women, but it also illustrates the tensions
between traditional practices and demand for modernizing or-
thodoxy among educated youth, including women.

The current constitution of Afghanistan states that the re-
ligion of the state is “the sacred religion of Islam,” whereas
previous constitutions said that the religion of the state is
Islam according to Hanafi rites. The current constitution also
recognizes Shi’a jurisprudence for personal law among Shi’a.

So far, Afghanistan has escaped the large-scale sectarian
conflict and terrorism that has grown in parts of the Arab
world, though the rise of the Taliban and especially the Islamic
State has stoked sectarian fears.

What are the main ethnic groups in Afghanistan?

Originally, the word “Afghan” referred to Pashtuns, and
sometimes it still does. Variants of the term are found in texts
dating to the Sassanians in the third century BCE. Both ancient
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Sanskrit sources and the Greek historian Herodotus refer to
“Pakhtans” or “Paktiai” living in what is now the Afghanistan-
Pakistan border area. Pashtun-led governments introduced a
new meaning of the word, a citizen of a state called Afghanistan.
Since 1923, all constitutions of Afghanistan have stated that a
citizen of Afghanistan is Afghan, regardless of ethnicity, but
some non-Pashtuns contest the term.

The Afghan constitution of 2004 recognizes fourteen ethnic
groups, but only four are large enough to participate as such
in the national political arena: Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, and
Uzbeks.? Pashtuns have historically been organized tribally,
though not all Pashtuns live in tribes. Some of those tribes es-
tablished and lent their ethnonym to the Afghan state. Some
Pashtuns consider Afghanistan as their state, representing their
identity, even if they are citizens of Pakistan or another state.

Though no group totally conforms to any model of social or-
ganization, Pashtuns have largely been organized in patrilineal
tribes. Their Pashto language is an eastern Iranian language
like Kurdish or the Shughnani language spoken in the Pamir
Mountains of Northeast Afghanistan and Eastern Tajikistan.
They have settled in a belt of land from Peshawar up to Kabul
and south of Kabul to Balochistan and as far west as Herat.
Their nomadic movements enabled them also to become long-
distance traders, who settled in India as far as Calcutta. The
Afghan monarchy settled many among non-Pashtuns in the
north and west, especially along the borders, to guarantee the
security of the state in those areas. Like all ethnic groups, many
have migrated to cities in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, and the
Persian Gulf.

2. Article 4 of the constitution states, “The nation of Afghanistan shall
be comprised of Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, Uzbek, Turkman, Baluch,
Pachaie, Nuristani, Aymagq, Arab, Qirghiz, Qizilbash, Gujur, Brahwui
and other tribes. The word Afghan shall apply to every citizen of
Afghanistan.”
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The largest other group is Tajiks. The origin of the word
“Tajik” is unclear. Mountstuart Elphinstone, the first British
envoy to what he called the “Kingdom of Caubul and its
Dependencies,” wrote in 1826, “The name of Taujik is very
loosely used,” meaning it could have different meanings in dif-
ferent contexts. In contemporary Afghan terminology, a Tajik
is a Sunni Persian speaker, which includes people from moun-
tainous areas like Panjshir and Badakhshan and also people
from big cities like Herat, Kabul, and Mazar-i Sharif. There are
many rural Tajiks engaged in agriculture and related activities,
but most of the urban population of Afghanistan is Persian
speaking. The second generation of Pashtuns or Uzbeks who
move to the city usually adopt the Persian language. Families
of mixed origin who assimilate to urban life, adopt Dari (the
Afghan form of Persian) as their mother tongue, and lose affil-
iation with their original group sometimes assimilate to Tajik
identity.

Uzbek is an identity redefined in the Soviet Union in
the 1920s and "30s. Previously the term designated a tribe
speaking a Turkic language in Central Asia, but Stalin consoli-
dated many Turki-speaking groups into a single nationality
called Uzbeks, and the term migrated to Afghanistan as well.
Their language, which used to be called Turki, or Chaghatay,
is now called Uzbeki. In north Afghanistan, contiguous to
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, there are also a smaller number
of Turkmen. Uzbeks and Turkmen in Afghanistan each share
their spoken language with co-ethnics to the north, but their
written languages are different. The Turkmen and Uzbeks in
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, who underwent Russification
while they were part of the Soviet Union, came to write their
languages in Cyrillic script and have switched to Latin script
since independence, following the example of Turkey.

Before the urbanization of Afghanistan, Hazaras lived in
the central highlands area, which was therefore known as
Hazarajat. “Hazara” means “one thousand” in Persian and
was at one time a designation for a military unit. There is a
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tradition that the Hazaras are descended from part of the ar-
mies of Genghis Khan, though it is not substantiated by con-
crete evidence. Many have Central Asian or East Asian facial
features. They are almost all Imami Shi’a.

The Hazaras were not ruled from Kabul or by Pashtuns until
the late nineteenth century. The Afghan ruler, Amir Abdul
Rahman Khan, who was recognized and funded by the British
to take control of the territory, conquered their area. Many
were massacred, raped, and enslaved, acts supposedly justi-
fied by the belief of some Sunnis that Shi’a are not Muslims.
Even after the abolition of slavery by the 1923 constitution,
Shi’a were not equal subjects. They performed the most me-
nial tasks in Afghanistan’s cities.

Their situation has changed in the past decades. When
millions of Afghans became refugees, a disproportionate
number of Hazaras went to Iran, where they have cultural
and religious affinities. In Iran, while they suffered var-
ious kinds of discrimination, refugees from Afghanistan
had access to better education than in Pakistan. When those
refugees began to return to Afghanistan after 2001, edu-
cated Hazaras moved into influential positions, not only
in the state but in the private sector such as media and
telecommunications.

Another important group are the Sayyids (Sadat). They
are not an ethnic group—Sayyids are associated with but not
members of every ethnic group in Afghanistan. Sayyids are a
status group supposedly descended from the family of Ali, the
son-in-law of prophet Muhammad. They have played impor-
tant roles in religion and the bureaucracy and are gaining in-
creased group consciousness.

Is Afghanistan a tribal society?

The tribe is important to some parts of Afghan society and the
basis, at least symbolically, of some state institutions. The claim
that Afghanistan is “tribal” is a political claim that emphasizes
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the importance of ethnicity and kinship to national identity.
Afghanistan is sparsely populated, with weak state institu-
tions, including institutions of justice. The population includes
nomads, people who have no fixed address, who move with
their animals from place to place in search of pasture and mar-
kets. Farmers bring the water to their land through irrigation;
nomads bring their animals to the water through migration.
Since nomads have no fixed addresses, they are difficult for
a state bureaucracy to govern. Instead of location, kinship
becomes an organizing principle among nomads and other
groups in weak states.

In Afghanistan and in much of the world, kinship follows
strict patrilineage and patriarchy. Family identity is trans-
mitted only through the father. This differs from the bilinear
kinship predominant in Europe and the US, although even
that form has patrilineal elements. Children in the West have
traditionally taken the father’s surname, and a wife took her
husband’s surname, but this is far from universal today. For
most purposes, however, the maternal and paternal families
have the same status. Tracing lines of descent including both
male and female ancestors in a bilinear kinship system be-
comes virtually impossible within a few generations, as there
can be two, four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, and so on ancestors
per generation.

In patrilineal systems, however, identity is inherited only
through the father’s side, and a genealogy may extend back
dozens of generations. These genealogies, whether true or fic-
titious, constitute the foundation of tribal identity and of re-
lations among tribes and subtribes. As the ancient Israelites
had a patrilineal tribal society, this is the same kinship system
found in the Hebrew Bible. In such a society, marriage brings
the wife into her husband’s patrilineal family. The marriage
may cement an alliance between the families, tribes, or clans
of the bride and groom, but it is clear who belongs to which
group. This kind of identity has been reinforced by the struc-
tures of property and production, which include land and
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animals owned and managed by kinship groups. The kinship
unit mobilizes labor and distributes the fruits of production.

Families, clans, or tribes have also exercised policing and
military activities. Tribes may have oral codes of customary
justice and dispute resolution, the best known of which is
Pashtunwali, the oral code of customary law among some
Pashtuns. Given the pervasive importance of kinship, it has
become an idiom for talking about and forming relation-
ships. Kinship does not just define relationships; relationships
that originally have nothing to do with kinship may be ex-
pressed or strengthened through this system. For instance, in
the 1980s Afghanistan was ruled by the People’s Democratic
Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), a communist party founded in
the 1960s. Members of the politburo of the PDPA arranged
marriages among their sons and daughters to strengthen the
party. A communist party is not a tribe, but tribal norms of
behavior strengthened it. Ahmad Zia Massoud, the brother of
the United Front (Northern Alliance) military leader, Ahmad
Shah Massoud, married one of the daughters of Burhanuddin
Rabbani, the political leader of the Northern Alliance, reinfor-
cing and sustaining factional and familial ties. There are many
such examples.

A state may try to weaken tribalism, but it can also use it
to control the population. Each citizen of a bureaucratic state
has an individual identity: a certificate giving date and place
of birth, as well as surname and personal name(s); a social
security or identity card number; an address; a place of em-
ployment; a taxpayer identification number; and, ultimately,
a death certificate. The government governs the citizens using
this information.

This system is expensive. In Afghanistan and other weak
states, the state may instead rely on kinship or residence-
based collectivities to provide information and exercise au-
thority, however imperfectly, on the state’s behalf. As part of
the September 2014 National Unity Government agreement
between President Ashraf Ghani and Dr. Abdullah Abdullah,
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the government promised to issue electronic identity cards (e-
Tazkira) to all citizens. Such a database would serve many pur-
poses, including the creation of a permanent electoral register,
a major step toward reducing electoral fraud.

One of the obstacles to fair elections in Afghanistan is that
the state has very little information about the population.
There has never been a complete census, and many people do
not have identity cards or addresses. The government has dis-
tributed identity cards, tazkiras, for decades but until recently
has never tried to distribute them to everyone. People who
interacted regularly with the state, like government employees
or students at the university, would have the tazkiras, but most
of the population did not.

One of my colleagues, an Afghan of Shi’a Sayyid origin,
in his early thirties, brought copies of his brother’s and his
father’s tazkiras to me, so that I could see how they differed.
In his grandfather’s time very few people had tazkiras.
His grandfather was the malik, or khan, head of the vil-
lage, as the tax collector: alagadar. When the king, Zahir
Shah, would visit the village, he would have lunch with his
grandfather, and then the king and his grandfather would
discuss whatever needed to be discussed. They would make
an agreement, on taxes, conscription, or any other matter.
The king would leave, and it was then his grandfather’s
responsibility to deliver the results. The king and his gov-
ernment had no idea who lived in the village; that was his
grandfather’s responsibility. The state governed through
the tribal or clan relationship between the khan and the vil-
lage. Tribalism does not just structure the state; the state
also structures tribalism.

Like all identities, the salience of tribal identity varies with
context. Tribal identity is important for a nomad. If the son of a
nomad gets a university education, moves to a city, and gets a
job in the government, the function of tribal affiliation changes.
Getting a job may require asking for patronage from someone
from your tribe in the right position. Fellow tribesmen will
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come by asking for money, jobs for their family members, or
some other favor. But there are also competing forms of au-
thority and identity: rank in the bureaucracy, wealth, and
political connections. For the past few decades, for instance,
control of armed men has become important.

In areas of the country that have been under more stable
government control, tribal identities are weaker but can re-
bound when the state collapses. The monarchy recognized and
strengthened some Pashtun tribal identities and weakened
others. Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras have kinship-based col-
lective identities, but their clans are not structured to exercise
authority and do not have their own codes of justice, as some
Pashtun tribes do.

What is the economy of Afghanistan?

For much of history the territory of today’s Afghanistan has
been a crossroads, a role the Afghan government hopes to
revive. Before the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and tech-
nological developments that made possible long-distance,
or “blue-water,” navigation, much of the world’s trade was
transported overland, sometimes over extreme distances.
Archaeologists have found items made of lapis lazuli, a blue
precious stone found only in Badakhshan, in Northeastern
Afghanistan, in tombs from the Old Kingdom of Egypt (third
millennium BCE). Four or five thousand years ago, traders took
the lapis, probably over the mountains to the River Indus, then
by raft to the coast, and then by shore-hugging boats to the
shores of the Red Sea.

Because of its position at the intersection of major civilizat-
ions, a number of trade routes met and crossed in Afghanistan.
The long-distance land-based trade routes between China
and the Mediterranean came to be known collectively as the
Silk Route or Silk Road, after China’s export of that luxury
commodity, which was so sought after in Europe and the
Middle East.
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Those ancient trade routes lost their importance as European
countries mastered blue-water navigation, which was much
more economical than long-distance overland trade by pack
animal. And so the Mughal, Safavid, and Ottoman Empires
collapsed in the seventeenth century in part when their trading
revenues declined because of the competition from European
sea trade. Afghanistan, then, went from being a crossroads to
being isolated.

In today’s Afghanistan the biggest industry is war. The
withdrawal of most of the foreign troops by the end of 2014
meant a loss to the economy of about three hundred thou-
sand jobs, but the continued funding of the Afghan National
Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF), not only for salaries but
also for construction, food, uniforms, fuel, and telecommuni-
cations, assured a continued flow of foreign cash. There may
be no reliable sources on how much of the security assistance
actually enters the Afghan economy rather than being recycled
into the donor’s economy.

The second-largest industry is narcotics production and
trafficking of opium and its derivatives, marijuana, and
hashish. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some Afghans have
started labs for manufacture of barbiturates and alkaloids as
well. There are only general estimates of the size of some parts
of the illegal drug economy, which is not included in national
income estimates.

Data collected in the 1970s, the last time the country was at
peace, showed that the population of Afghanistan was about
8o percent rural, and that about 50 percent of the GDP came
from agriculture, mainly subsistence cultivation of wheat and
rice. Afghanistan was also an important exporter of fresh and
dried fruits to the surrounding countries; for instance, Afghan
melons and other fruits were highly prized in Delhi. By the
1970s Afghanistan had become the world’s third-largest pro-
ducer of raisins, after the US and Greece. It also had exports
based on animal husbandry, in particular, karakul lamb from
Northern Afghanistan produced by Turkmen who had fled the
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Soviet Union. Traders then were able to take the karakul to be
sold in European markets.

In the 1930s, the king adopted a proposal from Abdul Majid
Zabuli, a visionary trader who provided the capital needed to
found a development bank, the Afghan National Bank (Bank-i
Milli) in 1931. At that time the government, working closely
with Zabuli, used investments by Bank-i Milli to develop the
country, largely by investing in cotton cultivation, processing,
and marketing, especially in Kunduz and Helmand provinces.
The government drained swampland along the Kunduz River,
diverting the water into irrigation canals, and then settled
Pashtuns from the south and east, which changed the ethnic
composition of the area. At the same time, the Soviet regime
under Stalin was turning contiguous areas of Central Asia into
a cotton bowl.

Afghanistan never became a major cotton exporter, but it
had gained importance in the market before the Soviet inter-
vention. The country had no industrial production except for a
few government factories like a textile mill in Kapisa province.
In the 1970s the Soviets developed natural gas wells in Jawzjan
in Northern Afghanistan. It was piped directly to Uzbekistan,
which was then in the Soviet Union.

The Roman philosopher Cicero, ca. 63 BCE, had called
money “the sinews of war.” When war started, money inun-
dated Afghanistan, from the Soviet Union, the United States,
Saudi Arabia, and eventually NATO, the World Bank, and vir-
tually every state and development institution—not to men-
tion from drug traffickers and other kingpins of the illicit
economy. Before the war, subsistence farmers grew food to eat,
rather than to market, which required relatively little money.
When young men abandoned agriculture for warfare, they
also abandoned a largely subsistence economy for a monetized
one: armed groups must buy supplies, including food, which
becomes scarcer and more expensive. The money that finances
the war also finances food imports. In addition, the people
who remain on the land can no longer live off the subsistence
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economy, because everything is too expensive. They need cash
incomes as well, and the way they get cash incomes is by pro-
ducing opium poppy or migrating to cities where foreigners
spend money, or to labor markets in Iran, the Persian Gulf,
Pakistan, Europe, the US, or Australia so that they can send
money home in what are called “remittances.”

As an isolated buffer state, Afghanistan never experienced
direct rule by a European colonial power. No foreign com-
panies turned forest or farmland into commercial plantations
for cultivation of a single crop, like rubber in Liberia, tea in Sri
Lanka, indigo in parts of northern India, or minerals in parts
of Africa. The first experience Afghanistan had in mass pro-
duction of raw materials for the international market was the
drug economy.

Millions of Afghans also became refugees. Even before the
war, in 1973, the hike in oil prices had expanded the demand
for migrant labor in the Persian Gulf. Remittances started to
become an important part of Afghanistan’s economy. After the
war started, remittances from the millions of Afghans living in
the neighboring countries became much more important. War,
the drug trade, and remittances are the three current mainstays
of the Afghan economy.

While before the war 8o percent of the population of
Afghanistan lived in rural areas, that country soon became one
of the fastest-urbanizing societies in Asia. That is one of the
reasons for massive exodus of migrants and asylum seekers
from Afghanistan after 2014, which is quite different from the
predominantly rural refugees escaping bombing or fighting in
the 1980s. The migrants of post-2014 were mostly urban, ed-
ucated youth, who had either lost their jobs or could see no
prospect of getting a job, because of the withdrawal of the in-
ternational community from Afghanistan.

The current government has considered how Afghanistan
can develop a productive economy to become more self-
sufficient. Initially Afghanistan would charge fees for the
transit of oil, natural gas, and electricity through its territory.
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Two projects have kicked off that effort. One is CASA-1000
(Central Asia South Asia 1,000 Megawatts), financed by the
Asian Development Bank, which brings electricity produced
by hydropower in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan across Northern
Afghanistan and into Pakistan. The second connectivity proj-
ect is the TAPI (Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India)
gas pipeline. A consortium is supposed to build pipelines
from Turkmenistan gas fields, south through Afghanistan, into
Pakistan, and then to India for natural gas and eventually oil.
Pakistan is badly in need of natural gas to overcome large gaps
in the power supply, but the major source of demand in the re-
gion is in India. TAPI is supposedly going to earn Afghanistan
about $300 million a year.

Soviet geological surveys and the 2014 United States
Geological Survey indicate that Afghanistan has mineral and
hydrocarbon resources that might be worth approximately $1
trillion on the international market, but at the moment there
is no way to bring these resources to market. China has been
the largest prospective investor in Afghanistan and has signed
a contract for what would have been the largest copper mine
in the world, in Logar province, south of Kabul, but work has
stopped because of security problems, the fall in commodity
prices after the 2008 financial crisis, and the discovery of a
massive archaeological site at the mine’s location (Mes Aynak
or “little copper well,” which includes the remains of a 2,000-
year-old Buddhist city).

Is Afghanistan a traditional society living in some past century?

This trope is based on a fallacy of what modernity is and also
about what tradition is. Afghans are living fully in modern so-
ciety, but it is not the idealized modern society of the Western
imagination. Afghanistan’s economy and social relations have
been revolutionized and transformed by their contact with
war and the international economy. Previous social relations,
beliefs, and values have not disappeared, any more than they
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have in the West. One of the reasons that some, especially
young people, adopt new and even foreign ideologies is the
new situations that they are facing, to which their previous
values and institutions do not seem adapted. What some see
as traditions in Afghanistan are often ideological reactions
against these rapid changes brought about by war.

One of the reasons people think that Afghanistan is a tra-
ditional society is that some Afghans tell them it is. Here’s an
example: I was at a meeting in Washington in late 2008 with
two US military officers, who had been working in provincial
reconstruction teams (PRTs, see chapter 6). These officers gave
a presentation called “Traditional Afghan Society” as it might
have been described in an Afghan textbook of the 1960s or
"70s: Afghans live in tribes, the king is at the top, kinship is the
most important relationship, Afghans are moderate apolitical
Muslims. The US would succeed, these officers argued, to the
extent that it respected those traditions, and that would have
led politically to bringing back Zahir Shah as the king in 2001
or 2002. Some Afghans wanted that, but others, including the
armed groups that the US relied on to overthrow the Taliban,
opposed it. Traditionalism is a political position, not an empir-
ical description of a society.



3
STATE AND POLITICS

What is the origin of Afghanistan?

The place name “Afghanistan” occurs in the tenth-century
Persian geography Hudud al-’Alam (Frontiers of the world), re-
ferring to the region that we would now call the Afghanistan-
Pakistan border area. Much of today’s Afghanistan, including
Kabul, Balkh, and Herat, belonged to what was then the
Eastern Persian region of Khurasan, along with Nishapur
and Mashhad in today’s Iranian province of Khorasan, and
Samarkand and Bukhara in today’s Uzbekistan. Afghanistan,
in its current form, was constructed through the interaction of
the British in India, the Russians in Central Asia, and Afghan
clans and rulers in the late nineteenth century. The first official
use of “Afghanistan” to refer to a state rather than a region
seems to have been in the 1879 Treaty of Gandamak between
the British government and “Yakub Khan, Amir of Afghanistan
and its dependencies.” Even that phrase still refers to a region,
as it distinguishes “Afghanistan” from other territories ruled
by the Amir.

How to recount the history of this state is a political issue: na-
tionalist historiography recounts the history of Pashtun-led em-
pires and states starting in the early to mid-eighteenth century
as part of a continuous national history going back to ancient
“Ariana.” Other versions focus on the history of Khurasan.
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The former account identifies the state with Pashtun rule and
the latter with its largely Persian-speaking culture, which was
adopted by Turkic, Mongol, and Pashtun rulers.

For most of history, empires based in neighboring regions
ruled all or parts of the territory of today’s Afghanistan. Rulers
originating or based in Afghanistan sometimes conquered
parts of India or Iran. As noted in chapter 1, the common ster-
eotype of Afghanistan as the “graveyard of empires” would
have come as a surprise to the Mauryas, Guptas, Macedonians,
Sassanids, Kushans, Abbasids, Ghaznavids, Mongols,
Timurids, Mughals, Safavids, and Shaybani Uzbeks, among
others, all of whom ruled parts of this territory and contrib-
uted to its cultural heritage.

Afghanistan began to assume its present form, though not
under that name, in the early eighteenth century, when leaders
from Kandahari tribes established empires. Mirwais Hotaki,
from the Hotak tribe of the Ghilzai confederation (“ulus”),
overthrew Safavid rule in Kandahar in 1721. He occupied
and looted the Persian capital of Isfahan. That short-lived em-
pire was soon absorbed into the conquests of the new ruler
of Persia, Nadir Khan Afshar, a Turkmen whose cavalry were
under the command of a Kandahari from a rival tribe, Ahmad
Shah Abdali. When Nadir was assassinated in 1747, Abdali re-
turned to Kandahar. He brought with him tools of Persian and
Turkic statecraft, including kingship and the use of tribalism
structured by the state as an instrument of rule. A member of
the Saddozai clan of the Popalzai tribe of the Abdali confeder-
ation, Abdali became the first king (padshah) of the Afghans.
Upon receiving the kingship he took the title “Padshah-i Durr-i
Durran”—king of the pearl of pearls—and the Abdalis then
took “Durrani” as their new name. He appointed khans for
the tribes, a Turco-Mongol practice never previously used by
Pashtuns and assigned them ranks at the court and in the army.
He distributed large tracts of irrigated land to the highest-
ranking (Zeerak) Durrani tribes, which included, besides the
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Popalzai, the Barakzai (including its Achakzai branch) and the
Alokozai.

After Nadir Shah’s conquest and looting of Delhi in 1739
and then his own assassination in 1747, the empires based
in Isfahan and Delhi were badly weakened. Ahmad Shah
Durrani took advantage of the situation to found his own em-
pire. Ahmad Shah ruled from Kandahar, as did his son. In 1775
his grandson, Timur Shah, moved the capital to Kabul in an
effort to gain greater independence from the Kandahari tribes.
Having its capital in Kabul became one of the characteristics
of the Afghan state. The Taliban’s Islamic Emirate hearkened
back to an earlier period; although it kept the ministers and
government in Kabul, the supreme religious leader, the amir,
remained in Kandahar.

The Durrani Empire grew in a temporary power vacuum
at the intersection of three major civilizational areas, the
Persian, Turkish, and Indian, also known as Iran, Turan, and
Hindustan. In the succeeding centuries, empires from Europe,
Britain, and Russia warred over control of territory and popu-
lations, notably in the First (1838—42) and Second (1878-80)
Anglo-Afghan Wars. The British finally settled on creating a
state called Afghanistan, shorn of the Durrani Empire’s eastern
territories. Russia and Britain agreed on spheres of influence
and control in the 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention on Persia,
Afghanistan, and Tibet.

During most of the nineteenth century, two conflicts shaped
Afghanistan’s political development: the rivalry for power
among different tribes and clans of the Durrani Pashtuns, and
the rivalry between the British and Russian Empires as they
approached Afghanistan from opposing directions.

After the Second Anglo-Afghan War, the British, the
Russians, and the Muhammadzai clan of the Barakzai tribe of
the Durranis reached an agreement on how to resolve both of
those questions. The answer was, first of all, that the British
would support the rule of Amir Abdul Rahman Khan. He
would become an absolute monarch, and the kingship would
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be passed down only through his lineage. Second, Afghanistan
would exercise internal autonomy while the British controlled
its foreign relations.

In the past, the Afghan Empire or kingdom had been a tribal
monarchy where the king was first among equals in his clan.
On the death of a ruler, multiple leaders would stake claim to
the throne. Once ensconced in Kabul, that ruler would appoint
his cousins, nephews, uncles, and other patrilineal and affinal
relatives as governors and other officials. These officials could
develop territorial bases of power from which to challenge the
ruler or compete for the succession.

Amir Abdul Rahman Khan, however, using money from the
British, settled the Muhammadzai elders in Kabul and made
them “sharik-al-dawlat,” or partners of the state. Rather than
appointing them as governors and tax farmers who could chal-
lenge the ruler, he educated and paid them to serve in the ad-
ministration. He built up a large army, with a subsidy from the
British, which enabled him to control the territory. The aid from
the British did not elicit a hostile response from the Russians,
because Britain and Russia had reached an agreement, codified
in the Anglo-Russian entente of 1907, which regularized the
border regions of the British and Russian Empires. Under the
terms of that agreement, Afghanistan would become a part of
the British zone of influence, but it would not come under di-
rect British control, and there would be no British troops there.

That entente incorporated or confirmed two bilateral agree-
ments concluded by Amirs Yaqub Khan and Abdul Rahman
Khan with British India, the 1879 Treaty of Gandamak and the
Durand Agreement of 1893. Under the former treaty, Kabul re-
linquished to British India much of the territory east of Kabul
that it had ruled previously. Amir Yaqub Khan agreed to have
no relations with foreign states without the concurrence of the
British government, ceding control of the country’s external
relations. The British government promised that “its Agents
shall never in any way interfere with the internal administra-
tion of His Highness’s dominions.” Afghanistan never came
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under the direct rule of a European colonial power, but it lost
its international sovereignty.

The Durand Agreement formalized the “Durand Line,”
the boundary across which the amir of Afghanistan and the
British agreed not to exercise interference. It bears the name of
Sir Mortimer Durand, the British official who demarcated the
line together with the amir’s representatives. Since the parti-
tion and independence of India and Pakistan in 1947, Kabul
has claimed that it does not recognize that line as the legiti-
mate international boundary with Pakistan.

What political developments shaped the Afghan government
since the country took on its present form?

Amir Abdul Rahman Khan changed the government of
Afghanistan from a tribal monarchy with a military-feudal ad-
ministration to a dynastic absolute monarchy presiding over a
centralized administration. He also tried to centralize the judi-
ciary and ulama (Muslim scholars of religion and law), though
with less success. He built Afghanistan’s first internal intelli-
gence agency, the Na’ib Kotwal, which developed a network
of informers throughout the country’s elites.

Abdul Rahman repressed more than forty revolts, four of
which he characterized as civil wars. He imposed the death
penalty frequently. He incorporated new regions, tribes, and
ethnic groups into the country by marrying the daughters of
their leaders himself or to members of his family. He brought
to his court the sons and daughters of leaders whom he sub-
dued, creating a nationwide political elite cemented by kin-
ship with the royal family.

He made the Muhammadzais into his partners in the state,
not by delegating rulership to their leaders but by offering
them high positions within the state that he controlled. He
showed particular harshness to the Hazaras when he con-
quered them, declaring them to be non-Muslims. Thousands
were massacred or enslaved. When he conquered Nuristan,
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however, once the formerly pagan population accepted Islam,
he was lenient and incorporated chosen Nuristani leaders into
the elite.

All of this state violence succeeded in “stabilizing” the
country. The rate of (private) murder declined. The amir died
in his bed in 1901, leaving his uncontested throne to his son
Habibullah.

Amir Habibullah inherited a realm that was largely sub-
dued, and he did not need to use the violence his father had.
He continued the policy of integrating elites into the state
through intermarriage—he had more than one hundred wives
and concubines. World War I, the Russian Revolution, and the
growing movement for Indian independence, however, shook
up the environment.

Habibullah established the first modern schools in
Afghanistan, for boys only, and introduced other reforms.
A group of intellectuals formed a constitutionalist movement,
such as existed at that time in Iran and the Ottoman Empire
as well. The most prominent of these scholars was Mahmud
Tarzi. Tarzi came from a Muhammadzai family that had
lived for many years in Damascus, then part of the Ottoman
Empire. Historians generally credit Tarzi with introducing
modern political thought to Afghanistan, especially through
his newspaper, Siraj al-Akhbar (literally the Sun of the News,
but perhaps better translated as the Sun Newspaper). Tarzi’s
daughter, Soraya, married Amanullah Khan, who appointed
his father-in-law as foreign minister and tried to implement
some of his ideas.

During World War I, despite overtures by a German mission
to Kabul seeking to enlist the Afghans, along with their ally
the Ottoman Empire, against their common enemies, Britain
and Russia, Habibullah remained neutral, which may have
been why he was assassinated in his tent while hunting near
Jalalabad in February 1919. The assassin or his motives have
never been conclusively identified, but the most likely suspect
is the conservative Islamic faction centered on Habibullah’s
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eldest son, Nasrullah Khan. Nasrullah lost the struggle to suc-
ceed his father to his younger brother Amanullah.

After World War I, when Britain was relatively weak-
ened, the young new king of Afghanistan, Amanullah Khan,
launched a brief war in 1919 for Afghanistan’s independence,
known as the Third Anglo-Afghan War. Under the subsequent
Treaty of Rawalpindi, Afghanistan regained its independence,
including full control of its foreign affairs in return for recog-
nizing colonial boundaries.

Amanullah enacted the country’s first constitution. He
proclaimed independent Afghanistan’s arrival on the world
stage by traveling to Europe, including Turkey, with his wife,
Suraya. Previously, his father and grandfather, Amir Abdul
Rahman Khan and Amir Habibullah Khan, had traveled
only to British India. In Istanbul, if you walk down Meclis-i
Mebusan Caddesi along the Bosporus north of the Golden
Horn, you will see photographs of Kemal Ataturk on the wall
in front of his old residence, including one with Amanullah
Khan and Queen Soraya.

Amanullah Khan came to Turkey looking for ideas on
how to transform Afghanistan into a modern country along
the lines of what Ataturk was doing in Turkey. Without
the British subsidy, however, Amanullah could not build
a strong army, even as his reforms placed more stress on
his relations with conservative elites. He was overthrown
in 1928 after a Loya Jirga (grand assembly) rejected his pro-
posed reforms.

Lacking foreign aid, Amanullah had discontinued subsidies
to the Muhammadzai elders and imposed new taxes on both
agriculture and cross-border trade. Uprisings started among
both Tajiks north of Kabul (cultivators) and Pashtuns to the
south and east engaged in cross-border trade. The first to ar-
rive in Kabul were Tajiks led by Habibullah Kalakani, from
the village of Kalakan in the Shamali (northern) plain north
of Kabul. Kalakani took the title Amir Habibullah, Khadim-i
Din-i Rasul Allah, servant of the religion of God’s prophet,
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while his enemies mocked him as bacha-i sagaw, son of a water
carrier.

It did not take long for a faction of the Muhammadzais to
oust him with British support. General Muhammad Nadir
Khan had resigned from his position as army chief of staff in
1925 over a dispute with Amanullah over the reorganization
of the officer corps. He left as the ambassador to Paris but soon
resigned that post and waited in the southern French town of
Montpelier. Nadir Khan came from a different Muhammadzai
lineage than Abdul Rahman Khan, a clan known as the
“Musahiban” or the Peshawar Sardars, as they had been gov-
ernors of Peshawar before the treaty of Gandamak separated
it from Afghanistan.

In 1928 he and his four brothers established a base of oper-
ations in Waziristan. The tribal lashkars (militias) they assem-
bled included an Ahmadzai force commanded by Abdul Ghani
Khan, the grandfather of the current president of Afghanistan,
Ashraf Ghani.

On October 13, 1929, Nadir Khan’s army captured and
looted Kabul, where they proclaimed him king: Nadir Shah.
On November 1, 1929, the new authorities hanged Amir
Habibullah II (bacha-i sagaw) and moved north. In Shamali and
Panjshir they carried out harsh reprisals on the communities
that had supported the Tajik ruler.

Nadir Shah established a new dynasty, in which he and his
brothers and sons constituted the royal family. Even though he
enacted a constitution in 1932, Nadir ruled by force. A student
assassinated him during an awards ceremony on November
9, 1933. The student’s family had served the family of Ghulam
Nabi Charkhi, a powerful Khan from Wardak and former am-
bassador to Moscow, whom Nadir Shah had beaten to death
on that very spot a year earlier. Nadir viewed the Charkhi
family as Soviet agents and supporters of Amanullah Khan.
Charkhi’s nephew Zaid Siddig, now an American citizen,
lived in the 1920s and “30s first in Berlin, where his father was
ambassador, and then in Moscow, where his uncle gave refuge
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to the family after Amanullah’s overthrow. Siddig describes
himself as the only person whose life was saved by both Hitler
and Stalin.

The surviving brothers of Nadir Shah named his nineteen-
year-old son, Zahir, as king. Zahir reigned in name only as his
uncles ruled the country in his name. The dynasty managed to
unify the country by force, rebuild the army, establish Kabul
University, found the development bank, Bank-i Milli, and in-
troduce cotton cultivation on newly drained former swamp-
lands in Kunduz.

The uncles were in power when India was partitioned into
India and Pakistan in 1947. British India was composed of a
hodgepodge of directly and indirectly administered territo-
ries. Nearly all the indirectly ruled territories were princely
states ruled by a maharaja or its equivalent. In those cases
the ruler had to choose which state to join. The Pashtun tribal
areas, under a different form of indirect rule, were offered a
referendum on whether they would join India or Pakistan.
Afghanistan, however, claimed that with the demise of
British India, the lands ceded by Yaqub Khan should revert
to Afghanistan or exercise the right of self-determination in
a plebiscite in which independence would also be an option.
These claims and the disputes around them became known as
the “Pashtunistan” question, after which a central square in
Kabul is named.

The most prominent proponent of Pashtunistan in the royal
family was Daud Khan, who was first the defense minister and
then the interior minister during partition and its aftermath.
Daud was the son of Nadir’s elder brother, Muhammad Aziz
Khan, who was assassinated in 1933 while he was ambassador
to Germany. Daud had been raised by his uncle Hashim Khan,
the main power in the family after Nadir’s assassination.

In 1953 the uncles named Daud as prime minister. Afghans
generally consider Daud Khan as the most effective ruler from
that dynasty, first as prime minister (1953-63) and then as
president of the Republic (1973-78).
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During his decade as prime minister, Daud laid the founda-
tions of modern Afghanistan. Taking advantage of Cold War
competition to attract aid (he was once quoted as saying, “I
feel the happiest when I can light my American cigarettes with
Soviet matches”), he expanded the road network, extended
schooling to every province, advocated an easing of restric-
tions on women by, for instance, appearing on National Day
with his unveiled wife beside him, expanded the still small
investments in industries, and built a new Afghan National
Army with aid from the Soviet Union.

A few years after the independence and partition of India,
Prime Minister Daud Khan asked the US to develop the Afghan
military. But that military would have been deployed mainly
against the US’s “most allied ally,” Pakistan. Pakistan too was
looking for funding to build an army, which it wanted to bal-
ance India. From the beginning, Pakistan’s elites had offered
the country to the US as an anticommunist ally in the hope of
building a strong enough military to confront India. Pakistan
joined both the Baghdad Pact (later CENTO, the Central Treaty
Organization, after Iraq withdrew) and SEATO (the Southeast
Asia Treaty Organization).

Given the infrastructure and geography, however, all US
aid (military and civilian) to landlocked Afghanistan would
have had to transit Pakistan, which opposed strengthening the
military of a neighbor with irredentist claims on its territory.
The US refused. Daud Khan turned to the Soviet Union. The
choice of an “atheist” regime as a security partner was con-
troversial enough that Daud summoned a Loya Jirga to ap-
prove it. Thus the issue of the Durand Line led to the choice to
train the Afghan officer corps in and supply the military with
hardware from the Soviet Union, choices that put Pakistan and
Afghanistan on opposite sides first of the Cold War, and then
of a hot war.

In 1963, as Pakistan-Afghanistan tensions over Pashtunistan
mounted (Daud had been arming tribal militias in FATA, the
Federally Administered Tribal Areas), Pakistan closed the
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Afghan border, setting off an economic crisis in Afghanistan,
and the Soviet Union became for the first time Afghanistan’s
primary trading partner. The crisis was resolved only by
Daud’s resignation in March 1963.

Zahir Shah had been king for thirty years, but he had
never actually ruled. His uncles Hashem Khan and Mahmud
Khan, who had run the government from 1933 to 1953, had
died, in 1953 and 1959 respectively, and the remaining brother,
Sardar Abdul Wali Khan, was in poor health. The latter’s son,
Lieutenant-General Sardar Abdul Wali Khan, became the main
power behind Zahir Shah.

The forty-nine-year-old king differed from every other
member of the family: he was uncomfortable exerting power
except in the service of his own pleasure and had had little
military background—a brief spell in infantry school and a
tour as deputy minister of defense. He had spent a substantial
portion of his life in France with his uncles and father during
their exile in the 1920s. He also studied at French universities
for several years while he was king in the 1930s; he seems to
have absorbed some liberal ideas, as he immediately set out
to create a constitutional monarchy. Because of these efforts,
some call the ten years of his direct rule Afghanistan’s “Decade
of Democracy.”

A Loya Jirga that engaged in actual debate approved on
October 1, 1964 a constitution drafted by a French legal expert.

The so-called constitutional monarchy never became a func-
tioning democracy, however. The constitution gave the king
enough power to prevent parliament from doing anything he
opposed, including the right to dismiss the prime minister and
call new elections. Zahir Shah did not have to look far to find
an excuse, as the political parties that might have enabled the
parliament to function were illegal. As a result, the country
had three elections and four governments within the span of
nine years.

Perhaps the most important political development of the
time was the emergence of movements, some of which dominate
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Afghan politics to this day. These included ethno-nationalists,
leftists, and Islamists. While parties were illegal, Zahir Shah re-
laxed the harsh repression of Daud’s rule so that these move-
ments could hold meetings, publish newspapers, start to
organize themselves, choose leaders, demonstrate, and fight
with one another without the certainty of swift imprisonment
(and torture).

All of these activities directly concerned only a tiny fraction
of the country’s population, but they had wider ramifications.
The expansion of Kabul University (including the Shari’a fac-
ulty, the military academy, the Polytechnic, and other insti-
tutions of advanced education and training), and the growth
of the government bureaucracy and the military all meant
that a generation of newly educated rural youth was coming
to Kabul, where they were exposed to the new currents. On
school vacations they carried these ideas and ideals home,
where they would be tested in the coming decades.

Women continued to make small advances. The veil and
burqa became rarer in Kabul, though not as rare as the selec-
tive culling of miniskirt photographs from the period might
suggest. More important, for the first time significant numbers
of Afghan girls attended school, including Kabul University,
which was coeducational. A few elite women publicly partici-
pated in government and politics.

In July 1973, while Zahir Shah was luxuriating in an Italian
spa, Daud Khan toppled the hapless government with a mil-
itary coup without firing a shot. Only one soldier lost his life
when his tank fell into the Kabul River.

In one sense, the coup signaled continuity: one member of
the royal clan toppled his cousin and took over, as had hap-
pened before in the history of Afghanistan. This time, how-
ever, the institutional and social basis of the change reflected
the changes in Afghan society. For the first time, an aspiring
ruler mobilized not tribal and ethnic coalitions from outside
Kabul but professional officers of the national army, including
Soviet-trained members of the People’s Democratic Party of
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Afghanistan (PDPA), the closest thing Afghanistan had to a
Communist Party. Despite the appearance of dynastic conti-
nuity, Daud’s coup marked the entry onto the political scene
of the newly educated class that came to dominate the leftist,
nationalist, and Islamist movements.

During the short five years of his Republic (July 1973-April
1978) President Daud Khan tried to establish the elements of a
developmental one-party state. He seized the opportunity af-
forded by the weakening of Pakistan after the secession of East
Pakistan as Bangladesh, and the rise of Persian Gulf oil states
after the 1973 embargo and subsequent oil price rise. Daud re-
jected efforts by the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev to shape
his government in a pro-Soviet direction. Instead he removed
most members of the PDPA. Daud repressed the Islamic move-
ment, forcing several of its leaders into exile in Pakistan. He
again raised the Pashtunistan issue.

In 1975 Pakistan premier Zulfikar Ali Bhutto responded
by instigating an uprising by Afghan Islamists, notably
Gulbuddin Hikmatyar and Ahmad Shah Massoud. Hikmatyar
failed, but Massoud set off the two-day “Panjshir Valley
Incident” before retreating back to Pakistan. Daud then started
negotiations with Bhutto and the Shah of Iran over a package
of issues, including the Afghanistan-Pakistan border issue, the
Soviet-Afghan-supported uprising in Balochistan, and a po-
tential east-west transportation corridor from Iran to Pakistan
through Afghanistan, all of which accorded with the strategic
interests of the US.

Knowing that the abolition of the monarchy had left no
mechanism of succession to Daud Khan, making an eventual
power struggle inevitable, the USSR had reunited the wings of
the factionalized PDPA in 1977.

Daud and his cabinet were planning another crackdown on
the party in April 1978, when the assassination of a party leader
led PDPA army officers to launch another coup, killing Daud
and his family and starting a far-reaching purge of the ruling
elites. This coup became known as the “Sawr Revolution,”
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after the zodiacal month of Sawr (Taurus) in which it occurred.
Members of the newly educated class both launched the coup
and seized power for themselves through the mechanism of
the PDPA. Daud’s plans to free Afghanistan from dependence
on the Soviet Union ended, and the region slipped toward war.

How has the Afghan state paid for itself?

For several centuries, states limited to the territory of today’s
Afghanistan have rarely been able to sustain themselves
without revenues originating outside those borders. Going
back to the medieval period, Afghan rulers sought to increase
their power far less by encouraging commerce and agricul-
ture within their territories than by raiding or conquering ter-
ritories in India (including today’s Pakistan), Iran, or Central
Asia. Some dynasties, like the Ghorids or the Ghaznavids,
maintained capitals in both Afghanistan and India. The
short-lived conquests of Mirwais Hotaki and the longer-lived
Durrani Empire followed this pattern. The expansion of the
British Empire in India and the establishment of Russian in-
fluence in both Central Asia and Iran gradually limited these
possibilities.

When the British tried to occupy Afghanistan during the
first Anglo-Afghan War (1839—42), they suffered from the
same problem. When a fiscal crisis in London forced Delhi
to reduce its payments to Kabul, the British resident elim-
inated the subsidies he had been paying the eastern tribes,
which cut down the entire British-Indian contingent during
its forced retreat from Kabul in the winter of 1841—42. After
the Second Anglo-Afghan War, having forced Amir Yaqub
Khan to cede his eastern territories to British India in the
1879 Treaty of Gandamak, the British signed a treaty guaran-
teeing a subsidy in cash and arms to Yaqub’s successor, Amir
Abdul Rahman Khan. That subsidy enabled the “Iron Amir”
to consolidate his rule and assure India of a secure north-
west frontier. Since that time, all Afghan states have required
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foreign subsidies. The loss of subsidies led to the collapse of
Amanullah Khan in 1928 and that of President Najibullah
in 1992.

The Afghan state had some domestic revenue as well. Amir
Abul Rahman Khan used his army to enforce collection of
taxes on agriculture. When his grandson Amanullah Khan
tried to do likewise, as well as to impose customs duties on
cross-border trade with India, he was quickly overthrown.
The dynasty that succeeded him, Nadir Shah and his brothers,
followed by his son Zahir Shah and nephew Daud Khan, ac-
cepted that they would not be able to levy direct taxes on agri-
culture or pastoralism. Instead, using the capital raised by the
Bank-i Milli, they invested in commercial agriculture (cotton)
and husbandry products (karakul lamb) that brought in easily
taxable export revenues.

In the 1960s and 1970s the main domestic revenues of the
Afghan state were customs duties and licensing of certain
sales, like tobacco. In the late 1960s, income from the export of
natural gas to the Soviet Union was added. Soviet engineers
extracted the gas from fields in Jawzjan, Northern Afghanistan,
from where it was piped directly to Uzbekistan. Foreign aid
from both the US and USSR and their allies paid for nearly all
of the development budget. The USSR trained and financed
the army.

In the late 1960s expenditures on the Vietnam War led the
US to reduce its foreign aid, which hit the education sector par-
ticularly hard, reinforcing a rise in student radicalization. The
combined effects of those cuts and a 1973 drought that caused
an estimated 20,000 deaths mostly in the Central Highlands
populated by Hazaras prepared the way for Daud Khan's
coup d’état against his cousin, Zahir Shah. Daud Khan abol-
ished the monarchy and declared Afghanistan a republic. Less
than five years later, Soviet-trained army officers killed Daud
and his family in the “Sawr Revolution.”
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Has the Afghan state been centralized or decentralized?

This is a confusing issue for many in Afghanistan, especially
those who have arrived and worked there since 2001, after
decades of war that weakened the state and led to the rise of
competing power centers. Those working in Kabul note that
the institutions of the central government have great difficulty
governing the provinces and districts, while those working on
the periphery observe that the central government often ap-
pears as a powerless, alien entity. They understandably con-
clude that the Afghan state is decentralized. In practice, this
led some of the internationals in Afghanistan to advocate
working with local power holders in order to get things done
and evade the dysfunctional central state.

The paradox of the Afghan state, however, is that it is both
centralized and weak. The extreme centralization—virtually
every decision or expenditure has to be referred back to
Kabul—is a manifestation of its weakness. It does not have the
resources to maintain a presence in all districts and villages.
It has carried out a narrow range of functions: security, jus-
tice, and very few public services. Especially when the state
is weakened, as it has been by the past decades of war, local
communities and power holders step in to fill the gaps. The
emergence of powers outside the state when the latter is weak,
however, does not constitute decentralization of the state.

Amir Abdul Rahman Khan used the subsidy he received
from the British government to make Afghanistan into a cen-
tralized unitary state at the end of the nineteenth century. He
monopolized revenue collection, appointments to official of-
fice, and the use of armed force, all of which had previously
been shared between the monarch and other members of his
clan. The Afghan state still has the same unitary, centralized
structure, regardless of what power centers exist outside the
state. The president makes all appointments, either directly or
through ministers, throughout the country.
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The constitution provides for elected provincial and dis-
trict councils, even though only provincial elections have been
held. Those councils, however, have only advisory functions.
They have no budget and cannot levy taxes. In principle there
is a single unitary system of law for the whole country, al-
though that unitary legal system coexists with many forms of
customary law in a complex system of legal pluralism.

Afghan rulers established this centralized structure to as-
sure control of the territory and population in alliance with
imperial powers, even though it is not at all adapted to the
governance of and provision of services to a diverse and
widely distributed population. That structure was meant to
assure surveillance and the capacity for coercion throughout
the land to prevent enemies from entering the territory or re-
volts from gaining a foothold. It met the needs of the British
and successive international hegemons, as it enabled them to
pursue their security interests through relations with a single
center and deprived rivals of opportunities for subversion of
subnational units.

To provide services more effectively, the state would need to
introduce some measures of devolution or decentralization of
power to provide some accountability to local populations to
whom it is providing security, education, healthcare, and other
services. As local administrations become more autonomous,
however, they are also more easily subject to capture by inde-
pendent power holders, at times in league with foreign states.

Historically, what was the relationship of Islam to state power,
governance, and politics?

Ruling and governing were always carried out by secular
elites, but the legitimacy of the ruler depended on his personal
piety and enforcement of Islamic law. Once having come to
power by force, rulers would seek legitimacy by establishing
Sharia courts, building mosques, supporting madrasas, and
patronizing spiritual (Sufi) leaders.
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In the nineteenth century, the Muhammadzai rulers who
succeeded the Saddozai kings of the Durrani Empire added
waging (defensive) jihad (struggle) to the duties of the ruler.
In 1836, Amir Dost Mohammad Khan was fighting against
the Punjab-based Sikh Empire of Maharaja Ranjit Singh, who
had captured Peshawar, the winter capital of the Durranis.
The British East India Company based in Calcutta had not
yet expanded its territory northwest of Delhi. When Dost
Muhammad retook Peshawar from the Sikhs, he changed his
title from king (padishah) to Amir ul-Muminin, commander of
the faithful, denoting his role as a leader of jihad in the defense
of Muslim territory. To confirm his Islamic role, he donned the
“Cloak of the Prophet,” a garment said to have been worn by
the Prophet Muhammad. Ahmad Shah Durrani had brought
the cloak from Bukhara to Kandahar, where he built the Shrine
of the Cloak (Kherqa Sharif) to house it in the center of the city.

The Muhammadzai rulers who followed Dost Muhammad
Khan continued to use the title of amir, which resonated
through the two Anglo-Afghan wars. Amir Abdul Rahman
Khan, who settled the conflict with the British at the end of
the Second Anglo-Afghan War, depicted himself as a leader of
jihad who maintained the independence of Afghanistan against
foreign powers. He established Sharia courts throughout the
country and tried to regulate them by issuing written hand-
books on how they should operate. This was the subject of an
early scholarly article by the Afghan president Ashraf Ghani.
Such handbooks were intended to reduce the autonomy of the
ulama and incorporate the judiciary into the power of the state.

The amir tried to gain control over the mullahs (Islamic
preachers) who had enhanced their power during the anti-
British resistance, just as they did later through the anti-Soviet
resistance. Abdul Rahman Khan, in his autobiography, many
times mentions the troubles caused by ignorant mullahs who
would declare jihad on their own. He tried to enforce the ju-
risprudence of the Hanafi school, according to which only a
legitimate Muslim ruler could declare jihad.
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In 1928, mullahs and Islamic scholars did declare jihad
against Abdul Rahman Khan’s grandson, Amanullah Khan,
and overthrew him. Then there was a short interim of rule
by the Tajik Amir Habibullah Kalakani. The next dynasty, the
Musahiban, used a softer approach to co-opt the ulama. Since
they were concerned about the ulama being trained abroad
under foreign influence, they established a faculty of Sharia
at Kabul University twinned with Al-Azhar in Egypt. At that
time, Al-Azhar was known as the home of Islamic modernists
like Sheikh Muhammad Abduh from the late nineteenth cen-
tury, which the monarchy hoped to instill in the Afghan ulama.
Instead, however, returning students from Egypt introduced
the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood.

During the 1980s jihad, there was a struggle among tribal
leaders—Ileaders with secular educations, ulama with a state
and university education, and mullahs with a private ma-
drasa education—for different kinds of Islamic leadership.
The Taliban represented the Deobandi mullahs with the pri-
vate madrasa education in Afghanistan and Pakistan, who had
been systematically marginalized for more than a century but
who made a comeback as the war marginalized other elites.
For the first time, the ulama did not just establish Sharia courts;
these ulama took power and ordered everything to be done ac-
cording to their understanding of the law, “Sharia.”

Why was Afghanistan stable and peaceful for so long?

Afghanistan was stable from the 1930s through most of the
1970s because there was an international consensus to support
the Afghan government more or less as the British and Russians
had agreed earlier in the century. During these decades Britain
and then the United States had de facto agreements with the
Soviet Union over noninterference in Afghanistan. From 1929
the same dynastic family, the Musahiban, ruled. The govern-
ment belonged to this one family, which placed limits on what
was at stake in politics. Not every political movement or prom-
inent man aspired to rule the country, and the government had
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adequate resources from its international supporters to quell
any movement that strayed beyond those lines. Much of the
economy consisted of subsistence agriculture and pastoralism;
urbanization and political mobilization accelerated only very
gradually, and with international aid the government had de-
veloped a fairly strong army. The country was just as diverse
and religious as it is now but perhaps more tribal.

The obstacles to stability today are, first of all, that so many
international actors have developed interests in the outcome
in Afghanistan, and second, that virtually all groups in the
country have been armed to fight over the ownership of the
state, which is no longer the property of any particular group.
Internationally, every country’s most preferred option for
Afghanistan is a stable Afghanistan ruled by its friends. Every
country’s worst option is a stable Afghanistan ruled by its en-
emies. In the absence of coordination to produce a better out-
come, they ultimately settle on their second choice: an unstable
Afghanistan where friends and enemies keep each other at bay.

Afghanistan’s poverty is also important but not because the
people are poor and therefore extremist. Multiple studies have
shown that extremist ideologies are less likely to gain a fol-
lowing among the poor than among the educated. But because
Afghanistan’s economy is poor as a whole, it cannot finance
the institutions of governance or meet people’s demands. As a
result of nearly four decades of war, people have become some-
what urbanized, whether in cities or in refugee settlements;
they have traveled and seen more developed countries. Even
Pakistan is more developed than Afghanistan. The demand for
education and healthcare has skyrocketed, and the government
lacks the resources to meet those needs. The demand for po-
litical representation and participation has also grown, along
with the demand for education. There are many reasons that
Afghanistan is likely to be unstable, but the main cause is not
the diversity of its population. When the country is unstable for
other reasons, the diversity provides a means to organize politi-
cally, but it does not cause the instability.
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COMMUNIST COUP,
ISLAMIC RESISTANCE

How did the war start?

Since 2001, the war in Afghanistan has entered a new phase,
but it began on April 27, 1978, when military officers belonging
to the PDPA overthrew President Daud and established
the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (DRA). This event
marked a double turning point. First, the PDPA leaders who
took control of the government were Ghilzai Pashtuns: ex-
cept for the brief reign of Habibullah II, for the first time since
1842, the ruler was not a Muhammadzai, and for the first time
since 1747 the ruler was not a Durrani. What’s more, the ruling
group was not any tribe, clan, or family: it was an organiza-
tion: the PDPA. Second, the PDPA came to power through
use of force by military officers, men recruited to state service
from the school system Daud had expanded in the 1950s, not
through a tribal revolt. The coup opened the door to power for
the new elite, factions of which would fight for power in the
coming decades in a contest without rules.

The PDPA remained divided into the Khalq and Parcham
factions. The Khalq faction included mainly Ghilzai and other
Pashtuns from rural areas of Eastern Afghanistan, many of
whom had been trained for the officer corps in Kabul military
schools and then in the USSR. Pashto was the common lan-
guage among Khalgis. Parcham recruited primarily among
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those native to Kabul. Many were of Pashtun or ethnically
mixed backgrounds, but Dari was their common language,
as it is for most of Afghanistan’s educated urban population.
Except for those with military training, most leaders of both
factions attended Kabul University or other Kabul-based in-
stitutions of higher education, which incubated radical move-
ments during the 1960s.

In keeping with the mores of the urban elite, Parcham had
a few female activists, including Dr. Anahita Ratebzad, a polit-
buro member. One of only four women elected to parliament
in 1965, Ratebzad founded the Democratic Organization of
Afghan Women, Afghanistan’s first women’s organization.

The officers who led the April 27, 1978, coup installed the
leaders of the Khalq faction, Nur Muhammad Taraki and
Hafizullah Amin, as prime minister and foreign minister, re-
spectively. The Parcham leader, Babrak Karmal, was named
deputy prime minister. The Soviet Union, which did not seem
to know about the coup in advance, sent advisors. To the
Soviets” dismay, the PDPA split again within two months. The
Khalgis took full control, exiling the top Parchami leaders as
ambassadors and arresting others. Within Khalg, Amin con-
solidated power at the expense of the ineffectual Taraki.

Parcham advocated a gradual approach to social change de-
rived from the Soviet doctrine of “National Democracy,” but
Khalq under Amin tried to impose a revolution from above.
The first step was to expel, detain, torture, or kill members of
social or political groups that might threaten PDPA rule. The
Khalgis deprived the royal family of citizenship and expelled
its members from the country. Successive waves of arrests and
executions targeted officials of Daud’s cabinet and the govern-
ments of New Democracy, army officers, Maoists, Islamists,
Islamic leaders, academics, students, ethnic politicians, and
notables of any tribe, ethnic group, or region that showed signs
of resistance.

The repression supposedly supported the implementa-
tion of reform decrees with progressive goals: canceling rural
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debts and interest payments, distributing land to the landless,
granting equal rights to women, enrolling the unschooled, in-
cluding women, in literacy classes, and limiting bride price.
Neither the Afghan state nor the PDPA, however, had the ca-
pacity to plan or implement such reforms, nor did the PDPA
have a presence on the ground to explain and mobilize sup-
port for them. Instead, it sent armed detachments to rural
areas, detaining and executing landowners, mullahs, and
others it identified as enemies. Whatever message of reform
the Khalqis may have intended to impart, the message received
was that they meant to impose a bloody monopoly of power.
Sima Samar, the founder of Afghanistan’s post-2001 Afghan
Independent Human Rights Commission, summed up that
era: “Any Khalgi could kill anybody.”"

During its twenty months in power, the Khalgi regime
killed at least twelve thousand prisoners in Kabul, principally
in the prison of Pul-i Charkhi, according to a list of names
made public after the Soviet intervention. The French scholar
Olivier Roy estimated that in addition to the more than twelve
thousand killed in Kabul, as many as fifty thousand may have
been executed in the rural areas.> Many disappeared during
that time, and ongoing construction projects still unearth mass
graves.

In February 1979, Maoists, demanding the release from
prison of their leader, kidnapped US ambassador Adolph
Dubs, who was killed in a botched rescue attempt by Soviet
commandos. Western assistance and presence nearly ended;
Soviet aid and advisors filled the gap. Afghanistan, which had
managed to balance aid from both the US and the USSR, now
found itself unilaterally dependent on the Eastern Bloc.

1. Sima Samar, personal interview, United Nations High Commission
on Human Rights, July 26, 2004, Geneva.

2. Olivier Roy, Islam and Resistance in Afghanistan (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990).
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The government built an intelligence agency that recruited
among loyalists to detain, torture, and interrogate suspected
opponents but which functioned mainly in Kabul and a few
cities. The spread of revolt in the countryside forced the gov-
ernment to call in the army, a conscript force. Ordered to fight
their own people, soldiers began to desert. The revolt crossed
a red line in March 1979, when the garrison in Herat mutinied
under the leadership of captains Ismail Khan and Allauddin
Khan. (In 2001 Ismail Khan returned from exile in Iran to lead
the forces that took Herat from the Taliban and later served as
governor and minister of water, energy, and power. Allauddin
Khan was assassinated in 1995, probably by the Taliban.) The
entire city fell out of government control, and fighters killed
technical advisors from Eastern Bloc countries. Retaking the
city required armored columns backed by intensive bombing,
killing an estimated twenty thousand people. Taraki panicked
and asked Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin to send troops, but
Kosygin demurred.

The Soviet leaders attributed the growing resistance to
Amin’s extremism, which they believed the US would exploit
to recover in Afghanistan what it had lost in the February 1979
Islamic revolution in Iran. At a “Tricontinental” (Asia, Africa,
and Latin America) summit in Havana in September 1979, the
Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev and Taraki discussed replacing
Amin. Amin, who got wind of the plot, ordered Taraki suffo-
cated with a pillow and assumed full control.

The Soviet Union was led by men in their sixties and seven-
ties, whose formative experience was the Great Patriotic War
(World War II). They were deeply sensitive to any hints of ex-
ternal threats and committed to securing Soviet borders. For
three decades they had built a buffer of client states around
Soviet borders in Europe. These paradigms led Soviet leaders
to believe that, especially after its loss in Iran, the US would
try to destabilize Afghanistan and arm its proxies to infiltrate
the Soviet Union itself. For them, Afghanistan in 1979 was
no different from Czechoslovakia in 1968, Hungary in 1956,
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or Poland in 1945. Afghanistan, however, was a nonaligned
country that the US and the West never recognized as being
within the Soviet sphere of influence. Against the advice of
Soviet experts on Afghanistan, the Politburo decided to send
troops to remove Amin, forcibly reunite the PDPA, and sub-
ordinate Khalq to the Parcham leader Babrak Karmal, who
would implement more “moderate” policies. Karmal had
been exiled as ambassador to Czechoslovakia but was living
in Moscow.

On December 27, 1979, Soviet armored columns crossed
the Friendship Bridge over the Amu Darya from Termez,
Uzbekistan, to the Afghan port at Hairatan, in Balkh prov-
ince. They proceeded to the Soviet-built northern section of
the ring road at Mazar-i Sharif. Some turned west to Herat
and Kandahar, while most of the force went south and east to
Kabul and Jalalabad.

In Kabul, Soviet intelligence had arranged to drug Amin’s
food. Special Forces were standing by to capture the uncon-
scious leader and force him to transfer power to Karmal. Amin,
however, had an upset stomach and did not eat. When the
Soviet special operations team moved in, a fully awake Amin
fought and died resisting capture. Though it could no longer
concoct a cover story about a peaceful transfer of power, the
USSR nonetheless flew in Babrak Karmal and installed him as
president.

Moscow thought that its “limited contingent” of troops
would be welcomed as liberators and stay in Afghanistan
for only six months. Most Afghans, however, saw the inter-
vention as yet another foreign invasion of Afghan soil, to be
repelled like those that had preceded it. Ulama throughout
the country and in the growing refugee camps in Pakistan
preached that jihad against the foreign invader was oblig-
atory. Soviet troops would eventually build to a total of
120,000 and remain in Afghanistan for more than nine years,
until February 15, 1989.
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How did the world respond to the invasion?

The Soviet invasion made the growing conflict in Afghanistan
into an international issue. The Soviet military had occupied
a nonaligned country. It had bases on the borders of Pakistan
and Iran, within striking distance of the Persian Gulf. Just
as Pakistan’s military president, General Zia-ul-Haq, was
starting a program of Islamization, Iran was consolidating its
revolutionary Islamic regime, and the new wealth of the post-
1973 oil boom was transforming the Gulf countries. Records
that became available after the dissolution of the Soviet Union
show that the invasion was an ill-considered reaction to out-
of-control events, not a planned strategic move toward the
“warm waters of the Indian Ocean,” but that is how the US
government and many others saw it at the time.

The USSR found itself as isolated on Afghanistan as the
US was on Israel or Cuba. Joined only by East Germany, on
January 2, 1980, the USSR vetoed a resolution condemning the
invasion that the UN Security Council otherwise supported by
a vote of 12 to 2. On January 3, 1980, a special session of the
UN General Assembly voted 104 to 18 to “deplore” the Soviet
intervention in Afghanistan and demand the “immediate, un-
conditional and total withdrawal of the foreign troops from
Afghanistan.” For the first time, the USSR found itself opposed
by almost the entire nonaligned movement (Cuba excepted).
American diplomats spoke of turning Afghanistan into the
Soviet Union’s Palestine.

Just four years earlier the US and the USSR, along with
thirty-three other countries, had signed the Helsinki Final Act,
signaling a period of détente that led to the Strategic Arms
Limitation Treaty (SALT) and other agreements between the
US and the USSR. But that détente ended on December 27,
1979. In an address to the nation on January 4, the two-month
anniversary of the storming of the American Embassy in Iran,
President Carter called the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan “an
extremely serious threat to peace” and “a callous violation
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of international law and the United Nations Charter,” which
“threatens both Iran and Pakistan and is a stepping stone to
possible control over much of the world’s oil supplies.” He an-
nounced that he had recalled the US ambassador to Moscow
and asked the Senate to defer consideration of SALT II (the
second round of Strategic Arms Limitation Talks). Carter also
halted the sale to Moscow of high-technology items, curtailed
Soviet fishing privileges in US waters, and canceled the de-
livery of 17 million tons of grain. He later announced that the
US would boycott the 1980 Moscow Olympics.

President Carter also promised to “provide military equip-
ment, food, and other assistance to help Pakistan defend its
independence and its national security against the seriously
increased threat it now faces from the north.” He needed co-
operation with Pakistan if the US hoped to assist Afghans re-
sisting the Soviet occupation. As discussed in chapter 2, access
to landlocked Afghanistan required transit through either the
USSR, which had just invaded the country, Iran, which was
holding US diplomats hostage, or Pakistan.

In a pattern that would repeat itself over the years, the need
to cooperate with Pakistan to provide aid to Afghans overrode
US bilateral concerns over Pakistan, in this case its nuclear pro-
gram, which had started a few years earlier. During the 1971
Indo-Pakistani war that led to the breakup of Pakistan, the US
sent a carrier battle group into the Bay of Bengal as a warning
to India. The USSR sent a nuclear-armed submarine to deter
US action in support of Pakistan. Indira Gandhi, India’s prime
minister, saw how nuclear weapons provided strategic au-
tonomy and ordered an acceleration of its nuclear program.
In May 1974, India detonated a “peaceful nuclear explosive”
in the Rajasthan desert, less than one hundred miles from the
Pakistan border. The Pakistan prime minister, Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto, promised that Pakistan would “eat grass, even go
hungry” to acquire the bomb.

The US, however, sought to forestall a nuclear arms race
in South Asia. In March 1979, after uncovering evidence that
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Pakistan was secretly building a uranium enrichment facility,
the Carter administration imposed sanctions limiting eco-
nomic and military aid. Those sanctions had to be lifted be-
fore the president could deliver the aid he had promised to
Pakistan in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

Carter asked Congress to waive the sanctions. General Zia
rejected Carter’s initial offer of $400 million in aid as “peanuts.”
He demanded more military assistance as well as security
guarantees against India. In the final days of his administra-
tion, Carter reached agreement with Zia on an $80o million
package. Before the Soviet invasion, the US had begun pro-
viding “nonlethal” assistance to the Afghan mujahidin, but
it now began supplying weapons and other military aid, if in
modest amounts.

The Reagan administration transformed the US-Pakistan
relationship to a strategic partnership, regardless of Zia’s dic-
tatorship, nuclear weapons program, or support for Islamic
militancy. Reagan fully adopted the interpretation of the in-
vasion of Afghanistan as a Soviet expansionist move and
raised Pakistan’s importance in American strategy accord-
ingly. Pakistan, along with Saudi Arabia, became a pillar of
US strategy in the Persian Gulf, replacing the role previously
played by the Shah’s Iran. Washington offered Islamabad a
$3.2 billion package of military assistance and escalated the
program of arming the Afghan mujahidin started by President
Carter.

How did the PDPA-led DRA government change after the Soviet
intervention?

The Soviet invaders found a collapsing government and
growing, though uncoordinated, resistance. In retrospect, as
Russian and other former Soviet experts say today, they should
have announced national reconciliation with the mujahidin on
day one and used models compatible with Afghan society, but
they knew nothing about that and were constrained by Soviet
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ideology. The Soviet leaders tried to do what they knew how
to do: turn Afghanistan into a satellite state.

The Soviet strategy was to build institutions at the center,
defend against attacks, and then gradually expand those insti-
tutions into the periphery. Enforced social change in the rural
areas was no longer on the agenda.

Within the cities secured by the Red Army, the new govern-
ment, aided by omnipresent Soviet advisors, focused on a few
main tasks:

® Maintaining control of the cities by a new intelligence
agency modeled on the KGB, named KhAD (Khidamat-
i Ittila’at-i Dawlati, or State Information Services). Until
1985, KhAD’s director was Dr. Najibullah, a charis-
matic young Parchami whom the Khalgis had exiled to
Bulgaria. He ultimately became president of Afghanistan
(1987-92). Faced with mass protest and resistance even
in the cities, KhAD carried out mass arrests at night. It
tortured prisoners systematically, but unlike its Khalqi
predecessor it did so to extract information rather than
to punish. The government abolished summary exe-
cutions, though many were executed after brief trials.
Following the Soviet model, KhAD recruited informants
in major institutions. Over time KhAD became more pro-
fessional and reduced the use of torture in favor of more
effective techniques of interrogation and data collection.
Embedded Soviet advisors supervised KhAD closely.

e Rebuilding the armed forces through forced conscrip-
tion, training, and new equipment. As long as the Soviet
Army was in the country, the DRA made only limited
progress against desertion. Young male refugees often
cited fear of forced conscription as their reason for
fleeing the country. The Soviet Union sold Afghanistan
so much military equipment (purchased with soft loans
that Russia forgave in 2006) that it became the world’s
third largest arms importer after Saudi Arabia and Japan.
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Officers and technical personnel were trained in the
USSR or by Soviet personnel in Afghanistan.

¢ Orienting the educated stratum of the society to serve
the new government. The government purged Kabul
University, the incubator of Afghanistan political move-
ments, of instructors suspected of disloyalty. The USSR
offered university students and young professionals
scholarships in the USSR or elsewhere in the Soviet
bloc. The school curriculum was rewritten to reflect
the party’s ideology, and the government established
Soviet-style youth organizations such as the Young
Pioneers (Peshahangan). Elementary and secondary
teachers came under surveillance: KhAD informers re-
ported on teachers’ statements and activities. Starting
in 1985, the government sent schoolchildren to the
USSR to study. The PDPA and its Soviet patrons may
have intended this program to expand education, but
many Afghans saw it as kidnapping young children to
brainwash them.

To the extent possible, the government expanded these
programs to other cities. Much of the rest of the country, how-
ever, fell out of its control. The security forces collapsed, and
the mujahidin gained strength. With rare exceptions the mu-
jahidin put only the most rudimentary governing structures
in place, but they denied access to the government and Soviet
troops.

The main goals of Soviet military operations were:

e Securing the areas around Kabul and other major cities,
the ring road, and roads leading to the borders and
customs posts.

® Raiding villages and areas from which mujahidin
attacked roads or Soviet and Afghan forces. These
raids included indiscriminate bombing campaigns and
“cleansing” operations by ground troops. These raids
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killed many civilians and led to the emptying of entire
villages and districts. The population became refugees.

By 1985 the war had evolved into a costly stalemate: Afghan
civilians paid the highest price. According to rough esti-
mates, about three million Afghans fled to Pakistan, and two
million fled to or could not return from Iran. These five mil-
lion refugees amounted to nearly one-third of the estimated
population of Afghanistan at the time. Including the inter-
nally displaced, about half of all Afghans had to flee their
homes. As the outbreak of war had interrupted Afghanistan’s
first ever attempt at a census in 1979, it was virtually impos-
sible to estimate the death toll, but some put it well over one
million.

What was the Afghan resistance and who were the mujahidin?

The first revolt came only days after the coup, when the
Nuristanis learned that the PDPA had killed Abdul Qadir
Nuristani, the minister of the interior and a member of their
community. National political organizations had little or no
presence in the countryside, and most of the uprisings started
in the traditional way: in response to some action of the re-
gime, an influential mullah or other religious figure would
preach a sermon calling for jihad, after which the local men
would gather whatever weapons they could seize and then
capture local government offices, such as police posts or
schools.

Sustaining these revolts required external assistance, which
came mostly from Afghan groups established in the neigh-
boring areas of Pakistan. Most of the political leadership was
headquartered in Peshawar, capital of Pakistan’s North-West
Frontier Province (NWFP, now called Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa,
or KP).

Islamist groups from Afghanistan had sought refuge from
President Daud’s repression in Pakistan in the early 1970s and,
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at Pakistan’s instigation, staged an abortive uprising against
him in 1975. Pakistan kept the Islamist leaders for another day.

The core of the group was the exiled leadership of the
Islamist movement from Kabul University, headed by
Burhanuddin Rabbani, a Sharia lecturer. The main body of the
student movement was Jawanan-i Musulman (Muslim Youth),
while Rabbani led faculty and others in the Jamiat-i Islami
(Islamic Society). The main military leaders in Pakistan were
Gulbuddin Hikmatyar, a Kharoti Pashtun from Kunduz prov-
ince on the border of Tajikistan and student at the Faculty of
Engineering, and Ahmad Shah Massoud of the Polytechnic, a
Tajik from the Panjshir Valley. Hikmatyar, who had spent sev-
eral years in prison for the murder of a Maoist fellow student,
broke with Rabbani to found his own organization, the Hizb-
i Islami (Islamic Party), leaving Jamiat a predominantly Tajik
party. Other leaders in Pakistani exile included Mawlawis
Yunus Khalis and Jalaluddin Haqqgani, who had graduated
from the Haqqaniya madrasa in NWFP, a center of the mili-
tant wing of the Deobandi movement. Both were from Eastern
Afghanistan: Khalis, a Khugiani from Nangarhar, and Haqqani
from the Zadran tribe in Khost.

As long as Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was prime minister, the mili-
tants were managed by Interior Minister Nasirullah Babar, a
Bhutto intimate, but after General Zia staged a coup against
Bhutto’s government in July 1977, he placed the Afghan
militants under the supervision of the ISI (Inter-Services
Intelligence), led by General Akhtar Abdul Rahman.

These Islamist political groups were composed almost en-
tirely of young men born in the countryside and educated in
the capital. After the coup, they began to send emissaries with
arms to organize revolts in their native rural areas. In some
places they reinforced or took control of existing uprisings;
elsewhere they led initial uprisings themselves.

In the East and South, uprisings were mainly organized
tribally with clerical leadership, and they turned to spir-
itual leaders for organization and support. The two most
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important Sufi families established themselves in Peshawar
and Islamabad: Sayyid Ahmad Gailani, descended from Abdul
Qadir Gailani, the twelfth-century founder of the order named
after him, was the pir (spiritual leader) of the Qadiriyya order.
His father had emigrated from Ottoman Mesopotamia (Iraq)
to Afghanistan in 1905 at the invitation of Amir Habibullah,
who granted him land in Nangarhar. He called his organi-
zation (tanzim) the National Islamic Front (Mahaz) for the
Freedom (Azadi) of Afghanistan (NIFA). Gailani’s daughter,
Fatima, became the only woman to represent the Afghan mu-
jahidin publicly and internationally. In 2004 she became the
president of the Afghan Red Crescent Society, and later joined
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies (IFRC).

Sebghatullah Mojaddedi’s family, almost entirely ex-
terminated by the Khalqis, had led the Nagshbandi order.
A senior member of the Mojaddedi family had always been
Hazrat-i Shor Bazaar, head of the madrasa in Shor Bazaar of
Kabul. This was the country’s most influential institution of
Islamic learning before the establishment of the sharia fac-
ulty of Kabul University. The head of that madrasa tradition-
ally confirmed the Islamic legitimacy of Afghanistan’s rulers.
Mojaddedi’s group, which included the Karzai family, took the
name National Islamic Front (Jabha) for the Salvation (Nijat)
of Afghanistan. To add to the confusion, Gailani’s party was
known in English by its acronym “NIFA,” while Mojaddedi’s
went by the Persian/Pashto shorthand “Jabha.”

Another source of fighters was the rural private madrasas,
mostly Deobandi, whose students, led by their teachers,
formed “Taliban” (plural of the Arabic for “student”) fronts.
Some of them, like Mullah Muhammad Omar, later led the
Taliban movement. Mawlawi Muhammad Nabi Muhammad,i,
head of an important Deobandi madrasa in Logar province,
led that organization, the Movement of the Islamic Revolution
(Harakat-i Ingilab) of Afghanistan. Harakat-i Ingilab rep-
resented rural ulama and the Taliban fronts. When the US
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decided to provide aid such as healthcare and education
through the mujahidin parties, it asked them to manage the
programs jointly to reduce administrative costs. These three
groups (Gailani, Mojaddedi, Muhammadi) joined together
as the “moderate nationalist” organizations, generally called
“Ittihad-i Seh,” the Union of Three.

Yunus Khalis founded a militant Deobandi breakaway
from Hikmatyar’s group, which was known as Hizb-i Islami
(Khalis). It had both tribal and clerical wings. Its main cler-
ical commander was Jalaluddin Haqqani. Khalis had been the
prayer leader and preacher in the mosque of the Arsala clan,
the leading family of the Jabbarkhel subtribe of Ahmadzai,
which had long been given responsibility for securing the por-
tion of the Peshawar-Kabul road around Jalalabad. Leaders
of that clan became important commanders. One member,
Abdul Hagq, executed by the Taliban in 2001, was active in both
Nangarhar and Kabul, where he organized an underground
network. Haq’s older brother, Haji Abdul Qadir, participated
in the Bonn Talks (before walking out in protest at “underrep-
resentation” of Pashtuns) and served as President Karzai’s first
vice president until his assassination by unknown assailants
in July 2002. Haji Din Muhammad, another brother who then
assumed leadership of the family, was appointed governor of
Nangarhar and then Kabul province, and then became acting
head of the High Peace Council.

Haqqgani’s son Sirajuddin became deputy leader of the
Taliban after the announcement of Mullah Omar’s death
in July 2015 (Omar is reported to have died in April 2013).
When an Afghan government delegation met for discussion
with a Taliban delegation in Murree, Pakistan, in July 2015,
Din Muhammad headed the government delegation, while
Jalaluddin Haqqani’s younger brother, Ibrahim, was one of
three Taliban delegates.

Finally, Abd al-Rabb al-Rasul Sayyaf, a Saudi-educated lec-
turer at the Kabul University Sharia Faculty who had adopted
Salafi (“Wahhabi”) Islam, formed a party mainly sustained by
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Saudi contributions, known as Ittihad-i Islami (Islamic Union).
Today Sayyaf’s “Wahhabi” affiliation has faded, and he is a
prominent politician and parliamentarian in Kabul, known for
his Islamic denunciations of the Taliban. These four parties—
Hizb (Hikmatyar), Hizb (Khalis), Jamiat, and Ittthad—
joined together as the “Islamist” parties, known as “Ittihad-i
Chahr”: the union of four.

These were the seven Sunni organizations officially recog-
nized by Pakistan. Pakistan publicly treated them as the repre-
sentatives of the Afghan refugees, while the ISI used them as
the conduits for providing weapons and other supplies to the
mujahidin.

In Hazarajat, hastily formed units commanded by Syed
Jaghran, a retired army major, repulsed efforts by Khalgqis
to enter the area in 1979. The Hazaras established their
own administration, initially led by local notables and
clergy. They named it Shura-i Ittifag-i Islami (Islamic Unity
Council). Young activists inspired by the Iranian revolution
and supported by Tehran eventually managed to displace
most of the traditionalists. They extended their influence
to the Hazara communities in Kabul and Mazar-i Sharif,
but the Shi’a parties gained national prominence mainly
after the Soviet withdrawal. Hazarajat saw little warfare, as
it included no major city and was far from the ring road.
Some mujahidin supply routes from Pakistan to Northern
Afghanistan crossed the region, and the local authorities
profited by taxing them.

A small but effective group of urban Shi’a, mostly Qizilbash
and Sayyid rather than Hazara, established the Islamic
Movement (Harakat-i Islami) of Afghanistan, led by Ayatollah
Muhammad Asif Muhsini of Kandahar, who before his death
in 2019 became a prominent leader in Kabul and chancellor of
a university funded by Iran. The Islamic Movement engaged
in urban operations led by their commander, Sayyid Husain
Anwari, who participated in the Bonn Conference as a member
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of the United Front delegation and later served briefly as gov-
ernor of Herat. Anwari disrupted Najibullah’s 1987 Loya Jirga
by firing a rocket at it.

The traditional Hazara groups had an office in Quetta,
Pakistan, which has a large Hazara population consisting
mostly of descendants of Hazaras who fled Amir Abdul
Rahman Khan's subjugation of Hazarajat in the late nineteenth
century. Shi’a mujahidin groups also had some representa-
tion in Iran, but during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan,
Iran was preoccupied with defending the nation and the rev-
olution from the war launched by Iraq’s Saddam Hussein,
who was backed by both the Sunni Arab states and the US.
Only after the end of the Iran-Iraq War in August 1988, when
Soviet troops were withdrawing, did Iran turn its attention
to Afghanistan. With Tehran’s help, the Shi’a parties estab-
lished significant presences in Kabul and Mazar-i Sharif after
the Soviet withdrawal, becoming influential political actors.
At that time, anticipating negotiations over a new govern-
ment in Kabul, Tehran sponsored a coalition of eight groups
that later merged into Hizb-i Wahdat (the Unity Party). Its first
leader, Abdul Ali Mazari, died under disputed circumstances
in Taliban custody in July 1995. His successors were Karim
Khalili, a Bamyan-based leader who served as vice president
under both Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani, and Muhammad
Muhaqgqiq, a member of parliament and vice presidential can-
didate with Dr. Abdullah Abdullah. After 2014 Muhaqqiq be-
came deputy to CEO Abdullah.

What is notable is the absence of any organization repre-
senting Afghan nationalism. The Pashtun nationalist party
Afghan Millat (Afghan Nation) maintained a discreet presence
in Peshawar under Gailani’s protection. Anwar-ul-Haq Ahady,
who married Fatima Gailani, was the party’s leader for several
years. He and Fatima Gailani participated in the Bonn Talks
as members of the Peshawar Group. Ahady, who had worked
as a banker and professor of political science in the US, later



64 AFGHANISTAN

served as president of the Central Bank, minister of finance,
and minister of transportation.

In 1983 a group of Afghan intellectuals and tribal dig-
nitaries in Peshawar tried to convene a Loya Jirga. They
wanted Zahir Shah to chair the meeting and lead the national
resistance. Pakistan, however, banned overt Afghan nation-
alist activity, including attempts to convene a Loya Jirga, and
refused to issue visas to any members of the former royal
family.

Afghan nationalism is inseparable from the narrative of how
the British deprived Amir Yaqub Khan of the territories east
of the Durand Line, and how Pakistan, an “invented” state,
incorporated them into its territories. Especially after losing
East Pakistan in 1971, Pakistan was not prepared to allow any
movement with irredentist aspirations to operate on its soil. On
the contrary, it sought to use the resources it received to help
the US counter the Soviet Union and to transform Afghanistan
from a nationalist state at odds with Pakistan to an Islamic
client state of Pakistan.

The doctrine under which the ISI carried out this strategy was
the quest for “strategic depth” for Pakistan against India. Under
the doctrine of strategic depth, if India attacked into Punjab and
the Pakistan army had to retreat, it could use Afghanistan as a
rear base or even transfer some assets there. (The development
of nuclear deterrence between India and Pakistan is often said
to have made strategic depth irrelevant, but elements of the
doctrine persist.) Hence Pakistan wanted to support a strong
Islamic resistance movement against the USSR, with the help
of the US, Saudi Arabia, and China, led by religious or Islamic
leaders and preferably of pan-Islamic tendencies. The more rad-
ical such leaders also opposed the royal regime or any role for
the former king, and they were not preoccupied with grievances
against Pakistan, a brotherly Muslim country.

The Pakistani military under Zia also wanted the Afghan
leaders to cooperate with right-wing Pakistani religious
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parties, notably Jama’at-i Islami, that were supporting Zia’s
Islamization policies. Jama’at became close to Hikmatyar. So
soon after the loss of East Pakistan, the establishment deeply
distrusted Pakistan’s own Pashtun and Baloch nationalist
parties, who in their minds were potential leaders of another
Bangladesh. Much of their leadership was in prison or exile,
and the ISI made sure that the armed Afghan groups did not
cooperate with them.

Viewed from Peshawar, the resistance was a national jihad
against foreign occupiers and the illegitimate government they
had installed. On the ground, however, it was also an uprising
that swept away the state structures built over the past cen-
turies by Durranis, and the re-emergence of the political and
military power of groups they had conquered and subordi-
nated. The most obvious case is Hazarajat, which freed itself
from rule by Kabul, seasonal incursions by Pashtun nomads,
and the burden of debts its inhabitants had incurred to those
same nomadic tribes.

Tajiks had long been the junior civilian partners of the
ruling Durranis. Tajiks staffed the civilian bureaucracy, while
the royal family controlled the military in alliance with other
Pashtuns. During the resistance against the Soviet Union,
however, Tajiks became some of the most powerful com-
manders. Unfettered by the tribal rivalry that made Pashtun
society so difficult to organize or govern, several Tajiks con-
solidated control of territory and population in quasi-states,
especially after the Soviet withdrawal. These included
Ahmad Shah Massoud of the Panjshir Valley, Ismail Khan of
Herat, and Atta Muhammad of Balkh. They developed larger
and better-trained and -disciplined armed forces than most of
the other mujahidin groups. All belonged to Jamiat-i Islami,
led by Burhanuddin Rabbani of Badakhshan. Jamiat increas-
ingly became the undeclared party of Afghan Tajiks, some of
whom contested the identity of Afghanistan as a Pashtun or
Pashtun-ruled country.
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How did external support shape the Afghan resistance?

The US and Pakistan organized a joint operation with Saudi
Arabia and China to finance and supply the resistance against
the Soviet Union. Their embassies, including intelligence agen-
cies, held weekly coordination meetings in Islamabad. China
participated through 1989, as long as the Soviet troops re-
mained in Afghanistan. The rest of the support for the muja-
hidin continued until 1991, when the USSR was dissolved.

The US deposited funds in CIA-controlled accounts in
Switzerland, and the Saudis matched them dollar for dollar.
Private donors in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and elsewhere in the
Persian Gulf also contributed through the Saudi Afghanistan
support committee headed by Prince (king after January
2015) Salman bin Abdul Aziz, who was governor of Riyadh
at that time. The use of these contributions was more flexible
than the official contributions. For example, they covered gaps
in timing and purpose by paying for most of the transport
of weapons into Afghanistan. In his book, The Bear Trap, ISI
colonel Mohammad Yousuf, who for several years directed the
aid to the mujahidin under the supervision of General Akhtar,
wrote that “Arab money saved the system.”

For the sake of (hardly) plausible deniability, all weapons
supplied before 1986 had to be models from the Soviet arsenal,
whether Egyptian Kalashnikovs provided by President Anwar
Sadat, weapons captured by Israel from Egypt in 1967 or 1973,
or later in Lebanon, or Soviet-style weapons manufactured in
China. The CIA purchased the weapons and was responsible
for transporting them to the port of Karachi. There they were
transferred to the ISI's Logistics Cell, which trucked them to
Peshawar and Quetta. The ISI controlled the distribution of the
weapons among the parties. The largest recipient was Hizb-i
Islami Hikmatyar, with the three other Islamist groups next.

Sayyafhad direct funding from Saudi private donors as well.
The ISI claimed to make these decisions based on operational
effectiveness, but the distribution of weapons constituted the
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most important political decision along the entire arms pipe-
line. The criterion for distributing weapons was supposedly
who “killed the most Russians,” in the words of William
Casey, the American director of Central Intelligence. By con-
trolling the flow of intelligence information to the CIA, the ISI
initially managed to get the US to fund its project of installing
an Islamist government in Kabul in the interest of “strategic
depth.” The ISI also distributed weekly checks to the leaders of
the Mujahidin groups that they recognized in Peshawar.

The transport of weapons and supplies from Pakistan to
the mujahidin in Afghanistan was left to the private sector.
Funding for the transport came mainly from nongovernmental
Arab donors. The Kuwaiti and Saudi Red Crescent offices in
the tribal territories (FATA) distributed these funds. They pro-
vided full funding plus 10 percent for contingencies for the
Islamists and only 10 percent for what they called “nation-
alist” (“watani”) organizations. Islamist parties dominated
Northern Afghanistan partly because only those organizations
could afford the cost of moving supplies over the Hindu Kush.

Pakistan also used the party structures to control the ap-
proximately three million refugees. To qualify for assistance
every refugee family had to register with one of the seven rec-
ognized organizations. The organizations thus became part-
ners with the Pakistan Refugee Commissioner as well as with
the ISL. Those parties with access to more resources could at-
tract more registrations.

How did Arab mujahidin come to Afghanistan, and why did some
of them found al-Qaeda?

Bringing Arab fighters and aid organizations to Afghanistan
and Pakistan was part of the Saudi contribution to the US-
Pakistan-Saudi operation in support of the mujahidin. The
Arab fighters made virtually no military contribution to the
struggle, but they played financial and political roles.
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Private contributions from Persian Gulf Arab donors
bridged gaps in funding. Arab mujahidin also helped ad-
vance the US public diplomatic goal of making Afghanistan
into the Soviet Union’s Palestine. While it had no direct con-
tact with the Arab mujahidin in Pakistan, the US encouraged
their leaders to travel, including to the US, in order to raise
funds and preach the obligation of jihad (struggle against the
enemies of Islam) against the Soviet Union.

Some volunteers came individually. Saudi travel agents even
arranged jihad packages for school vacations. Very quickly,
however, the recruitment became organized as a joint effort be-
tween Saudi Arabia, then ruled by King Fahd, and the Muslim
Brotherhood (a Sunni Islamist organization). An important
figure in the movement was Abdul Aziz ibn Baz, Grand Mufti
of Saudi Arabia and head of the Islamic World League (Rabita),
which promoted and preached Salafi Islam around the globe.

The principal ideologue and theorist of the Arab mujahidin
was Shaikh Abdullah Azam, an Islamic scholar born in a vil-
lage near Jenin, Palestine. He left the West Bank when Israel
occupied it in 1967. Like many other 1967 refugees, he moved
to Jordan, where he joined a group of Palestinian Fedayeen.
After a few years he concluded that the secular orientation of
the Palestinian leadership made it impossible to wage jihad.
He obtained a teaching position in Jeddah, where Osama bin
Laden was one of his students.

When the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December
1979, Azam published a fatwa (a legal opinion by an Islamic
religious leader) called “Defense of the Muslim Lands, the
First Obligation after Faith,” which equated the obligation of
jihad in Afghanistan to that in Palestine. Abdul Aziz ibn Baz
supported this fatwa. Since it was possible to wage jihad in
Afghanistan, he advocated emigrating there for that purpose.
He persuaded Osama bin Laden to go there in 1980 and soon
followed him. In Peshawar, Pakistan, he established an of-
fice, “Maktab al-Khidamat,” the services office, which served
as an overall recruitment and resource center for the Arab
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mujahidin. It also coordinated the “ansar,” supporters of jihad,
which included Islamic organizations providing assistance to
the refugees.

Azam created and propagated the concept of “global jihad,”
unconfined by national boundaries. As indicated by the title of
his fatwa (“Defense of the Muslim Lands, the First Obligation
after Faith”), he was also part of a current in radical Islamism
arguing for the revival of jihad, which the jihadists insisted
could be defined only in military terms. Azam’s teaching re-
sembled that of Muhammad abd-al-Salam Faraj, leader of the
al-Jihad group in Egypt. Faraj had written a pamphlet titled
“Jihad: The Forgotten Obligation,” which argued that jihad
was a personal obligation of all Muslims, ranking higher than
the five pillars of Islam. Faraj was executed in April 1982 for
organizing the October 1981 assassination of Anwar al-Sadat,
the Egyptian president. The surviving leadership of al-Jihad,
including Ayman al-Zawahiri, joined Azam in Peshawar.

With the approval of the US and Saudi Arabia, Pakistan
encouraged and supported the Arab mujahidin. The US even
gave Azam a visa to the United States to raise funds in 1988. He
had been an advisor to the founders of Hamas, however, and
seems to have preached more about Palestine than Afghanistan.
While the Arabs were never integrated formally into the or-
ganizational format of the seven parties, they needed to coop-
erate with one or another of them to train and participate in
fighting. Because of his Salafi orientation, Sayyaf was the prin-
cipal host, but Hikmatyar and Khalis played that role as well.
The Arabs had nothing to do with the moderate nationalist
parties and had few relations with Jamiat. They seemed to sus-
pect that Persian speakers were Shi’a, even though Abdullah
Anas, an Algerian who married Azam’s daughter, spent ten
years working for Massoud.? One of them, Wael al-Julaidan,

3. Anas has published a memoir of these events with Tam Hussein,
To the Mountains: My Life in Jihad, from Algeria to Afghanistan
(London: Hurst, 2019).
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headed the Saudi Red Crescent office in Chitral, which funded
virtually all mujahidin logistics into Northern Afghanistan.

While these Arabs contributed relatively little to the mili-
tary effort, jihadi Peshawar provided a conducive atmosphere
for their political organizing. Azam and the leaders of al-Jihad
were free to meet, discuss, publish, and preach openly, possibly
the only place in the world they could have done so at the time,
except for Sudan. One of the most important issues in these
talks was the relationship of jihad against the “far enemy” (the
US, Israel) to jihad against the “near enemy” (deviant Islamic
rulers and foreign occupiers in Muslim lands). These discus-
sions led to the founding of al-Qaeda in Peshawar in August
1988. Azam is often mentioned as a founding member of al-
Qaeda, but in fact he never joined: he disagreed with its focus
on the far enemy as opposed to the defense of Muslim lands.
Leadership of al-Qaeda fell to his former student, Osama bin
Laden, who increasingly came under Zawabhiri’s influence.

Abdullah and one of his sons were assassinated by what we
would now call a roadside IED (improvised explosive device)
in Peshawar in November 1989. He had recently returned from
a trip to Northern Afghanistan, where he had tried to mediate
a bloody dispute between Massoud and some Hikmatyar com-
manders. With his son-in-law Abdullah Anas, he spent time
in Panjshir and came to know Massoud. When he returned to
Peshawar, he stated that Massoud was a pious Muslim and a
brave mujahid, not a Persian-speaking Shi’a. It is possible that
this led to his being assassinated by Hikmatyar, who had killed
quite a few people in Peshawar as he prepared to become the
Pakistan-backed ruler of Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda, however, is
another suspect.

From 1989 to 1992 the Arab mujahidin became more im-
portant to the effort. Many of the grassroots mujahidin in
Afghanistan stopped fighting when the Soviet Union with-
drew its troops since the government was no longer trying to
impose “communism” on them. For al-Qaeda and the other
global jihadists, though, nothing had changed, and the ISI
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used them to continue the fight. They played an important
role, for instance, in the capture of Khost province by muja-
hidin in April 1991. Afghans increasingly complained about
the Arab mujahidin’s treatment of the population, since they
considered anyone living peacefully under the rule of the gov-
ernment as an apostate who must be executed. They also alien-
ated Afghans by destroying Sufi shrines and trying to convert
them to praying according to Salafi (Hanbali) custom, as if the
Afghans were not good Muslims.

Between 1989 and 1992, many, including Osama bin Laden,
returned home to Saudi Arabia. Others chose to stay or could
not go home without risking arrest or worse. They continued
to operate out of camps in Eastern Afghanistan, supporting
Hikmatyar, Sayyaf, and Jalaluddin Haqqani. And this is
where Osama found them in May 1996, when he returned to
Afghanistan from Khartoum.

How did the US and Pakistani strategies change?

Initially the US assumed that once the Soviet Union had occu-
pied a territory, it would never leave. Analysts quoted from the
autobiography of Amir Abdul Rahman Khan on the subject:

The Russian policy of aggression is slow and steady, but
firm and unchangeable. . . . Their habit of forward move-
ment resembles the habit of an elephant, who examines
a spot thoroughly before he places his foot upon it, and
when once he puts his weight there is no going back, and
not taking another step in a hurry until he has put his full
weight on the first foot, and has smashed everything that
lies under it.*

4. Amir Abdul Rahman Khan, Autobiography of Amir Abdul Rahman Khan
(1885).
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Amir Abdul Rahman Khan’s alleged parting message also
circulated: “My last words to you, my son and successor: never
trust the Russians.”

American support for the mujahidin therefore did not aim
to defeat the Soviet troops, overthrow the communist govern-
ment, or establish a new one. It aimed to deter further Soviet
expansionism by imposing a heavy cost on Moscow for its
Afghan adventure. The common terms for this strategy were
“bleeding the Soviets” or “fighting to the last Afghan.” Given
this goal, it made sense to arm whatever Afghan group in-
flicted the maximum pain on the Soviets, rather than to try to
help the resistance transform itself into a coherent force, one
that could present a political alternative to the Kabul regime
and stabilize a future Afghanistan.

General Zia shared the goal of deterring Soviet advances,
most obviously into Pakistan, but he faced other dilemmas as
well. He did not want millions of Afghan refugees on Pakistan’s
soil to embrace nationalism and ally with Pakistani Pashtun
or Baloch nationalists in demanding self-determination for
NWEP, FATA, and Balochistan. Instead, Zia extended his do-
mestic policy of Islamization to Afghanistan, where Pakistan
supported only Islamic parties. This policy would, Pakistan
hoped, enable Pakistan to direct the ire of Pashtuns away from
Islamabad and focus it on Kabul and Moscow. The Islamic
parties would also become vehicles of Pakistani influence in
Afghanistan and eventually Central Asia.

By 1985, it was evident that while the resistance could con-
tinue to fight, the war imposed a great cost on the Afghans and
Pakistanis without achieving strategic results on the ground.
The regime in Kabul continued to build its institutions with
Soviet assistance, and the complete dominance of the airspace
by the Afghan government and Soviet aircraft deprived the
mujahidin of any chance to consolidate territorial control.

After a contentious debate in Washington, the Reagan ad-
ministration decided to change its objective from imposing
costs on the Soviets to helping the mujahidin win. To do so,
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the guerrillas needed to break the enemy’s control of the air
space. After experimenting with a Swiss antiaircraft system
in an effort to maintain a cloak of deniability over the opera-
tion, the US decided (over strong internal objections) to deliver
American-manufactured shoulder-held, battery-operated,
laser-guided Stinger antiaircraft missiles to the mujahidin.
This was the first time these weapons had been deployed out-
side of NATO, and many were concerned that delivering them
to Afghans would lead to their acquisition by terrorists and
enemy regimes such as Iran. The CIA, ISI, and mujahidin suc-
cessfully tested the Stingers in Paktia province of southeast
Afghanistan in September 1986. The delivery of other weapons
also accelerated.

Since the supply of Stingers required special security meas-
ures and made the US role explicit, Washington insisted on
delivering the missiles directly to the commanders who would
use them rather than going through the ISI and the seven par-
ties. This was the CIA’s first attempt to deal with the muja-
hidin independently of the ISI.

The divergence of views between the US and Pakistan be-
came clearer after the Soviet withdrawal. Zia and ISI chief
General Akhtar had been killed, along with Arnie Raphel, the
US ambassador to Pakistan, in a still-unexplained aircraft ex-
plosion on August 17, 1988. Zia, before his death, had outlined
his plans for a post-Soviet Afghanistan: it would be an Islamic
state, perhaps even merging with Pakistan, which would ex-
pand into or absorb Soviet Central Asia. The Pakistan Army’s
main instrument for this goal was Hikmatyar’s Hizb-i Islami.

The US, however, which by then had accumulated better in-
formation, was developing qualms about some of the groups
Pakistan was supporting. Hikmatyar, for instance, was gener-
ally held responsible for the multiple assassinations of liberal
or nationalist Afghan intellectuals in Pakistan. The most noto-
rious such assassination was that of Syed Bahauddin Majrooh,
a noted poet, scholar, and writer who had founded the philos-
ophy faculty of Kabul University. In Peshawar he published
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the Afghan Information Center Monthly Newsletter, an invaluable
resource for anyone following the conflict. The newsletter pub-
licized the actions, both civil and military, of commanders on
the ground rather than the party leaders in Peshawar. After the
Soviet withdrawal, Majrooh conducted an informal survey of
elders in refugee camps, which found that the refugees over-
whelmingly supported the return of Zahir Shah rather than
the leadership of any of the Pakistan-supported Islamic par-
ties. And that is probably the reason he was gunned down in
his home on his sixtieth birthday, February 11, 1988.

Majrooh’s publication expressed a growing trend of
thought among resistance supporters that Afghanistan’s fu-
ture would come from the commanders on the ground, not the
Pakistan-recognized leaders in Peshawar. The French scholar
Olivier Roy argued for this thesis in his influential book Islam
and Resistance in Afghanistan. In its first divergence from the
Pakistani line on the mujahidin, the US decided in 1989 that
American funds would no longer support “extremists,” iden-
tified as Hikmatyar and Sayyaf. The CIA also began to provide
direct support to about ten commanders on the ground, who
were called “unilaterals.” The CIA tried to conceal these rela-
tionships from the ISL

The US, Pakistan, and even the Soviet leadership believed
that Najibullah was likely to fall soon after the end of the
Soviet withdrawal on February 15, 1989. Saudi Arabia funded
a February 1989 “shura” convened by the seven parties in a
Rawalpindi hotel to choose an interim government. The open
distribution of Saudi cash during the meeting caused a back-
lash. This was also the first public gathering where the con-
flict between Pashtun commanders from the south and Tajik
commanders in the north found open expression. The divided
shura found a traditional solution of agreeing on a weak leader,
and Mojaddedi became the powerless interim president.

After Zia’s death, the Pakistan Army preferred a partial
restoration of civilian rule, and under US pressure it allowed
Pakistan People’s Party leader Benazir Bhutto to return from
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exile. The PPP won control of the parliament, and Bhutto be-
came prime minister. Afghanistan policy, however, was not her
priority, and it remained under the control of the ISI, now led
by Lieutenant General Hamid Gul. Gul concocted a plan for
a coordinated assault on Jalalabad by mujahidin forces, sup-
ported by the ISI and the Arab fighters. He promised that the
city would fall within days. The mujahidin could then escort
the Interim Islamic Government of Afghanistan to Jalalabad,
where it could raise its flag on Afghan soil and establish a
provisional capital. Gul gained the support of Prime Minister
Bhutto and the American ambassador Robert Oakley.

Instead, the battle of Jalalabad turned into the high point of
Najibullah’s career. He rallied his well-trained and supplied
security forces, while the tactical, logistical, and political weak-
nesses of the mujahidin became evident when confronted with
a conventional force. The birth defect of being structured as
a fragmented group of insurgent bands made coordination
impossible. Commanders on the ground began to seek local
truces with the government, as foreseen in Najibullah’s policy
of national reconciliation. Bhutto sacked Hamid Gul in May
1989, usurping what the army considered to be its sole pre-
rogative and assuring that the Pakistan establishment would
remove her from office, as it did through a rigged election
in 1990.

Why did Mikhail Gorbachev withdraw Soviet troops
from Afghanistan?

The common interpretation in the US is that the Stingers did
so much damage that the Soviets were forced to withdraw.
The final Politburo decision to withdraw all troops from
Afghanistan, however, came in November 1986, only two
months after the first test of a Stinger and before it had any
effect on the battlefield.

Mikhail Gorbachev changed Soviet policy after he became
the leader in 1985. His predecessors seemed prepared to keep
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doing the same thing indefinitely while hoping for different re-
sults. Gorbachev, however, redefined Soviet goals in the world
and, therefore, in Afghanistan. Much like Presidents Barack
Obama and Donald Trump twenty-four and thirty-two years
later, respectively, Gorbachev came into office determined to
extricate his country from Afghanistan. His main goal was
to engage with the US and Europe to modernize the Soviet
economy and society, and that depended on ridding the USSR
of the distraction of Afghanistan.

At the 27th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union, which took place in February 1986, Gorbachev sig-
naled a change in direction when he said, “Counterrevolution
and imperialism have turned Afghanistan into a bleeding
wound.” At first, the Soviet military told Gorbachev they
could do the job if they had more troops and the right
strategy, as the American generals told President Obama in
2009 and President Trump in 2017. Much as Obama conceded
on the surge in 2009, and Trump agreed to the “South Asia
Strategy” in 2017, Gorbachev gave the military a year to show
what it could do. As a result. the 1986 fighting season was the
bloodiest yet.

The change in Soviet policy required changing the Afghan
government. In May 1986 Gorbachev replaced Babrak Karmal,
who was closely identified with the Soviet intervention and
the aftermath, with Dr. Najibullah, who had proven to be an
effective leader. In December 1986, Gorbachev summoned
Najibullah to Moscow to tell him of the previous month’s de-
cision to withdraw its troops. From that time on, Najibullah’s
tasks were to make the security forces stronger and the govern-
ment more inclusive. The same month, Najibullah announced
a policy of national reconciliation, which offered amnesty and
reintegration for mujahidin who stopped fighting, provided
for a multiparty system, including participation in the govern-
ment by non-PDPA figures, and called for formation of local
shuras, including former mujahidin. In 1987 Najibullah con-
vened a Loya Jirga that not only adopted a new constitution
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but changed the name of the state back to the Republic of
Afghanistan.

Najibullah could not expand the Afghan Army throughout
the country as fast and as effectively enough as would have
been required to compensate for the loss of Soviet military
power. Instead, he created locally based paramilitary groups,
which he paid for by printing money. Militia leaders were
sometime paid in unopened “containers” of Afs. 10,000 bills.”

These militias were organized like the mujahidin, in the
“andiwali” (social network) system. Each armed group con-
sisted of a relatively powerful man commanding followers
from his kinship, client, or solidarity group. The largest and
best known of these militias was the Jawzjanis, led by Abdul
Rashid Dostum, who became Ashraf Ghani’s first vice pres-
ident after the 2014 election. Eager as many of these militias
were to fight for money, loot, or revenge, they were never fully
under the government’s control.

How did the USSR withdraw its troops?

Once the Soviets decided to withdraw, they and their clients
in the DRA engaged seriously with negotiations on the con-
flict organized by Diego Cordovez, the United Nations special
envoy. The Soviet leadership tried to keep its decision secret,
abetted by those in the US government whose Cold War cate-
chism taught that the Soviets would never withdraw. That way
it could demand concessions from the US and Pakistan in re-
turn for the withdrawal. Eventually, however, the US realized
that Gorbachev would withdraw the troops with or without
concessions and therefore hardened its approach.

Under the Geneva Accords of April 14, 1988, the Soviets
began withdrawing troops from Afghanistan on May 15, 1988,

5. Afs. = the currency of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. One US
dollar = about 75 Afs.
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and completed the withdrawal on February 15, 1989. The with-
drawal was “front-loaded”: half of the troops left within the
tirst three months, by July 15, 1988.

Cordovez mediated between the government of Pakistan
and the government of Afghanistan, originally the DRA and
then the Republic of Afghanistan. He also consulted with the
US and the Soviet Union, who controlled the resources used to
pursue the conflict. They agreed to act as guarantors.

The accord consisted of four instruments. Two constituted
the core: an agreement between Afghanistan and Pakistan
on “the Principles of Mutual Relations, in particular on Non-
interference and Non-intervention,” and an agreement signed
by Afghanistan, Pakistan, the USSR, and the US on “the
Interrelationships for the settlement of the situation relating to
Afghanistan.”®

While the agreement on noninterference came wrapped in
a silk cloth of diplomatic language tied with a bow of euphe-
mism, it had one simple goal, which diplomatic convention
dictated could not be made explicit: Pakistan would cease to
arm, train, support, and, to use contemporary language, grant
a safe haven to the mujahidin groups fighting against the
Soviet troops and the government.

Diplomatic convention likewise dictated that the agree-
ment on interrelationships stated that the USSR and DRA had
reached a bilateral agreement on a schedule for the complete
withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan. Of course, the
main negotiations on this subject took place directly between
the US and the USSR.

The most difficult issue was the interrelationship, specifi-
cally the timing, of the cutoff of aid to the mujahidin and the
Soviet troop withdrawal. The timing of implementation of
commitments by the parties to the conflict is always one of

6. AF_880414_AgreementsSettlementoftheSituationRelatingAfghanis
tan.pdf.
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the toughest issues in peace negotiations. Whoever goes first
makes itself vulnerable. That is why there is usually an at-
tempt at implementation by stages and monitoring by third
parties. In this case, the text of the accords provided that the
agreement on noninterference would go into effect on day
one, which was May 15, 1988. Pakistan and the US would
have preferred that the mujahidin receive aid until the Soviet
troops had withdrawn completely. The priority the Soviets
placed on withdrawing their troops in dignity and security
made that impossible. They compromised on “front-loading”
the withdrawal in a way that would effectively confine the re-
maining troops to bases from which to prepare the rest of the
withdrawal.

The highest levels of the Reagan administration never
took these negotiations seriously, since they knew that the
Soviets would never withdraw. Therefore the text had gone
only to the National Security Council staff for approval. The
president never saw it until it was ready for signature, and
when he did, he judged it unacceptable. The US and Pakistan
would end aid to the mujahidin, while the USSR could con-
tinue to aid the Najibullah government. No one had ever
mentioned or charged that assistance by the Soviet govern-
ment to the Afghan government violated any international
laws, principles, or norms, and it had never been a subject for
negotiation.

Now it was, though. The US administration did not try to
renegotiate the text of the accords, to which it had already
“agreed.” Instead, it launched a direct negotiation with the
Soviet Union over the issue of “symmetry.” If not explicitly,
the UN-convened negotiation process had treated aid to the
mujahidin and the Soviet troop presence as the items to be
negotiated. The US now changed the terms of the negotia-
tion, telling the Soviets that the obligations of the two super-
powers had to be symmetrical with respect to their clients.
Now, the US offered two options: negative symmetry, in which
case both would end aid; or positive symmetry, under which
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both would continue arming their clients. The Soviets were
furious but could do nothing, since they were committed to
withdrawing their troops for reasons that had nothing to
do with the content of the accords. They were not willing to
prolong their fight in Afghanistan to seek a better deal from
the US. The Soviets refused negative symmetry, knowing
how unlikely it was that Najibullah could survive even long
enough to agree to leave office without Soviet aid. The US
therefore declared that it considered the obligations of the
US and the USSR to be symmetrical, meaning that it would
continue to aid the mujahidin as long as the Soviets aided
Najibullah.

Cordovez knew that the withdrawal of Soviet troops would
inevitably lead to changes in the Afghan government, in-
cluding integrating the mujahidin into a different political
order. He was unable to make direct contact with the leaders
of the mujahidin, though in 1987 he was thinking of various
ways to convene a Loya Jirga, as Zahir Shah had proposed in
1983. Positive and negative symmetry, however, had different
implications for a political settlement. A peaceful settlement
requires the persistence of the state to maintain security and
enforce agreements. But that meant that the “communist re-
gime” would survive, even if in a modified form, and that
the Reagan administration could not abide. It continued the
policy of supporting a resistance movement to eliminate all
Soviet influence rather than to present a political alternative
for Afghanistan.

Through more than three years (1989—92) of US-Soviet ne-
gotiation over a political transition in Afghanistan, one issue
above all blocked agreement: whether Najibullah would stay
in power at the start of the transition and leave as its result,
or whether his departure was a precondition for starting any
transition. Until it was clear that the USSR would not survive,
Moscow held to positive symmetry and keeping Najibullah in
power at least to start the transition.
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Why did Najibullah’s government collapse in April 1992?

Without the discipline imposed by the Red Army and the
thousands of Soviet advisors it protected, old divisions soon
resurfaced in the PDPA. The Khalgis had long resented the
imposition of Parchami leadership by the Soviets. The rivalry
manifested itself in tensions between parts of the security forces
dominated by different factions. In March 1990 these tensions
came to a head. In an alliance brokered by the Pakistani ISI,
the Khalqi Air Force chief Shahnawaz Tanai attempted a coup
against Najibullah in alliance with Hikmatyar. Najibullah
crushed the coup with his special “Presidential Guard” and
militia forces, but he mistrusted the largely Khalqi officer corps
of the army and thus increased his reliance on militias.

In addition to the loss of Soviet military support, for which
Najibullah tried to compensate by disbursing newly printed
cash to militias, the Afghan state was hit by two other shocks
reducing its revenue in a few short years. When the last
Soviet troops left Afghanistan in February 1989, they closed
and capped the gas wells, and the state abruptly lost that in-
come. Then, in September 1991, a month after the failed anti-
Gorbachev coup attempt in Moscow, the US secretary of state
James Baker and the Soviet minister of foreign affairs Boris
Pankin finally agreed to implement negative symmetry, cut-
ting off aid to both sides of the Afghan conflict: the mujahidin
and the Najibullah government.

In January 1992 budgetary pressures forced Najibullah, like
the British in 1841, to stop paying subsidies to militias guarding
his supply lines, in this case north to the former USSR rather
than east to India. Once Najibullah stopped paying them,
these militias, led by Dostum, mutinied, allied with co-ethnics
in both the army and the mujahidin, and seized control of the
customs posts, from which they paid themselves. The collapse
of the USSR, combined with the loss of control of the security
forces and territory, put so much pressure on Najibullah that
he agreed to a UN peace plan, which required him to resign
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as the first step. When the militias, army, and mujahidin saw
that Najibullah was leaving, they turned against him quickly if
only out of self-preservation. His government fell soon after in
April 1992. The army broke up, the bureaucracy was not paid,
and the state collapsed.



9

CIVIL WAR: ISLAMIC STATE
TO ISLAMIC EMIRATE

What set off the 1992-96 civil war?

Various actors maneuvered to fill the power vacuum in Kabul
left by the Soviet withdrawal. After the failure of the offen-
sive on Jalalabad, the US moved away from the Pakistani po-
sition. It cut off aid to Hikmatyar and Sayyaf, whom the US
then classified as “extremist,” though Saudi aid continued.
It started a dialogue with the USSR over a political transi-
tion involving “moderate” mujahidin parties. The US and
USSR negotiated over the terms of a new, more representative
government, to be formed under the aegis of the UN Special
Mission to Afghanistan (UNSMA), which had been created
to monitor implementation of the Geneva Accords. The two
sides agreed in principle that, as part of this solution, they
would implement negative symmetry, ending aid to both
sides, and that Najibullah would resign. Differences remained
over the sequence of these events, in particular over whether
Najibullah would leave at the start of the transition or as its
result. This foreshadowed the identical disagreement twenty-
five years later over the departure of Bashar al-Assad in Syria.
The interim government would consist of figures chosen
by a representative Afghan gathering, to be held in Europe.
Commanders on the ground in Afghanistan, including Ahmad
Shah Massoud, signaled openness to such an agreement but
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wanted to be consulted and were wary of ceding power to un-
known Afghan exiles.

The US, UN, and USSR (which no longer existed) could not
control the tempo of events. As Najibullah lost the ability to
pay his government, the armed forces collapsed and split into
factions. That, rather than a mujahidin victory, is the reason his
government fell.

After the defeat of the Soviet hardliners, who had attempted
a coup against Gorbachev in August 1991, the USSR turned
its attention inward, lost interest in Afghanistan, and then
dissolved. In September 1991 the US and USSR agreed to im-
plement negative symmetry when US secretary of state James
Baker met Soviet foreign minister Boris Pankin in Moscow.!

The cutoff of assistance to Najibullah made it increasingly
difficult for him to pay the militias that guarded the road to the
north that had long been Kabul’s supply line. Najibullah tried
to appoint a loyal Pashtun general to control the northern mil-
itias, but instead they revolted. In January 1992, Abdul Rashid
Dostum took control of Mazar-i Sharif. Afghan Tajik generals
joined Dostum and contacted Massoud. This group acted in
concert with factions of the Watan Party (as the PDPA had been
renamed) that resented Najibullah for marginalizing Karmal
and the Khalgis on Soviet orders.

The UN envoy, Benon Sevan of Cyprus, worked to imple-
ment the plan agreed to by the US and UN. He moved up the
date of the Afghan gathering to choose a transitional admin-
istration to April, but the collapse of the Soviet Union, which
might have been able to assure the stability of the Afghan gov-
ernment until a transition was ready, made it impossible to im-
plement the agreed plan. The Afghan government no longer

1. Thomas Friedman, “The Soviet Transition; U.S. and the Soviet to End
Arms Sales to Afghanistan Rivals,” New York Times, September 14,
1991. Accessed November 3, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/1991/
09/14/world/the-soviet-transition-us-and-soviets-to-end-arms-
sales-to-afghan-rivals.html?pagewanted=all.
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commanded any troops that could enforce an agreement, and
neither did the UN, the US, or the disappearing USSR.

Massoud moved his forces out of Panjshir to Shamali, the
plain north of Kabul. Hikmatyar withdrew from the discus-
sions among the seven parties and prepared to fight for Kabul.
The ISI built up Hikmatyar’s “Army of Sacrifice” (Lashkar-i
Isar), which allied with some of General Shahnawaz Tanai’s
Khalgi forces, intending to use it to capture Kabul.

The remaining six parties agreed on a plan under which
Mojaddedi would be president for two months, after which
Rabbani would take over. Rabbani would hold a shura within
six months to choose a new government and hold elections.
Sevan brought candidates for the internationally sponsored
transitional government to Pakistan. With the Soviet Union
gone, Sevan insisted that Najibullah start the process by re-
signing, as the US demanded.

As he had no money, and his troops were abandoning him,
Najibullah agreed to step down. He gave a televised speech
on March 18 announcing his willingness to resign as part of
a settlement. But since no one could guarantee the security of
the armed forces, the revolt spread, and the Watan Party re-
moved Najibullah as leader. On April 16, as Najibullah tried
to drive to the airport to fly to India, where his family had
fled, Dostum and Karmal supporters led by Karmal’s brother,
Mahmud Baryalai, blocked his escape. He sought refuge in the
UN compound, where he stayed until September 1996, when
Taliban and Pakistani ISI officers accompanying them pulled
him from his sanctuary and killed him.

The Kabul garrison commander, General Nabi Azimi, a
Tajik, handed the military over to Massoud, whose forces had
entered the city from the north. Massoud, who by then saw
the international plan as irrelevant, invited the interim gov-
ernment chosen by the mujahidin leaders in Peshawar (minus
Hekmatyar) to Kabul. They entered the city and proclaimed
the establishment of the “Islamic State of Afghanistan.” With
Massoud’s forces controlling Kabul, the capital was effectively
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under Tajik control for the first time since 1929 and only the
second time since 1747.

Pakistan no longer trusted the government chosen under
its control, since once it entered Kabul it would depend on
Massoud for its security. Islamabad threw its resources be-
hind Hikmatyar, whose forces entered Kabul from the south.
Massoud and his allies Dostum, Khalili, Sayyaf, and others,
formed a Northern Alliance (Ittilaf-i Shamali) with the help
of Iran and pushed Hikmatyar’s forces out of the city. With
Pakistan’s support, Hikmatyar launched rocket attacks on
Kabul. These continued for years, killing thousands of civilians.

Rabbani never managed to convene the promised shura,
let alone hold elections. As he remained in office past the term
given to him by the Peshawar Agreement, his already tattered
legitimacy frayed even more. The Peshawar Agreement had
distributed the ministries and provinces among the parties,
which treated them as private fiefdoms rather than as insti-
tutions of government. Fighting broke out among the groups
that initially joined the Northern Alliance. Over the next few
years some defected from Massoud to Hikmatyar, sometimes
facilitated by the ISI. In both Kabul and the provinces, factional
battles took a heavy toll on the population. The International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) estimated that approxi-
mately fifty thousand civilians died in the factional fighting in
Kabul alone during 1992—96.

The fighting took on an increasingly ethnic character.
National security forces that included all groups no longer
existed. In their place were patronage-based armed groups
that assumed an ethnic character because of their recruit-
ment patterns, even in the absence of ethnic ideology. All
politics was military, battles were factional, and factions
were ethnic; factional battles created ethnic hatreds. Some
Pashtuns resented the takeover of Kabul by Tajik forces,
which reminded them of 1929, and some Tajiks and others
resented what they saw as Pashtun attempts to reassert
ethnic supremacy.
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Some areas were contested: Dostum and Ismail Khan
skirmished repeatedly on the Faryab-Herat frontier, and
Dostum contested Kunduz with both Jamiat and Sayyaf. Tajik,
Uzbek, Pashtun, Hazara, and other militias battled each other
for control of customs posts, factories, and road junctions in
Balkh. Pashtun militias from various tribes fought and plun-
dered in Kandahar. There was very little central revenue collec-
tion. Police forces were under factional control. Courts still sat,
but no state enforced their verdicts. Since judges were hardly
paid, and armed strongmen were the ultimate authorities, the
judicial system became deeply corrupt. Armed groups set up
checkpoints along the highways, extracting illegal “tolls” and
sometimes assaulting and even killing travelers and traders.
Memories of that period remain traumatic. In Kabul, for in-
stance, people tell of corpses that danced after being beheaded
by rival militias.

The situation differed from place to place and changed over
time—Kabul was relatively calm during a period in 1995-96
when Massoud had pushed back many of his rivals, and the
Taliban had defeated the rest, including Hikmatyar. Herat
was stable and even relatively prosperous under the rule of
Ismail Khan.

How did the Afghan-Soviet and civil war transform Afghan
society, politics, and international relations?

By 1992 fourteen years of violence had eliminated the elites
that had governed Afghanistan. The royal family had been
expelled, and virtually every Muhammadzai had emigrated
to the West. The various groups among the newly educated
had repeatedly jailed and massacred each other. The institu-
tions that had employed them had collapsed, as had the rev-
enues and foreign aid that had paid their salaries. By 1992
only a few of the Islamists, like Massoud and Hikmatyar, re-
tained any organization inside the country. Virtually all of the
remaining educated class had emigrated or been killed. The
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leaders of the ulama and the tribes had been decimated by
the Khalqis and marginalized by both the destruction of the
rural economy and the rise of externally supported Islamist
commanders.

As the rural population fled war and lost its young men—
the labor force—to armed groups, villagers flooded the cities
in Afghanistan, while an estimated five million fled to refugee
settlements and cities in Pakistan and Iran. Approximately
half of the population was forcibly displaced, mostly to urban
areas. There, people from a formerly closed society were ex-
posed to more modern societies and experienced daily the
consequences of international politics and warfare. They soon
realized that social advancement and access to livelihoods
in their new settings depended on education as it never had
before, and that girls and women could be—had to be—part
of the family’s survival strategy. In the village, women could
contribute to the family’s livelihood by working in agricul-
ture, pastoralism, and food processing. On the family property
or in a village, most people were related one way or another,
but in exile they could contribute only if they ventured out
among strangers, and could contribute much more if they
were educated.

Cash flooded the country. It came in the form of both Afghan
currency printed by the Kabul government to pay militias and
the billions of dollars sent to support the fighting and logis-
tics of the mujahidin. This expansion of the money supply oc-
curred in tandem with the outflow of labor from agriculture to
warfare and the destruction of villages and irrigation systems.
The country had far more money but produced less food, with
the predictable result of inflation, especially of food prices.
Those remaining in the rural areas needed a cash crop to sur-
vive, and the only one they could market was opium poppy.
With the suppression of poppy cultivation in Turkey, Iran, and
Pakistan, traffickers were looking for new sources of supply,
and the collapse of the state in Afghanistan created just what
they needed: an agricultural area capable of producing opium
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poppy where it was extremely cheap and safe to operate an
illegal business.

Originally Afghanistan supplied only the raw opium, and
the processing into heroin and morphine took place in the
neighboring countries, mostly Pakistan. When the opiate
economy started expanding in mujahidin-controlled areas
during the 1980s, cultivation was concentrated in the prov-
inces of Badakhshan, where poppy cultivation for medicinal
purposes had a long history, Nangarhar, and Helmand.

The war inducted practically the entire population of
Afghanistan into national and international politics. BBC sur-
veys found extraordinarily high levels of listenership among
refugees and Afghans inside the country; one survey “con-
cluded that . . . 50 percent of Afghans . . . regularly listened
to the BBC.”> The Soviet-supported government had been
controlled by the PDPA/Watan Party, which tried to mobi-
lize those living under its rule through student, youth, and
women’s groups, and other organizations. Party literature,
posters, and slogans were ubiquitous. In exile, both resistance
movement and refugee settlements were largely controlled by
the jihadi parties (or organizations: tanzimat), based in Pakistan
for the Sunnis and Iran for most Shi’as.

Mobilization for war changed the political landscape.
Virtually every ethnic and tribal group in the country became
armed and organized, enabling them to control their own
areas, once they had expelled the government. The royal re-
gime had used the centralized administration and the division
of the country into ever-smaller provinces to prevent the emer-
gence of regional and ethnic leaders who might challenge the
center. Areas now dominated by Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras
had their own armed forces and local administrations. While
the state remained centralized de jure, de facto Afghanistan

2. BBC, Radio Education for Afghan Children, http:/ /www.bbc.co.uk/
worldservice/people/highlights/010711_reach.shtml.
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was a congeries of multiple power centers. Especially in the
Pashtun areas, some of these fragments were quite small, in-
spiring the title of my book, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan.’

Paradoxically, the development of regional-ethnic-tribal
warlordism and fragmentation seems to have strengthened
rather than weakened national identity. Not even a whisper of
a separatist movement developed. A stronger national identity
did not mean less conflict, however. As a result of both history
and the process of mobilization, groups developed different
conceptions of how the common land of Afghanistan should
be ruled. Haji Abdul Qadir, a leader of a senior tribal family in
Jalalabad and then first vice president, explained this reality
in a May 2002 interview with me two months before his as-
sassination in Kabul: The Pashtuns, he said, want to control
everything; the Tajiks think they should share power fifty-fifty
with the Pashtuns; and the Uzbeks and Hazaras think power
should be divided equally among the four groups.

How did the Afghan-Soviet War change the relationship
of Afghanistan to the international community?

The Afghan-Soviet War was part of a historical process, in-
cluding decolonization and the partition of India, the end of the
Cold War, and the breakup of the Soviet Union. Afghanistan
was the last Cold War conflict, the first post-Cold War conflict,
and the first battle of the “War on Terror.”

The US-Pakistan alliance was also a child of the Cold War.
The partition of India left Pakistan weaker than the new
India, and the breakup of Pakistan in 1971 weakened it fur-
ther. Pakistan sought a military alliance with the US and,
ultimately, access to nuclear weapons, to balance India’s
demographic and economic advantages; after 1978, as the

3. See Rubin, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan: State Formation and
Collapse in the International System.
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Soviet-built Afghan Army came under pressure, Pakistan also
sought hegemony over Afghanistan to gain “strategic depth”
against India, while portraying its role to the US as a loyal ally
against Soviet expansionism. Once the Cold War was over
and the USSR disappeared, Pakistan’s interests aligned even
less with Washington’s. Once the US had no further concern
that a Soviet presence in Afghanistan brought Moscow closer
to the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean, it agreed to negative
symmetry. Lacking the support of any great power, the Afghan
state collapsed. Until 1991, flows of resources to the govern-
ment and mujahidin, allied with the USSR or the US, shaped
the conflict as a bilateral one. In 1992 the conflict almost im-
mediately reconfigured itself around the changed flow of re-
sources. The resources available from trafficking or regional
actors were captured and redistributed by multiple ethnicized
patronage networks, not the state. The war became an ethno-
factional conflict in a collapsed state.

Pakistan’s response was colored by its army’s fear of a repe-
tition of the Bangladesh scenario, in which, the army thought,
India intervened in an ethnic conflict to break up the state in
1971. It imagined that any Indian or other hostile presence in
Afghanistan could lead to a similar result, this time in alliance
with Pashtun or Baloch nationalists.

The Pakistani state, especially the army, had also become
more Islamized under General Zia-ul-Haq. This helped
Pakistan deepen its relationships with Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, and other Arab states.

After the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, the Islamic
Republic positioned itself as a rival to Saudi Arabia as leader
of the Islamic world. While the Iran-Saudi conflict has been
and still is linked to sectarian conflict between Shi’a and Sunni,
originally Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and his followers
downplayed the Shi’a identity of Iran and its revolution in
favor of portraying it as pan-Islamic. Afghanistan was one of
the first arenas where this struggle took place. Iran saw the
US-Saudi-Pakistani alliance in Afghanistan as an attempt to
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put an anti-Iranian “Wahhabi” government in power, a main
reason that it helped form and then supported the “Northern
Alliance.”

The independence of the former Soviet Central Asian re-
publics created new opportunities and threats. Pakistani
Islamist politicians, including Zia-ul-Haq, could now aspire
to use an Islamic Afghanistan as a stepping stone to Central
Asia. The independence of Central Asia also had the poten-
tial to transform the world’s energy markets; it was possible
to conceive of exporting oil and natural gas from Central
Asia, not through Russia but through pipelines going west,
south, or east. Such routes would have the advantage, as
Washington saw it, of loosening Russia’s hold on Central
Asia. The easiest and most economical way to bring those
products to the world market might be south through Iran,
the only country with coasts on the Persian Gulf, the Indian
Ocean, and the Caspian Sea. But sanctions imposed on the
Islamic Republic by the United States and others precluded
such investment. Afghanistan became a potential pipe-
line route that would help Central Asia become more inde-
pendent of Russia without empowering Iran, and that meant
there was a new strategic stake.

To complete the picture, with the infusion of oil money after
1973, the Persian Gulf became an important entrepdt, not just
a gas station. Dubai, one of the emirates that joined to form
the United Arab Emirates in 1971, made up for its relative
lack of oil reserves by establishing a free port. Until the mid-
1980s, oil exports constituted half of Dubai’s GDP, but Dubai
did not rely on one single sector and diversified its economy.
The city became a hub for transportation and logistics.* In the
third quarter of 2015 Dubai’s non-oil trade reached about 271
billion US dollars. Its top four trading partners were China

4. Richard H. K. Vietor and Nicole Forrest, “Dubai: Global Economy,”
Case 709-043 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business School Publishing,
February 25, 2009).
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(AED 132bn), India (AED 74bn), the US (AED 60bn), and Saudi
Arabia (AED 45bn).° In 2015, Dubai International Airport wel-
comed 78 million passengers, adding to a total of 700 million
passengers since the inauguration of the airport fifty-five years
earlier.® Kabul is less than three hours by plane from Dubai.
Afghanistan’s proximity to one of the world’s busiest trading
centers created new economic opportunities for Afghan traders
and migrant workers. Dubai took its place besides Karachi as
one of two main ports through which Afghanistan traded with
the world.

What conditions gave rise to the Taliban?

The Taliban, like most Afghan phenomena, had both domestic
and international origins. The dispute as to which is more im-
portant continues to this day. Some see the Taliban as a tool
created by Pakistan, while others see them as an indigenous
response to conditions after the collapse of the state.

Domestically, the Taliban began as a local movement in
Kandahar. The predecessors of the group we now call the
Taliban were part of the anti-Soviet mujahidin. “Taliban”
means students in madrasas, and that was one of the sources of
recruitment for the mujahidin, in particular for Muhammadi'’s
Harakat-i Inqgilab and Hizb-i Islami Khalis, both of which
followed the Deobandi sect. Because they were not political
Islamists, most of these fighters did not continue their jihad
after the withdrawal of the Soviet troops in 1989. They were
not concerned about dislodging the Najibullah government
from Kabul, as the political orientation of the government in
Kabul had little if any effect on Kandahar. The fighters went
back to their madrasas and villages.

5. AED = currency of the United Arab Emirates (Arab Emirates dirham).
6. Dubai Chamber, Annual Report 2015, http://www.dubaichamber.
com/uploads/annualreports/2015/DC_AR15_English.pdf.
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In Kandahar the government, such as it was, was extremely
fragmented. Some mujahidin commanders had turned into
bandits, robbing people at checkpoints and even committing
rape. A group of former madrasa students met to discuss how
to rid Afghanistan of warlords and bandits and reestablish
order, or as they put it, enforce Sharia. They convinced Mullah
Muhammad Omar to be their leader, although he was not part
of the founding group. They began collecting weapons, which
as former mujahidin they knew how to use. According to
the origin story told by the Taliban themselves, their first act
was to attack, arrest, and execute a commander who had kid-
napped and raped two young women from Herat at a check-
point on the Herat-Kandahar highway. People joined them as
they overran more of the checkpoints where criminal fighters
were exacting tolls and raping people.

Their efforts coincided with a change of government in
Pakistan, which led to a reorientation of policy and opening
of new strategic possibilities. In October 1993 the Pakistan
People’s Party (PPP) won parliamentary elections, returning
Benazir Bhutto to the office of prime minister, from which
the army and bureaucracy had ousted her in a rigged elec-
tion in 1990. Pakistan’s two main centrist parties, led by
feudal or industrialist families, each had a different Islamist
party with which it formed coalitions. The Pakistan Muslim
League (Nawaz) tended to enter into coalitions with the
Jamaat-i Islami, a party following the current of Islamist ide-
ology developed by Abu’l Ala Mawdudi in India and the
Muslim Brotherhood in the Arab world. General Zia was a
Jamaat sympathizer; Jamaat’s natural ally in Afghanistan
was Hikmatyar: the two groups collaborated closely. The
PPP, however, formed coalitions with the Jamiat-i Ulama-
i Islam led by Mawlawi Fazlur Rahman, a Deobandi cleric
closely identified with Pashtun politics. Fazlur Rahman sup-
ported the PPP in parliament and was a close acquaintance
of Bhutto’s minister of the interior, General Nasirullah Babar.
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Since the breakup of the USSR, Bhutto’s foreign minister,
Sardar Asif Ali, had argued that Pakistan should refocus its
foreign policy toward opening trade with Central Asia. Since
there was no immediate prospect of stabilizing Kabul and the
route to Uzbekistan, Babar advocated working with anyone on
the ground to open the route to Turkmenistan via Kandahar
and Herat. Bhutto’s cabinet approved the plan in June 1994.
While in Ashgabat for Turkmenistan Independence Day on
October 25, Bhutto reached agreement with Dostum and
Ismail Khan for transit through the territories they controlled.
The missing link was from Spin Boldak to Kandahar and up
to Farah, where there was no power holder strong enough to
control the route.

To open the route, the Pakistan military’s National
Logistics Cell, the same unit that had transported weapons
to the mujahidin, organized a convoy carrying food,
clothes, and medical supplies, which left Quetta on October
29, 1994. The convoy was led by Colonel Imam, the nom de
guerre of the ISI officer, Sultan Amir Tarar, who had been
in charge of training the mujahidin. Soon after crossing into
Afghanistan on November 1, the convoy was stopped by
Achakzai tribesmen, members of a former regime militia,
which now levied unofficial tolls on road traffic. A group
of “Taliban” suddenly appeared to free the convoy. It swept
out of the refugee settlements of Balochistan with ap-
parent support from the paramilitary Balochistan Frontier
Force and took control of a large cache of weapons for-
merly belonging to Hizb-i Islami. The convoy proceeded
to Ashqabat.

The relationship between the Taliban who freed the Pakistani
convoy and those who founded the organization to suppress
warlordism is disputed: either they were the same group or
they soon joined forces. The Taliban proved they could secure
roads for traffic and swept into Kandahar, which they captured
with little resistance.
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Who were the Taliban and who were their leaders, including
Mullah Omar?

The Taliban were former students from madrasas in southern
Afghanistan, as well as from Karachi, Peshawar, and the
Balochistan province of Pakistan. In the 1980s before there was
an organization that became known as the Taliban, the French
scholar Olivier Roy categorized the origins of the mujahidin
and stated that there were four main networks from which
they were recruited: one of them was the taliban, students of
madrasas.

The taliban were of humble origin, economically and tribal,
since well-off or well-connected families did not usually send
their sons to madrasas. There were few people of non-humble
origin left in Afghanistan, as revolution and war had deci-
mated the elites. For example, Mullah Omar was a member of
the Hotak tribe, the Ghilzai tribe from which Mirwais Hotaki
had come, but which the Durranis had subordinated for cen-
turies, as reflected in their lack of land and other assets. Omar
was the son of a village mullah. He became a mid-level com-
mander of Muhammadi’s Harakat-i Inqilab, lost one of his eyes
in battle, and was cared for in the hospital of the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Quetta. Before be-
coming the leader of the Taliban he had otherwise never left
Kandahar province. After he became Amir al-Mu'minin he vis-
ited Kabul once but did not even stay the night (his trip to the
ICRC hospital in Quetta is his only known foreign travel). He
was known for his honesty and abnegation before 2001.

Almost none of the Taliban leaders came from the high-
ranking (Zeerak) Durrani tribes. Virtually none of them had
been educated in government schools, secular or religious, and
none had attended Kabul University, where most of the other
political elites had originated. They were familiar with Arabic,
at least for religious purposes, and many spoke Urdu in order
to be understood in Karachi, but the only Taliban who spoke
other foreign languages were a handful of young refugees who
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had learned English in Pakistan. Many if not most had grown
up in villages without electricity, paved roads, government
schools, health clinics, or police stations. Their humble ori-
gins and religious qualifications helped them establish rapport
with the rural people of Southern Afghanistan: the Persian-
speaking middle class they later confronted in Kabul and other
cities hardly existed there.

The Taliban did not represent a totally new phenomenon
in Afghanistan. The network of teachers and students from
private, rural-based madrasas in Afghanistan and the neigh-
boring Pashtun-populated areas of Pakistan (previously India)
have played a part in the history of the country for centuries.
During the anti-Soviet jihad, ulama and students from these
madrasas constituted one of the sources of recruitment for mu-
jahidin in the tribal areas.

This group had become marginalized as a result of years
of state-building by the royal regime, which created a new
elite (including Islamic scholars and judicial officials) trained
in modern schools and universities. The royal regime, the
Communists, and the Islamists recruited primarily from dif-
ferent sectors of this new elite. Internecine battles in which one
faction after another of that intelligentsia succeeded to power,
each decimating its rivals, eventually led to the eclipse of this
modernizing group. At the same time, as millions of Afghans
became refugees and the country’s educational system col-
lapsed, madrasas provided almost the only education avail-
able to a generation of Pashtun boys.

The West did little to provide refugees with any other
education, leaving the madrasas supported by Middle
Eastern donors with a virtual monopoly. The rise of the
Taliban occurred as the first of those students were com-
pleting the new religious educational process, just as the
Communist coup d’état (and Islamist resistance) occurred
about twenty years after the massive expansion of the state
educational system. The collapse of the state administration
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and community leadership in many places also increased
the importance of the mosques, and the mullahs and Taliban
who staffed them.

The madrasa networks created ties among the potential new
elite, while other institutions were being destroyed. But the
mullahs lost the ties to the landlord-dominated local economy
and society that had circumscribed their power. Both the state
and the rural economy that had sustained tribal leaders col-
lapsed. The ulama became more autonomous in exile and in
warlord-dominated Afghanistan, and as a result they became
more extremist and deracinated. In exile they also became
linked to international networks, both political and economic,
including Pakistani political parties and intelligence agencies
along with the Arab Islamists who aided the jihad.

The Taliban attitude toward the state and reforms are not
the continuation of some unchanging “tradition” but the result
of their own uprooting and trauma, during much of which pe-
riod a central state dominated by a foreign ideology destroyed
the country in the name of progressive reform. Foreign aid,
commercial agriculture (opium), and long-distance contra-
band provided this newly armed elite with the opportunity to
mobilize resources for the direct exercise of power, which had
been out of its reach before. The mosque network enabled it to
penetrate society as well.

The domination of the country by this previously margin-
alized group reversed the pattern of social, political, and ec-
onomic bifurcation developed under the royal regime and
intensified under the Communists. Under these regimes, for-
eign financial and military aid enabled an urbanized elite to in-
sulate itself from the countryside and create a parallel society
of at least superficially modernized institutions. Under the
Taliban, however, foreign aid empowered a network based in
Afghan rural areas and refugee settlements in Pakistan to con-
trol the capital city, reversing the reforms of past decades. The
annihilation of the state and the development and reformist
agenda it had pursued under several governments spelled the
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end of the halting emancipation of urban women through de-
crees by modernizing male leaders.

Although the leadership of such a state by ulama was
unprecedented, the underlying structure reproduced a his-
toric pattern: the state was dominated by a small solidarity
group of Pashtuns, in this case Kandahari mullahs (rather
than Muhammadzais), dependent on foreign aid and taxing
commercial agriculture, now mostly illegal drugs rather than
karakul lamb and cotton, and foreign trade, now mostly smug-
gling rather than exports of natural gas, for its resources.

The social network of the elite at the core of the coalition
consisted of Kandahari mullahs, those who studied in the
same set of madrasas in Pakistan and Afghanistan and partici-
pated in the jihad. Mullah Omar and all but one member of the
Supreme Shura were Kandahari Pashtuns.” The Kabul shura
was also predominantly Kandahari but included more eastern
Pashtuns, a few Persian speakers, and at least one Uzbek.
Without a single exception all are Sunni mullahs trained in pri-
vate madrasas. Hence the movement had a strong ethnic and
regional character, without its leaders having any intention
to form such a movement, and it therefore attracted support
from some who sought a Pashtun ethnic movement capable of
ruling Afghanistan.

These core leaders follow the Deobandi movement. The
movement, which owes its name to the Indian town where
a famous madrasa was established in the nineteenth cen-
tury, developed from conservative reform movements among
Indian Muslims. Deobandis reject all forms of ijtihad—the use
of reason to create innovations in Sharia in response to new
conditions—the revival of which is a key plank in the platform
of the Islamic modernists. They oppose all forms of hierarchy
within the Muslim community, including tribalism or royalty;

7. “Kandahari” here denotes the broad region with Kandahar at its
center, including several provinces in addition to the modern prov-
ince of Kandahar.
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they even strive to exclude Shi’a from participation in the polity
and take a very restrictive view of the social role of women. All
of these characteristics of the Indian and Pakistani Deobandis
were found in exaggerated forms among the Afghan Taliban.?

The support they received from Pakistan enabled them
to capitalize on these endowments. The Pakistan military
trained, or retrained, them in military organization and op-
erations. They also received aid from religious networks in
Pakistan. In particular, a Mawlawi from Karachi, Mufti Abdul
Rasheed Ludhianvi, author of Obedience to the Amir, a manual
on how to run a militant organization, helped them devise an
organizational model that suppressed tribalism and patronage
networks more effectively than any other organization in
Afghanistan.’

What was the goal of the Taliban?

As founding members of the Taliban describe it, their orig-
inal motivation for banding together in an armed group was
to eliminate the warlords and criminals who were looting
Kandahar. Their means to doing so was implementation of
Sharia. They had no political doctrine other than the implemen-
tation of Sharia law, as they understood it. They spoke of a tra-
dition in Afghanistan that in periods of disorder, the students
or Taliban would come out of their madrasas, restore order
and Islamic law, help a new ruler come to power to provide
justice by enforcing Sharia, and then return to their madrasas.
During 1994—95, when they were just getting started, some of
the Taliban spoke of bringing back Zahir Shah, who at that
time was living in Rome. Mullah Omar was reported to have

8. Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil, and Fundamentalism in
Central Asia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000); Barbara
Daly Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982).

9. Michael Semple first translated and drew my attention to this work.
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said later that they had no intention of ruling; they were going
to reestablish law and order, so that someone else could rule,
but then found that there was no one else . . . (that part may be
a bit disingenuous).

The establishment of security in towns and along the roads
was a boon for commerce, which also coincided with the
Pakistani foreign policy objective of opening the route from
Quetta to Central Asia. As a result the Taliban received contri-
butions from associations of Afghan traders in Peshawar and
Quetta. The Taliban’s operations significantly lowered the cost
of transportation, and the traders were willing to share some
of their profits with the Taliban to assure that the roads con-
tinued to be open and secure.!

Mullah Omar made a public decision to turn the move-
ment into a government in April 1996. He convened an advi-
sory assembly or shura, of about fourteen hundred ulama in
Kandahar. According to Sharia, community decisions should
be taken by ahl ul-hal o ‘aqd, literally “those who loosen (re-
lease) and bind.” The term is ambiguous and can be used to
legitimate different forms of government, including electoral
democracy, in which ahl ul-hal o ‘agd would be the electorate.
In Kabul Burhanuddin Rabbani, president of the Islamic State
of Afghanistan, also tried to convene a shura of ahl ul-hal 0 ‘agd.
In the Taliban’s interpretation, ahl ul-hal o ‘agd should consist
of Islamic scholars.

This assembly bestowed upon Omar the title of Amir al-
Mu’'minin, which means commander of the faithful. While
that title has been used by rulers claiming to be Muhammad'’s
successor (khalifa, or caliph) as ruler of all Muslims, it also de-
notes any leader of an Islamic community, especially one en-
gaged in jihad, not necessarily the caliph of all Muslims. Unlike
the leaders of the so-called Islamic State, Mullah Omar and his

10. Aisha Ahmad, Jihad & Co.: Black Markets and Islamist Power
(New York: Oxford, 2017).
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successors never referred to themselves as caliphs or to the ter-
ritory they ruled as a caliphate. Mullah Omar also symbolized
his religious as well as his national legitimacy by donning the
supposed cloak of Prophet Muhammad, which Ahmad Shah
Durrani had transferred from Bukhara to Kandahar. Mullah
Omar took the cloak out of its silver box in Kandahar’s central
shrine and held it up with his hands in the sleeves. Once Mullah
Omar had taken the title of Amir, the Taliban renamed them-
selves the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. The word “emirate”
is not necessarily a radical Islamist term but an Arabic word
for a territorial domain of governance. There are emirates not
associated with militancy, such as the United Arab Emirates
and Brunei. There are no emirates, however, associated with
representative forms of government.

To sustain the legitimacy of their claim to be the rulers of
Afghanistan, they had to capture the capital, Kabul, and unite
the entire country under their rule. Some Afghans perceived
the Taliban as restoring centralized Pashtun control of the
Afghan state. Some Pashtun nationalists who did not share the
Taliban’s Islamic agenda welcomed their reestablishment of
Pashtun rule, while many Islamist non-Pashtuns saw the effort
as a threat to their security and rights. The Taliban, however,
did not articulate an ethnic agenda and denied having one.

An undeclared but apparent Taliban goal was providing
employment to mullahs, especially recent madrasa graduates.
The Taliban leaders appointed mullahs to virtually every job.
An Islamic government is not a government where every of-
ficial is a mullah, but the Taliban leaders were responding to
the crisis of employment of madrasa graduates. A generation
of rural boys were educated in madrasas in Pakistan during
the war, when there was no other kind of education available
to them.

Their effort to bring the entire country under their rule
introduced ethnic conflict and sectarianism into the Taliban’s
efforts. Once they seized Kabul they devoted their efforts to
conquering those areas of the country under the control of
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non-Pashtun leaders such as Massoud, Dostum, or Khalili.
These efforts included brutal incidents involving massacres
of members of other ethnic groups as well as the devastation
of the Shamali plain, where the Taliban drove out the mainly
Tajik inhabitants and tried to burn or uproot grapevines and
fruit trees. In 1998, when the Taliban captured Mazar-i Sharif,
they may have killed some two thousand men, predomi-
nantly captured Shi’a fighters." In early 2001, three hundred
unarmed Hazara and Sayyid men, some of whom worked for
humanitarian organizations, were executed by the Taliban in
Yakawlang, Bamian province."

How was the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan structured?

The Taliban had no doctrine about how a state should be struc-
tured. The only requirement for legitimacy was enforcement of
Sharia. Since there is no agreed codification of Sharia, enforce-
ment of that canonical law in practice meant that the decision-
makers must be ulama qualified to apply jurisprudence to
cases. Political Islamists, in contrast, have a doctrine of the
state in which the amir makes political decisions. Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar and Osama bin Laden, for instance, had no quali-
fications in Islamic learning that would entitle them to make
decisions in an Islamic emirate like that of the Taliban.

This meant that the judiciary played an extraordinarily im-
portant role for the Taliban, while the executive branch did
not change much. Wherever they established their rule, the
Taliban established Sharia courts down to the village level.
The establishment of these courts enabled them to incorporate
the clergy into the state structure as previous Afghan states
had not. Especially in the rural areas where most Afghans
still lived, people sometimes had easier access to these courts

11. https://www.hrw.org/legacy/reports98/afghan/Afrepor0.htm.
12. https://www.hrw.org/reports/2001/afghanistan/afghan101.htm.
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than to the official justice system of previous (or later) regimes.
While Sharia is sometimes equated to the harsh punishments
of the hudud crimes (those deemed most egregious), much of
the work of these courts involved property, commercial, and
family disputes. The ability of the population to resolve these
disputes quickly through a system they understood and con-
sidered legitimate was one of the chief sources of whatever le-
gitimacy the Taliban enjoyed.

The executive branch consisted of the existing structure of
the Afghan state plus Mullah Omar in Kandahar. The Amir
al-mu’minin in Kandahar had to approve key decisions and
appointments and set basic policy. Otherwise, the emirate
took over the existing administration with only one other
change: the establishment of a religious police force to Prevent
Vice and Promote Virtue (Amr bil Maroof wa Nahi anil Munkar),
which shared the name with a similar force in Saudi Arabia.
The name came from a verse of the Quran. This department
was responsible for the enforcement of decrees regarding
moral behavior, including those restricting women’s employ-
ment and dress, enforcing men’s beard length and mosque
attendance, regulating activities of UN agencies and nongov-
ernmental organizations, commanding destruction of “graven
images,” and requiring the labeling of religious minorities.

The council of ministers in Kabul was headed by a chairman,
who coordinated the government like a prime minister. The
Taliban tried to reinforce the centralized structure of the ad-
ministration, appointing governors who were not natives
of the provinces where they served and changing them fre-
quently. They regarded the de facto decentralization that had
emerged from the collapse of the state as an aberration, a man-
ifestation of warlordism, which was responsible for the fitna
(un-Islamic disorder) into which Afghanistan had fallen.

Most of the post-state military structures in Afghanistan
up to that time had been organized around andiwali, meaning
friendship or social networks, so that the basic military unit
consisted of a commander and fighters who had personal links
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to him, which could be tribal, ethnic, educational (studied at
the same madrasa), or marital. The commander, not individual
tighters, belonged to a party, and if the commander changed
parties, the fighters would go with him. These groups were in-
herently local and would fight only within their own areas. For
some, that could mean a district or province, for others a sub-
region, but the fighters could not be deployed at will by central
leadership. Massoud tried to overcome these limitations but
met with only partial success.

The Taliban military could transcend parochial or local loy-
alties, just as religious solidarity could enable ulama to mobi-
lize people across tribal lines. The Taliban recruited fighters
individually and could move them around. They were fighting
against the United Front (Northern Alliance), which mostly
had locally recruited forces. A force from Panjshir could
hardly be sent to fight in Herat and certainly not in Kandahar,
whereas the Taliban could move their forces anywhere and did
not have a significant problem with factionalism.

They were also able to increase state revenues, because they
could suppress predatory factionalism and centralize revenue
collection. Previously commanders had set up checkpoints
on the roads. Anyone with a gun could force anyone coming
down the road to pay, whether they were traders or just way-
farers. As mentioned previously, the Taliban received aid from
traders’ associations in Peshawar and Quetta, because the sup-
pression of predatory factionalism facilitated business. That
is also why Pakistan and, originally, the US, thought that the
Taliban might be able to create the conditions for building gas
and oil pipelines.

The Taliban received training, technical, and strategic mil-
itary assistance from the Pakistan military, including a cadre
of retired officers on contract embedded within the Taliban’s
command structure. The Taliban also received training and as-
sistance from al-Qaeda, which provided some of their shock
troops. The Taliban did not participate in or support global
jihad against the “far enemy.”
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Why did the Taliban ban girls from school and women from work,
as well as enforce other strict prohibitions and requirements?

When the Taliban took control of Kabul, they enacted a set
of draconian decrees. They imposed strict gender segrega-
tion, forbidding women from working in offices or teaching
in schools. They closed nearly all girls” schools and arrested
women who tried to hold underground classes. They prohib-
ited women from consulting male physicians or going out to
receive assistance from international organizations. They re-
quired that all women wear chadari (a garment that covers
most of the head, including hair) and be fully covered to the
ankles. Men were required to attend mosque five times a day
and were forbidden to trim their beards. The Taliban prohib-
ited all manner of Western dress. The Vice and Virtue police
enforced all of these regulations harshly, beating and arresting
both men and women for violations. The Taliban revived the
hudud punishments of stoning for adultery and amputation for
theft, although they soon discontinued carrying them out.

In the West the Taliban were best known for their repres-
sive policies, especially against women, but they boasted in
particular of their policies to restore security. Taliban officials
told visitors, “You can drive from one end of the country to
the other even at night with a car full of gold, and no one will
disturb you.” This expression was hardly a metaphor. Driving
across southern Afghanistan from Kandahar to Farah and back
in June 1998, I saw many trucks doing just that; their cargoes
comprised not gold but consumer goods purchased in Dubai
to be sold in smugglers” markets in Pakistan. In two days’
drive I encountered only three unobtrusive checkpoints. The
greater security provided by the Taliban improved the condi-
tions for the trade in opium, even after the government offi-
cially proscribed poppy cultivation in 2000-2001." The Taliban

13. United Nations International Drug Control Program (United Nations
Office of Drugs and Crime, UNODC), Afghanistan partner. Strategic
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also vaunted their efforts to collect weapons and combat crime,
including rape and murder.

For the Taliban, these efforts at restoring order were of a piece
with the decrees on women and religious behavior that seem
bizarre and repressive to many others, including Afghans, es-
pecially the urban and educated part of the population. These
policies were all justified as the enforcement of Sharia. The way
that the Taliban interpreted Sharia, however, as well as the vio-
lent way they enforced it, betrayed a concern with Pashtun con-
ceptions of honor and control, along with a desire to subordinate
and even punish the population of Kabul, seen as the source of
Afghanistan’s ills.

Increased freedom for women, including voluntary un-
veiling, secular education, and professional employment, had
been urban phenomena dependent on the state. They were de-
creed by the highest (male) leadership of the state in order to
implement a (lightly) imposed vision of modernization. The
collapse and loss of legitimacy of the weakly modernizing
state also meant the weakening of the institutional support
for women’s public roles."* During the Soviet occupation, the
Kabul regime expanded women’s roles, as men were largely
enrolled in the security organs. In refugee settlements and
rural areas of Afghanistan, however, patriarchal strictures on
women were retained or reinforced. These restrictions resulted
from male reaction to both the insecurities of life in exile and
the reforms associated with the disaster that had overtaken the
country.”® The Taliban codified and extended many of these

study 2: The Dynamics of the Farmgate Opium Trade and the Coping
Strategies of Opium Traders, final report (Islamabad, 1998).

14. Nancy Dupree, “Afghan Women Under the Taliban,” in
Fundamentalism Reborn? Afghanistan and the Taliban? Afghanistan
and the Taliban, ed. William Maley (New York: New York University
Press, 1998), 145-66.

15. For a literary treatment of this process, see Syed Bahauddin
Majrooh, “End of a Sojourn in the Abode of Refugees: Gul andam
[body like a flower], or the Story of Laughing Lovers,” trans.



108 AFGHANISTAN

practices, and as a result women were excluded from public
life to an unprecedented degree. They were forbidden from
going to school (exceptions were later made for religious ed-
ucation up to the age of nine or training in healthcare), from
going out in public without a male guardian, and from em-
ployment outside the home (with later exceptions for employ-
ment in healthcare).

Although the Taliban justified some of these rules under
Islamic strictures on sexual mixing, they also frequently re-
ferred to the need for security and the prevention of the rapes
that had occurred under warlord rule. These restrictions thus
constituted a reassertion of male honor through control over
women, just as the Taliban’s attempted conquest of the rest
of the country constituted an attempt to reassert honor by
controlling the homeland. The use of Islamic discourse to le-
gitimate protection of honor (namus) through control thus
asserted the unity of the values often cited by Pashtuns as mo-
tivation for participating in jihad: for Islam, for homeland, and
for honor (da islam da para, da watan da para, da namus da para).'®
Namus also referred to women—women being considered the
honor of men, hence “protection” of women by men is deemed
obligatory.

Most of the Taliban were unfamiliar with the city of Kabul.
Many of their fighters were from rural backgrounds and were
even less educated than the leaders. Many of them were illit-
erate. Their idea of Islam was strongly colored by Pashtun pa-
triarchal tribal traditions. In addition, they had little money,
so, given their priorities, they closed the girls” schools and left
open the boys’ schools.

Ashraf Ghani, in Ego-Monster (Izhda-yi Khudi), bk. 1, vol. 5
(Peshawar: Unpublished, 1984). Translated into French as Le Rire des
Amants (Paris: Phébus, 1991).

16. This was analyzed years before the Taliban. Hakim Taniwal, “The
Impact of Pashtunwali on Afghan Jehad,” Quarterly Journal of Writers
Union of Free Afghanistan 2 (January—March 1987): 1-24.
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The Taliban never claimed that Islam required or justified
denying education to girls and women, nor did they ever ex-
plain how they would produce the female teachers and med-
ical personnel that their strict code of gender segregation
required without encouraging girls to continue their educa-
tion through university. They claimed that they closed girls’
schools because of insecurity. In practice, closing girls” schools
and curbing women’s employment were likely to have been
concessions to rural fighters’ reactionary views. According to
former Taliban leaders, the basic concept that informed their
policy was that Afghan society had become totally lax and
lawless, as shown by the power of warlords and gunmen. To
reestablish order, they thought they needed to be very strict
and harsh.

How did the Taliban capture control of different regions
of Afghanistan?

After the Taliban captured Kandahar in November 1994," they
marched west and captured Helmand, Farah, and Nimroz
with little or no resistance. When they tried to advance north
on the ring road toward Herat, Ismail Khan’s allies in the
area stopped their advance. They then focused their efforts
on moving northeast, joined by an estimated three thousand
madrasa students who crossed the border from Pakistan to
support them.

In February 1995, the Taliban routed Hikmatyar’s forces in
Logar, effectively ending the shelling of Kabul. They pushed
into southern Kabul, where they captured the leader of Hizb-i
Wahdat, Abdul Ali Mazari. Mazari died in the Taliban’s cus-
tody under disputed circumstances, which intensified the an-
tagonism between the Taliban and Hazaras.

17. Zachary Laub, Council of Foreign Relations (CFR), “The Taliban in
Afghanistan,” July 4, 2014. Accessed November 4, 2016. Available
at: http:/ /www.cfr.org/afghanistan/taliban-afghanistan/p10551.
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The Taliban launched a new assault on Herat in April 1995."®
Pashtun militias in Shindand defected to them, leaving the city
defenseless from the south. Traders financed this offensive,
as Ismail Khan, facing big expenses defending Herat on two
fronts, had raised taxes. Dostum had also turned against Jamiat
and was attacking Herat from the east, in Faryab, diverting
Ismail Khan’s troops. In September 1995 the Taliban captured
Herat. Ismail Khan first fled to Iran and then returned to lead
troops in Faryab against Taliban-controlled Herat.

By this time the Taliban had developed bigger ambitions,
whether by themselves or under the influence of the ISI. They
aimed not just to restore law and order in Afghanistan by
implementing Sharia, but to restore the unity of Afghanistan
under a single Islamic government. They perceived the control
of the central Afghan government by Tajiks and the control of
much of the territory of Afghanistan by different warlords, as
the division of Afghanistan.

The Taliban made their way up the east of Afghanistan
through other Pashtun areas. They gained the allegiance of
Jalaluddin Haqqgani and his network in early 1995, enabling
them to establish their rule in Paktia, Paktika, and Khost.
With Haqqani’s support, their advance picked up. Hikmatyar,
having lost his bases outside Kabul, finally accepted the post
of prime minister in the Rabbani government in the spring of
1996 and immediately focused on the country’s most impor-
tant problem: insufficient veiling of women in Kabul.

Over the spring and summer of 1996 the Taliban consoli-
dated their hold over southern Afghanistan, from Herat to
Paktia. In September, with the help of the Haqqanis, the ISI,
and a new influx of Pakistani madrasa students, they cap-
tured Jalalabad, where the Taliban first encountered Osama
bin Laden. They then went on to take Kabul. Massoud, who

18. Larry P. Goodson, Afghanistan’s Endless War: State Failure, Regional
Politics, and the Rise of the Taliban (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 2001).
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had lost the support of most of his former allies, evacuated
his forces to Panjsher rather than try to defend the city. In
Panjsher Massoud is reported to have told his men that they
deserved to lose Kabul, as they had failed to provide security
and governance.

After consolidating their hold on Kabul by imposing their
draconian regulations and flooding the city with armed ma-
drasa students from southern Afghanistan and Pakistan, they
prepared to move north by taking advantage of the ubiqui-
tous divisions on the other side. At that time Abdul Rashid
Dostum, who controlled Mazar-i Sharif and the customs point
and bridge to Uzbekistan, was engaged in a dispute with
Ghulam Rasul Pahlawan, an Uzbek commander who had
sided at various times with both the mujahidin and the gov-
ernment to expand his personal power. Rasul was assassinated
in Mazar-i Sharif in May 1997, and his supporters and family
held Dostum responsible. The Taliban were approaching
from the west (Herat) and south (Kabul), blocking roads and
sparking food shortages. Dostum had been unable to pay his
troops for months. Rasul’s brother, a former PDPA functionary
named Abdul Malik Pahlawan, had been in secret contact with
the ISI and the Taliban. Malik offered to expel Dostum, capture
and hand over Ismail Khan, and allow the Taliban to fly troops
into the airport. In May 1997 he delivered all three. Dostum
fled Mazar-i Sharif to Uzbekistan and then Turkey. The Taliban
transferred Ismail Khan to a prison in Kandahar (he escaped
two years later with the help of a guard). Pashtun commanders
in the north joined the Taliban, notably giving them control of
Kundugz, with its airport and crossroads location. Not only did
the Taliban immediately occupy Mazar, but Pakistan moved
quickly to ratify the military advance politically, indicating
that it had helped plan the events and knew of them in ad-
vance. The Pakistani foreign minister Ayub Gohar air-dashed
to Mazar to announce that the war was over, and that the
Taliban had won. Pakistan formally recognized the Taliban’s
“Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.”
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The Pakistani delegation barely made it back to the airport
before an uprising pushed the Taliban out. Whatever promises
the ISI and the Taliban had made to Malik, he expected that
they would recognize him as the de facto ruler-warlord of the
north, replacing Dostum. Instead, they set about extending the
writ of the Islamic Emirate. The Taliban went house to house
collecting weapons, as they had done elsewhere. Malik had
not cleared his deal with Hizb-i Wahdat, the main party of the
Hazaras in Mazar, where it was led by Muhammad Muhaqgqigq.
Rather than surrender their weapons, some Hazaras started an
uprising against the Taliban. A disgruntled Malik soon joined
them and routed the Taliban. They massacred about fifteen
hundred Taliban fighters they had taken prisoner and scat-
tered the bodies in the desert of Dasht-i Laili. The Taliban de-
manded a UN investigation, but the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights finally did not investigate.

Throughout the following year the Taliban strengthened
their position in Herat and moved closer to Mazar. Hizb-i
Islami commanders, mostly from the settler communities of
Pashtuns in the north, joined up with the Taliban. Dostum had
returned to northwest Afghanistan, and his forces were also
advancing against Malik. In August 1998, the Taliban swiftly
captured not only Mazar but also Bamiyan and the rest of
Hazarajat. In Mazar they gave their troops license to take re-
venge for several days, and the estimates of those murdered,
mostly Hazaras, reach into the thousands. Many were killed in
Bamiyan as well, where the local Tajiks sided with their fellow
Sunnis in the Taliban against the Shi'a Hazaras, who had pre-
viously burned their houses in another change of power. As
parts of Hazarajat changed hands several times, the Taliban
exacted reprisals, including the well-documented torture and
massacre in May 2000 in Yakawlang of at least three hundred
Hazaras. The Taliban further extended their control by cap-
turing Massoud’s headquarters in Talugan in September 2000,
forcing Massoud to retreat to Badakhshan and Tajikistan and
isolating Panjshir.
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What was the strategy of the Northern Alliance resistance to the
Taliban?

In October 1996, less than a month after the fall of Kabul
to the Taliban, the groups that had lost Kabul met again in
Northern Afghanistan. With the support of Russia and Iran,
they formed an alliance called the Supreme Council for the
Defense of the Motherland. That entity, however, was al-
most purely symbolic. The northern areas had four main
administrative and political centers: Mazar-i Sharif, which
some wanted to make a temporary capital for the govern-
ment of the ISA, but which instead became a locus for con-
flict among Dostum’s Junbish, Wahdat, and Jamiat, as well
as factional warfare within Junbish; Takhar, the headquarters
of Massoud’s SCN; Shiberghan, Samangan, Dostum’s head-
quarters; and Bamiyan, headquarters of the Hezb-i Wahdat
administration of Hazarajat.

In June 1997, a month after the temporary recapture of
Mazar from the Taliban, the Supreme Defense Council was re-
shaped into the National Islamic United Front for the Salvation
of Afghanistan (UF). This political grouping, commonly if
erroneously known as the Northern Alliance, supported
the Islamic State of Afghanistan (ISA), which continued to
hold Afghanistan’s seat in the UN. The UF included Jamiat,
Junbesh, the main faction of Hezb-i Wahdat, the Shi’a Harakat-
i Islami, which recruited among Sayyid rather than Hazaras,
Sayyaf’s Ittihad-i Islami, and the remnants of the ousted
Jalalabad shura.

The United Front was intended to act as the political sup-
port mechanism for a new government to be based in Mazar-
i Sharif, but that attempt suffered a major setback in August
1997, when a plane carrying forty UF leaders, including Abdul
Rahim Ghaffurzai, the prime minister—designate, crashed,
killing all passengers. Ghaffurzai, a Muhammadzai with ex-
tensive foreign affairs experience, would have given this alli-
ance a more national image and a better international presence.
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Thereafter the United Front was unable to agree on a prime
minister.

Massoud worked both to unify the UFE so it would have
something resembling a chain of command, and to mobilize
international support, especially through public campaigns
against the Taliban. As a result of the latter efforts he was in-
vited to address the European Parliament in Strasbourg in April
2001, soon after the Taliban destroyed the Bamiyan Buddhas.
He tried to reach out to Pashtuns, in particular by signaling
a new willingness to collaborate with Zahir Shah’s plan for a
Loya Jirga. He sought to establish a unified military command
by reaching agreement with his Iranian and Russian suppliers
that future military aid would go entirely through him, as de-
fense minister of the ISA, rather than directly to commanders.
Through a series of meetings in Uzbekistan and Iran, he reached
agreements with Dostum and Ismail Khan and brought both
back to Afghanistan in the spring of 2001. Massoud also met
with such key Pashtun former mujahidin leaders as Abdul Haq
of Nangarhar and Hamid Karzai of Kandahar. These efforts,
which laid the foundation for his posthumous victories after
September 11, no doubt intensified the determination of the
Taliban to expel him from his last foothold in Afghanistan and
of al-Qaeda to eliminate him before Western attention would
turn to Afghanistan after September 11, 2001.

What was the relationship of the Taliban to Osama bin Laden
and al-Qaeda?

The Taliban became increasingly linked to the transnational
fringe of global Islamist politics, including Osama bin Laden
(OBL), especially as their isolation from the global main-
stream grew. They provided a haven to the Islamic Movement
of Uzbekistan, some Chechens and Uighurs, and assorted
militants from other countries. Although these links began
opportunistically, various forms of structural integration com-
plemented them as they persisted.
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The links to Afghanistan and Pakistan of the first bombing
of the New York World Trade Center in 1993 drew attention to
the activities of the Arab networks based in Afghanistan, but
it was not until May 1996, when OBL returned from Sudan
to Afghanistan, that the country became the center of his net-
work, known as al-Qaeda.

Bin Laden, one of the first Arabs to join the mujahidin’s
struggle against the Soviet Union, stayed throughout the war.
He helped fund the participation of Arab and other interna-
tional volunteers. Throughout that time, he worked in col-
laboration with the Saudi intelligence agency, which worked
closely with its Pakistani and US counterparts. OBL turned
against his erstwhile sponsors at the time of the first Gulf War,
when he opposed the invitation of American troops to Saudi
Arabia. He left Saudi Arabia for Sudan in 1991, and Saudi
Arabia deprived him of his citizenship in 1994. Under pressure
from Egypt, which held al-Qaeda responsible for an assassina-
tion attempt on President Mubarak in Addis Ababa, Sudan ex-
pelled bin Laden in 1996. In May he returned to Afghanistan,
having chartered a plane from Ariana Afghan Airlines, sup-
posedly for a cargo flight from Khartoum to Jalalabad. OBL,
together with a group of his followers, lived under the protec-
tion of the Jalalabad shura until the Taliban captured the area
in September 1996.

Neither the United States nor Pakistan, through whose ter-
ritory bin Laden’s plane flew, seem to have objected to his
taking up residence in Afghanistan. Although he had gath-
ered a group of followers from throughout the Arab world
in Sudan, and, with the support of Sudanese Islamist leaders,
had tried to form a worldwide front of radical Islamists, he
was at that time considered a threat mainly within the Middle
East. The Taliban promised Riyadh that OBL would not use his
refuge to support any acts of violence abroad, but in February
1998 he issued a public fatwa calling for worldwide jihad
against “Jews and Crusaders.” As a result, Riyadh reduced
its aid to the Taliban in summer 1998. After the bombings of
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the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998, and
the subsequent US reprisals, Mullah Omar reneged on what
Saudi authorities thought was a commitment to hand over bin
Laden, and Saudi Arabia withdrew assistance and froze diplo-
matic relations. Until then, Saudi Arabia had been one of three
countries, along with Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates,
that maintained diplomatic relations with the Islamic Emirate
of Afghanistan.

The embassy bombings led the Clinton administration to fire
cruise missiles at training camps in Eastern Afghanistan and a
pharmaceutical factory mistaken for a chemical weapons plant
in Sudan. These actions also awakened the Clinton adminis-
tration to the broader dangers posed by OBL’s organization.
Together with subsequent intelligence, this prompted a series
of escalating sanctions imposed on the Taliban. In 1999 the UN
Security Council imposed sanctions against Taliban-controlled
Afghanistan. The US also began intelligence cooperation with
Massoud against the common foe.

What was the relationship of the Taliban to Pakistan once the
Taliban gained power?

The Taliban were effectively a transnational organization, re-
flecting the multifaceted links between some Afghan Pashtuns
and parts of Pakistani society, links that became even denser
after 1978. At least until the change in Pakistan’s declared
policy after September 11, 2001, the Taliban’s military struc-
ture included Pakistani officers. Their decision-making pro-
cess included routine consultation with Pakistani Deobandi
religious leaders. Their foreign relations depended on access to
the outside world through Islamabad and on Pakistani advice
and logistical assistance. Their military force recruited fighters
from Pakistani madrasas, whose students were estimated to
form as much as 20-30 percent of the total. Extremist Pakistani
Deobandi organizations (Sipah-i Sahaba, Lashkar-i Jhangvi,
Harakat-ul-Mujahidin) had bases in areas under their control.
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The Taliban’s economic resources derived from networks
linked to the Pashtun diaspora in Karachi and Dubai, and to
the Pakistani administration in FATA, the Northwest Frontier
Province (now Khyber Pakhtunkhwa), and Balochistan. The
Pakistani rupee was so widely used as currency in areas
under Taliban control that the Pakistan banking authorities
launched an investigation of the impact of that practice on
their economy. The integration of Pakistani elements into the
Taliban at all levels was not simply a result of a policy of the
Pakistani government or military. Instead, the Pakistani state
used and responded to pressures from these transnational
links, which reflected changes in the social and political struc-
tures of the region.

How did the Taliban and the United Front fund their institutions
and operations?

This war, with its transnational linkages, was supported by
the growth of a regional war economy, including smuggling
of consumer goods, the drug trade, and the gem trade. These
economic activities provided resources for the warring parties
and cemented their ties to the social groups that profited from
these activities. As elsewhere, the war economy entrenched
interests in maintaining the social linkages that supported the
conflict.

The security enforced by the Taliban corresponded to an
economic need. Before the ascent of the Taliban, predation
by commanders imposed heavy costs on commerce, blocked
Pakistan’s access to Central Asia, and prevented consolida-
tion of Islamic or any other kind of order. Hence, a coalition
of Pakistani authorities, Afghan and Pakistani traders, and
ultraconservative Afghan and Pakistani religious leaders sup-
ported the Taliban. The Taliban’s control by 1998 of nearly all
the country’s roads, cities, airports, and customs posts drasti-
cally lowered the cost and risk of transport and consolidated
Afghanistan’s position at the center of a regional war economy:.
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The war economy was built on structures that developed
during the anti-Soviet war and even before. The infrastructure
of support for the resistance had poured cash into several so-
cial networks. Before reaching its intended beneficiaries, both
military and humanitarian aid passed through many interna-
tional, Pakistani, and Afghan intermediaries, some of whom
skimmed off cash and resold arms and commodities. These
resources provided capital to expand smuggling and other
businesses. While the Pakistani military delivered arms to
mujahidin parties in its own trucks, private teamsters moved
the supplies to the border region and into Afghanistan.
Many of these trucks were already active in Pakistani-
Afghan smuggling that exploited the Afghan Transit Trade
Agreement (ATTA). Under this agreement, listed goods could
be imported duty-free in sealed containers into Pakistan for
onward shipment to landlocked Afghanistan. Many, if not
most, of the goods were instead sold in smugglers” markets
(bara bazaars) in Pakistan. During the war the trucks used
in this lucrative trade were also leased for arms transport,
the income from which expanded the capital available for
investment in smuggling linked to the ATTA, as well as the
growing drug trade.

The breakup of the Soviet Union raised the economic stakes
in Afghanistan and pitted Iran and Pakistan against each other
in competition for access to the oil- and gas-rich Central Asian
states. Pakistan saw commercial and political connections to
Central Asia via Afghanistan as key to the development of
“strategic depth” in its confrontation with India. The US de-
fined an interest in the independence and economic diversifi-
cation of the Central Asian states, without relaxing sanctions
on Iran, which would have provided an economically feasible
pipeline route. Pipelines through Afghanistan would recon-
cile those contradictory goals. Various companies, including
the US-based Unocal Corporation in alliance with the Saudi
company Delta (whose consortium received American gov-
ernment encouragement) and its Argentine rival Bridas, began
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negotiations with the Rabbani government and de facto power
holders. Traders chafed at the growing insecurity along the
major routes crossing the country.

The projected oil and gas pipelines were stymied by the
continuing war and the Taliban’s harboring of OBL. The war
economy in Afghanistan consisted of the transit trade, the
drug trade, the gem trade, service industries stimulated by
the growth of the former three, and the emission of currency.
Foreign exchange earned by exports financed Afghanistan’s
imports of war materiel as well as food and other necessities.”
The Taliban controlled the transit trade, which seemed to be
the largest of these sectors; Massoud and his successors con-
trolled the gem trade. Until 2000 opium production and trade
expanded in regions controlled by both sides, butin 1999, areas
controlled by the Taliban produced 97 percent of Afghanistan’s
poppy.* During 2000 and 2001, however, with the Taliban’s
ban on poppy cultivation in effect, the UF-controlled areas ap-
peared to have a higher production. Sales of opium and its de-
rivatives continued, drawing on the stocks of two consecutive
bumper crops. Traders sold off these stocks in the aftermath
of September 11, causing raw opium prices to fall by about
two-thirds.

Control by the Taliban of most of the main road system
cleared a corridor for the smuggling of duty-free consumer
goods from Dubai to Pakistan. Until a ban on international
flights from Taliban territory imposed under UN Security
Council sanctions on November 14, 1999, some goods were
flown directly to Afghanistan from Dubai. Most goods crossed
the Persian Gulf by ship to Iran, where truckers hauled them

19. Z. F. Naqvi, Afghanistan-Pakistan Trade Relations (Islamabad: World
Bank, 1999).

20. United Nations International Drug Control Programme, Afghanistan
Programme: Annual Opium Poppy Survey 1999 (Islamabad: UNDCP,
1999); United Nations International Drug Control Programme,
Strategic study 5: An Analysis of the Process of Expansion of Opium Poppy
to New Districts in Afghanistan, 2nd report (Islamabad: UNDCP, 1999).
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to Afghanistan and then into Pakistan.?’ This trade comple-
mented smuggling into Pakistan under cover of the ATTA. In
June 1998 I observed that many of the trucks appeared to be
carrying automotive vehicle tires and spare parts rather than
the electronic appliances I had heard so much about. I later
learned that because automotive parts had recently been elim-
inated from the list of goods eligible for import under the
ATTA, they were being imported by this alternate route.”

A World Bank study estimated the value of unofficial re-
exports to Pakistan at $2.1 billion in 1997 (out of a total of $2.5
billion in exports), the first year after the Taliban had cap-
tured Kabul. The total re-exports amounted to nearly half of
Afghanistan’s estimated GDP, and those to Pakistan constituted
around 12 to 13 percent of Pakistan’s total trade.” A follow-up
study found that unofficial re-exports had decreased to about
$1.1 billion by 2000, of which $885 million went to Pakistan,
probably due both to a liberalization in Pakistan’s trade re-
gulations that reduced the incentive for smuggling and to
tighter controls. The earlier World Bank study estimated that
the Taliban derived at least $75 million in 1997 from taxing
Afghanistan-Pakistan transit trade. The effective tax rates
(taking into account the difference between valuations at offi-
cial and market exchange rates) were less than 10 percent for
all commodities in 2000.** Although this is a significant income
in the context of Afghanistan, it is far less than the amount of

21. In protest against the murder of Iranian diplomats and a journalist
by Taliban troops in Mazar-i Sharif, Iran closed the Afghanistan-
Pakistan border between August 1998 and November 1999. During
that period the goods took a detour via Turkmenistan.

22. Naqvi, Afghanistan-Pakistan Trade Relations.

23. Ibid.

24. World Bank, “Trade and Regional Cooperation between Afghanistan
and Its Neighbors,” February 18, 2004, http:/ /siteresources.worldbank.
org/INTSARREGTOPINTECOTRA /1385530-1139318607199
/20810980/ TradeAndRegionalCooperation.pdf.
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Pakistani duties that would be owed on these goods, so the
more indirect contraband route was still profitable.

Before the appearance of the Taliban, Afghanistan was al-
ready a major opium producer. About 56 percent of the poppy
crop was grown in the areas of Southern Afghanistan that the
Taliban captured in the fall of 1994, and 39 percent was grown
in Eastern Afghanistan, which the Taliban took two years later.
These remained the principal opium-growing areas, though
the poppy crop also spread to new regions.”

Afghans, including the Taliban, earn relatively little from
this crop. Superprofits in the global drug market derive
from the risk premium of marketing an illegal commodity in
wealthy societies. Producers and marketers of the raw material
share in these profits only if they develop vertical integration
through to the retail markets, as the Colombian cocaine cartels
did in the 1980s.2 Afghan opium traders, however, generally
sell only to the border; a few are involved as far as the Persian
Gulf, but not in the lucrative retail markets.?”

Within Afghanistan, although opium growing and trading
involved economic risk, neither the Taliban nor their oppon-
ents originally treated these as criminal activities, and there
was consequently neither a high-risk premium nor any violent
competition for markets. After the ban on opium cultivation,
the Taliban continued to permit the opium trade, leading some
to speculate that the ban was an attempt to increase profits by
raising prices. The opium trade in Afghanistan at that time
was, by and large, peaceful and competitive.®

It is difficult to estimate how much revenue the Taliban de-
rived from this trade. Growers paid the Islamic tithe (ushr) at
the farmgate (goods purchased directly from a farm) on opium

25. UNDCEP, Strategic study 5: Opium Poppy.

26. Manuel Castells, End of Millennium, vol. 3 of The Information
Age: Economy, Society, and Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 166@-205.

27. UNDCEP, Strategic study 2: Dynamics of the Farmgate Opium Trade.

28. Ibid.
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and other produce, mostly in kind. Less consistent reports in-
dicate that the Taliban also levied zakat of 20 percent on traders
in opium and opium derivatives. Some evidence indicates
that this zakat was collected only in the south, not in the east,
where Taliban control was less stable.”” (For more details, see
chapter 8.)

The transit and drug trades were complemented by service
industries, such as fuel stations, shops, and tea houses. Much
of the fuel was smuggled from Iran, where its subsidized price
was approximately nine cents per liter, less than a soft drink.
The official budget in Kabul (which did not include military ex-
penses) seems to have been paid for by direct foreign aid from
Pakistan (Rs. 500 million, or about $10 million in 1998) and a
few tax revenues from Kabul itself. Until the summer of 1998
the Taliban also received direct financial assistance from Saudi
Arabia, which provided subsidized fuel as well as cash grants.
These were ended in protest over the Taliban’s failure to expel
or curb Osama bin Laden.

Although the Taliban controlled all major branches of the
central bank, Da Afghanistan Bank, they did not print their
own money. The Taliban continued to recognize the notes de-
livered to the Massoud-Rabbani forces, despite their protest
against this funding of their enemies and the resulting deval-
uation of their currency. Taliban banking officials said they
recognized the Rabbani currency because they did not wish
to undermine national unity by circulating two currencies.®

29. Bizhan Torabi, “Entretien avec Mollah Mohammad Omar,” Politique
internationale, 74 (1996-97): 141-42; UNDCP, Strategic study
2: Dynamics of the Farmgate Opium Trade, p. 13; Ahmed Rashid, Taliban.
According to Sharia, zakat is a tax on wealth levied at 2.5 percent, or
one-fortieth. It is unclear on what legal basis the Taliban imposed
this tax at a much higher rate and on a flow of commerce rather than
a stock of wealth. It is also unclear whether the zakat is assessed on
gross income or on profit.

30. Interviews with director of Bank-i Milli Afghanistan, Kandahar,
and deputy director of Da Afghanistan Bank, Kabul, June 1998.
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In practice, the Taliban would probably have had difficulty
obtaining professionally printed notes.*!

Northeast Afghanistan, controlled by Massoud until his
assassination on September 9, 2001, produced only 3 per-
cent of Afghanistan’s opium before the Taliban’s ban.
Commanders levied ushr on opium farmers, and at least
some local authorities taxed opium traders as well.*> There
were a number of heroin refineries, though authorities des-
troyed some of them. Besides the aid it received, mainly
from Iran, and the continued delivery of new Afghan cur-
rency, the United Front’s main income (actually SCN’s in-
come) came from the gem trade. Massoud taxed trade in
lapis lazuli and emeralds, collecting ushr from mine owners
and zakat from traders. In 1997 Massoud established a mo-
nopoly in purchase of the gems, and in 1999 he signed an
agreement with a Polish firm, Inter Commerce, to market
them. His aides estimated that the trade had previously
brought in $40 to $60 million per year and that the new
joint venture might make as much as $200 million in annual
income.®

Both of these officials were graduates of Pakistani madrasas,
with no economic, commercial, or financial background or
experience.

31. The international legal regime for currency printing is complex
and decentralized. In controversial cases the few companies that
do “security printing” (of currency, passports, and other offi-
cial documents) look to their host governments (usually their
major customers) for guidance. These governments generally
use political criteria in giving opinions about such contracts.
The major security printers are in the United States, the United
Kingdom, Germany, and France, none of which look favorably
on the Taliban. I thank R. Scott Horton for clarifying these points
for me.

32. Bernard Frahi, Tony Davis, personal communications.

33. Frangoise Chipaux, “Des mines d’émeraude pour financer, la
résistance du commandant Massoud,” Le Monde, July 17, 1999.
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What relations did the Taliban have with the US and the rest of the
international community?

The Taliban knew absolutely nothing about the United States
and the rest of the international community. They neither knew
about them as they conceive of themselves, nor did they know
about them as they were conceived to be by Osama bin Laden.
Their experience with the US was that it had supported them
in their jihad against the Soviet Union. They wanted to be ac-
cepted by the international community, as long as it was on their
own principles and terms. They sent a delegation to New York in
January 1997 to try to get Afghanistan’s UN seat at the General
Assembly. The Taliban had banned the planting of opium mainly
as an effort to obtain international recognition, but the ban did
not extend to trafficking from the large existing stockpiles. The
Taliban had identified counter-narcotics as a policy area where
they could meet the demands of the international community.

The Taliban’s relations with Afghanistan’s neighbors other
than Pakistan mainly derived from their relationship to foreign
Sunni Islamist groups. Iran’s policy sought to break out of the
isolation imposed by US sanctions. It sought to link up with
Central Asia by supporting groups in Western, Central, and
Northern Afghanistan against what it saw as attempted encircle-
ment by a US-led grouping including Saudi Arabia and Pakistan.
The competition between Pakistan and Iran, which also took
on a Sunni-Shi‘a sectarian dimension, became a cultural con-
frontation between an Arab-Pashtun alliance and Persian and
Turki speakers. In 1998, eleven Iranian diplomats were killed
by Pakistan-based militants as the Taliban captured the city of
Mazar i-Sharif. Taliban-Iran relations became strained even fur-
ther, to the extent that Iran deployed seven thousand troops on
the Afghanistan-Iran border preparing for a possible war.*

34. Douglas Jelh, “Iran Holds Taliban Responsible for 9 Diplomats’
Deaths,” New York Times, September 11, 1998, http://www.nytimes.
com/1998/09/11/world/iran-holds-taliban-responsible-for-9-
diplomats-deaths.html.
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Afghanistan provided weapons and refuge (facilitated by
cross-border links among Tajiks) that helped intensify the 1992—
o5 war in Tajikistan, set off by the Soviet collapse. The drug
trade also penetrated Tajikistan and its neighbors, drawing in
the Russian mafia and corrupting the Russian border guards, as
well as Central Asian governments. Pakistan and Iran each be-
came home to hundreds of thousands if not millions of opium
and heroin addicts, and HIV and AIDS began to spread rapidly
in Central Asia, as a result of both intravenous drug use and the
related increase in prostitution.

Members of a repressed Islamist group in Uzbekistan's
Ferghana Valley fled to Afghanistan and Tajikistan in 1992.
Some of the Uzbek fighters, reorganized as the Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan, established bases in opposition-
controlled areas of Tajikistan as well as in Afghanistan, where
they developed links to al-Qaeda. After the implementation of
the 1996 Tajikistan peace accord, members of this group sought
to fight their way back to Uzbekistan directly from Tajikistan
and across southern Kyrgyzstan, taking hostages and setting
off international crises. Some of their fighters established bases
in FATA, where they received training in some of the same
Pakistani madrasas that gave birth to the Taliban.

Evenbefore September 11, 2001, massive displacements caused
by both war and drought had placed all the neighboring countries
under pressure once again, but now, unlike in the 1980s, Afghan
refugees were not welcome anywhere. Pakistan, Tajikistan, and
Iran—all in different ways and for different reasons—trejected
them, refusing to register them and/or forcing them to return.

Since the bombings of the US embassies in Africa in August
1998, terrorism dominated the international agenda on
Afghanistan. UN Security Council resolutions passed in 1999 and
2000 imposed increasingly stringent sanctions against the Taliban
on the grounds that they were harboring Osama bin Laden, al-
Qaeda, and other terrorist groups and training centers.®

35. United Nations Security Council, Resolution 1363 (July 2001);
Resolution 1333 (December 2000); Resolution 1267 (October 1999).
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Their policies often brought the Taliban into conflict with the
international aid community, led by the United Nations. A di-
alectic of confrontation and concession developed. Especially
after the imposition of the first round of UN sanctions against
the Taliban at the end of 1999, the core leadership seemed to
conclude that it was unlikely to win the acceptance of the in-
ternational community and drew closer to OBL and his allies.
The Taliban considered the July 2000 decree of Mullah Omar
banning the cultivation of opium poppy a final test of the
goodwill of the international community. The Taliban had
identified one demand they could meet without violating their
religious principles, but the response seemed to them inade-
quate. International actors reacted not only to the opium ban
but also to new restrictions on aid workers and the continued
harboring of terrorists, as well as the Taliban’s violations of
human rights—not only by the measures limiting women’s
rights but also by the massacres of Hazaras. The destruction of
the Bamiyan Buddhas in March 2001 symbolized the Taliban’s
new direction: by destroying a key symbol of Afghanistan’s
pre-Islamic glory, they showed they were not nationalists but
pan-Islamists and under “Wahhabi” influence to boot. This de-
cision alienated some within their own ranks and solidified re-
lations between the Arabs and Mullah Omar.*

How did the Taliban respond to 9/11, and why did they refuse
to hand over the al-Qaeda leaders?

As far as we know, the Taliban had no advance knowledge
of the 9/11 attacks. Their first reaction was to condemn the
attacks. In October 2001, President George Bush gave the
Taliban an ultimatum: “hand over bin Laden or . . . ,” while
preparing to topple the regime in cooperation with the United

36. Barnett Rubin, Fragmentation of Afghanistan, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2002).
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Front. Mullah Omar delayed, trying to find an Islamic solu-
tion; Pakistan’s leader General Musharaf sent a delegation to
Kandahar. Omar convened a council of ulama to determine
what was the right Islamic thing to do with Osama bin Laden.
The council of ulama decreed that Afghanistan was not hos-
tile to any country, but if anyone invades the country, then it
will wage defensive jihad against them. Some in the Taliban
leadership advocated the expulsion of OBL and al-Qaeda, but
Mullah Omar ultimately rejected President Bush’s ultimatum.
He claimed to be willing to hand over bin Laden for trial by an
Islamic country, but not to the United States.

On October 7, 2001, US and British forces launched a mili-
tary offensive against al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan.



6

9/11, INTERNATIONAL
INTERVENTION, AND
THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC
OF AFGHANISTAN

What happened in the run-up to 9/11?

Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, the leaders of al-
Qaeda, returned to Afghanistan from Khartoum, Sudan, in
May 1996. There they joined a small but growing group of
international radical Islamists belonging to different groups.
Uzbeks were the largest foreign group, followed by the Arabs,
who were divided into various factions. Of all the factions
only al-Qaeda advocated direct attacks on the “far enemy,” the
United States.!

In November 1996, two months after the Taliban captured
Jalalabad and came into contact with al-Qaeda for the first
time, Mullah Omar sent an armed delegation to bring bin
Laden to Kandahar. OBL feared he would be executed, but in-
stead Mullah Omar convened him and other leaders of for-
eign fighters in an ultimately failed attempt to gain control
over them.

Bin Laden began the planning for 9/11 several years before
the event. In an effort to keep the plot secret from the Taliban,

1. Abdullah Anas and Tam Hussein, To the Mountains (London: Hurst,
2019), and Mustafa Hamid and Leah Farrell, The Arabs at War in
Afghanistan (London: Hurst, 2015).
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key meetings were held outside Afghanistan, in Kuala Lumpur
and Hamburg. Neither the Taliban nor most of the other Arabs
in Afghanistan knew of the plan.

Bin Laden intended to draw the US into war in Afghanistan,
trapping it like the Soviet Union. In that case the US would
need allies on the ground, which it would find among the
Afghans led by Ahmad Shah Massoud. The CIA had restarted
intelligence cooperation with Massoud, mainly on al-Qaeda,
after the August 1998 bombing of the US embassies in Kenya
and Tanzania.

OBL planned to assassinate Massoud before 9/11 both
to cripple the US’s response and to ingratiate himself with
the Taliban, whose reaction to 9/11 he could not anticipate.
Working with supporters in Europe, he arranged for two
Tunisians masquerading as Belgian journalists of Moroccan
origin to interview Massoud in Afghanistan. On September
8, as their secret deadline approached, after waiting for three
weeks in the town of Khwaja Bahauddin, on the Afghanistan-
Tajikistan border, they threatened to leave if Massoud did not
grant them an interview. When he did so the next day, the as-
sassins detonated an explosive device hidden in their camera,
killing Massoud and an aide and wounding two others. Both
assassins were killed, one by the blast and one by pursuers.

Had the assassination occurred earlier, as planned, the
Taliban might have been able to exploit the United Front’s lead-
ership vacuum to occupy more territory and undermine its or-
ganization. Events moved more quickly, however, awarding
Massoud a posthumous victory.

How did the US and other international actors respond to 9/11?

President George W. Bush announced the way the US would
respond to the al-Qaeda attacks in a speech to a joint session
of the US Congress on September 20, 2001. He identified the
attackers as “a collection of loosely affiliated terrorist organ-
izations known as al-Qaeda,” which “has great influence in
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Afghanistan and supports the Taliban regime.” That regime,
he said, “is not only repressing its own people, it is threat-
ening people everywhere by sponsoring and sheltering and
supplying terrorists.”

Bush made no demands of al-Qaeda: the US would destroy
it. Of the Taliban, however, he demanded,

Deliver to United States authorities all of the leaders of
al-Qaeda who hide in your land.

Release all foreign nationals, including American citi-
zens you have unjustly imprisoned. Protect foreign jour-
nalists, diplomats, and aid workers in your country. Close
immediately and permanently every terrorist training
camp in Afghanistan. And hand over every terrorist and
every person and their support structure to appropriate
authorities.

Give the United States full access to terrorist training
camps, so we can make sure they are no longer operating.

He concluded by saying that “these demands are not open
to negotiation or discussion,” and that the Taliban “will hand
over the terrorists or they will share in their fate.”

The US relied on Pakistan to deliver the message to Mullah
Omar, but the first delegation that General Pervez Musharraf
sent to Kandahar counseled the Taliban leader that the
Americans were bluffing and advised him to resist. When the
US learned of this, it forced a reshuffle of personnel at the ISI.

The Taliban leadership was divided. Mullah Omar con-
vened a shura of ulama, which issued a declaration thanking
bin Laden for his services to jihad but asking him to leave
Afghanistan. OBL first told Mullah Omar he had nothing to
do with the attack. Fearing that the Taliban might turn on
him, though, he fled Kandahar and holed up in the Tora Bora
Mountains south of Jalalabad, where he had helped finance the
construction of a base for Jalaluddin Haqqani in the 1980s. The
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CIA engaged in secret negotiations with Mullah Obaidullah,
the Taliban minister of defense, but even if Mullah Omar had
wanted to make a deal (indications are that he did not), he
could not have done so with the alacrity necessary to satisfy
the outrage of the American public. Military operations began
on October 7.

The US benefitted from broad international solidarity and
support. For the first time, NATO’s Atlantic Council voted to
activate Article V, designating the 9/11 events as an attack on
a NATO member, which all member states would consider an
attack on them. The US secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld,
however, refused the offer of a formal NATO operation, fearing
that a NATO-led coalition would hamper a rapid and decisive
response.

The administration used diplomacy mainly to obtain logis-
tical access to landlocked Afghanistan for the military. US-Iran
relations made the western route impossible despite common
interests, but the US started contacts with Russia and Central
Asia to the north and Pakistan to the east and south. President
Putin intervened with Central Asian leaders to assure that
the US would obtain the required transit and basing rights.
Acquiring his assistance was relatively easy, as the US had ef-
fectively joined Russia and Iran in supporting the United Front.

On Pakistan, which had supported the Taliban, the US
had two options: target Pakistan or coerce it into cutting off
support for the Taliban. The US gave Pakistan an ultimatum.
According to his memoirs, General Musharraf war-gamed re-
sistance but concluded it was futile. He prepared to cooperate
while preserving as many of Pakistan’s Afghanistan assets as
possible.

The US sent CIA teams by helicopter from Tajikistan to con-
tact UF commanders. Iranian intelligence provided logistical
assistance in Tajikistan and on the ground in Afghanistan.
The first stop was Panjshir, where Massoud’s successors,
Muhammad Qasim Fahim (military commander), Abdullah
(foreign affairs), and Yunus Qanuni (political affairs), agreed
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to participate in the US-led effort, with Amrullah Saleh acting
as interpreter. The US did not, however, support the efforts
Massoud had made to centralize command and control over
UF forces. Instead the CIA contacted individual commanders
to assure that it, rather than the UF leadership, exercised stra-
tegic control.

The next step was to fly in small teams of Special Operations
Forces to guide operations in the north, particularly by Dostum
and Atta. With US air support those commanders captured
Mazar-i Sharif on November 10. The next day Taliban fighters
began to withdraw from Kabul. Fahim’s troops had gathered
north of the city as American airstrikes decimated the Taliban
defenders. Whether and when Fahim’s men should enter the
city became a political issue. One of Pakistan’s conditions for
assisting the US was that the “Northern Alliance” should not
be allowed to capture Kabul. Despite calls from some quar-
ters for the US or British special forces to secure the capital
rather than letting it fall to the control of one Afghan group,
the US and UK were unprepared to do so, and the UF forces
under Fahim’s command walked into the undefended city on
November 12.

The remaining Taliban in the north fled into the city of
Kunduz, along with hundreds of foreign fighters and Pakistani
military advisors. They came under the command of Mullah
Fazl, the northern zone commander, and Nurullah Nuri. The
Taliban leaders in Kunduz, seeing that they were surrounded,
decided to negotiate terms of surrender with Dostum. To do
so they had to disarm foreign fighters despite some resist-
ance. General Musharraf negotiated the air evacuation of the
Pakistani officers with the US; Fazl and Nuri surrendered to
Dostum in return for a promise of amnesty and safe passage.
The other Taliban and foreign fighters were locked in shipping
containers and loaded onto trucks to be moved to Dostum’s
fortress at Qala-yi Jangi, Samangan.

En route some of Dostum’s men began firing into the ship-
ping containers in which prisoners were being transported.
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Several hundred were killed in Dasht-i Leili. After arriving in
Qala-i Jangi, some of the foreign fighters, who had smuggled
bombs and other materials, started an uprising in which CIA
agent Johnny Michael Spann became the US'’s first casualty in
Afghanistan. Hundreds of the detainees and forty UF military
personnel also died.

In the south and east there was no single partner for the US
comparable to the United Front. Anxious not to trigger an ethnic
conflict, the US prevented General (later Marshal) Fahim from
sending his Tajik troops south of Kabul. In the east two groups
loosely linked to the UF shared power: The ethnic Pashai militia
of Hazrat Ali controlled northern Nangarhar and the military
garrison in Jalalabad. The “Eastern Shura” led by the Arsala
clan controlled southern Nangarhar in partnership with local
tribes. This area included Tora Bora, in Khugiani district, where
bin Laden made his last stand in Afghanistan. In Loya (Greater)
Paktia (Paktia, Khost, and Paktika provinces) local tribes formed
shuras that took on functions of governance.

Loya (Greater) Kandahar (Kandahar, Zabul, Uruzgan, and
Helmand) remained in the hands of the Taliban. US Special
Forces were active in the area searching for al-Qaeda leaders.
The main commander they tried to support was Hamid Karzai,
from a prominent Popalzai family.

Who is Hamid Karzai?

Hamid Karzai is a member of Ahmad Shah Durrani’s Popalzai
tribe. His father, Abdul Ahad Karzai, was a prominent elder of
the tribe and deputy speaker of the upper house of parliament
in the 1960s. Hamid Karzai describes himself as a “tribal man”
from a “parliamentary family.” In an interview on March 1,
2014, he told the Washington Post, “I am a pacifist, I am a total,
absolute pacifist. I don’t believe in war, and I don’t believe in
guns, and I don’t believe in politics.” He is the only ruler of
Afghanistan (and possibly of any other country) to have made
such a statement.
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During the resistance against the Soviets, Karzai was the
spokesman for Mojaddedi. When the mujahidin government
came into power, Mojaddedi, who was president for the first
six months, appointed Karzai as Afghanistan’s permanent rep-
resentative to the UN in New York.

Back in Kabul in the fall of 1992, Karzai became deputy
minister of foreign affairs under President Rabbani. He would
sometimes act as Rabbani’s English interpreter, because he had
attended the University of Simla in India. At one point mem-
bers of Jamiat became suspicious of him, and he was arrested
by the National Directorate of Security (NDS), then headed
by Fahim, who later served as Karzai’s minister of defense
(2001-04). According to the story, during Karzai’s interroga-
tion Gulbuddin Hekmatyar fired a rocket at the jail, and he
escaped. He rejoined his father in Quetta, where he became ac-
tive in the Loya Jirga movement and the Rome Group around
Zahir Shah.

When the Taliban captured Kandahar in 1994, the Karzai
family provided some initial assistance. Karzai has said that
of all the groups in Kandahar at that time, the Taliban seemed
to be the most honest. The Taliban considered making him
their unofficial representative at the UN, but Mullah Omar fi-
nally decided not to give such an important job to someone
who was not a member of the Taliban movement. Karzai saw
signs of the Taliban’s increasing radicalism and dependence
on Pakistan and Arab jihadists, while the Taliban realized that
Karzai would never join the movement.

The Loya Jirga movement became an anti-Taliban move-
ment, although it had started before the Taliban. Karzai sup-
ported Zahir Shah and made several trips to Rome. Within the
Zahir Shah camp, he was one of those who supported cooper-
ation with the Northern Alliance. The other side, led by Abdul
Hagq of the Nangarhar Arsala clan, urged Zahir Shah to mobi-
lize fighters himself. Abdul Haq hoped to be the commander of
the king’s forces. The group to which Karzai belonged argued
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that if the king had his own army, he would become just an-
other faction, rather than a symbol of national unity.

In 2000 and 2001 Karzai traveled to Dushanbe to meet
Massoud. He had been thrust into a leadership position when
Taliban gunmen assassinated his father in Quetta in July 1999.
He continued his father’s work on the Loya Jirga movement,
which by then had merged with Zahir Shah’s office in Rome.
Karzai tried to enlist the US in supporting and unifying the
anti-Taliban forces.

Karzai was in Quetta on 9/11, and Pakistan soon revoked
his visa. He had no military experience—he had been a po-
litical figure during the anti-Soviet jihad and the initial years
of the Islamic State of Afghanistan. Nonetheless, he rode back
into Afghanistan on a motorcycle. Accompanied by a CIA of-
ficer, he gathered a following of armed Popalzais and some
others. By late November, he and his men had reached the vil-
lage of Shah Wali Kot, about fifty miles northeast of Kandahar.
Karzai and Mullah Omar held discussions through a me-
diator. On December 5 the news came that the Bonn confer-
ence had chosen him as the leader of Afghanistan’s interim
administration.

From that point on, his personal story merged with Afghan
history.

How was the new government, led by Hamid Karzai, established,
and what was the Bonn Agreement?

On November 10, 2001, President Bush told the UN General
Assembly, “The United States will work with the UN to sup-
port a post-Taliban government that represents all of the
Afghan people.”

During the 2000 election George Bush had campaigned
against American involvement in “nation building.” Secretary
of State Colin Powell persuaded him that the UShad to do some-
thing to replace the Taliban regime. Assigning responsibility to
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the UN checked that box without the US taking responsibility
for it.

UN Secretary-General (SG) Kofi Annan recalled Lakhdar
Brahimi to resume his service as special representative (SRSG)
to oversee this mission. Brahimi’s consultations led to the con-
vening of the UN Talks on Afghanistan in Bonn, Germany,
from November 29 to December 6, 2001.

From the beginning, the US and the UN had differing ob-
jectives. For SG Annan and SRSG Brahimi, the war had started
in 1978. When the 1988 Geneva Accords and 1989 Soviet with-
drawal failed to end the war, the UN launched new peace-
making efforts. Brahimi had led those efforts from 1997 to
1999, and Annan recalled him to try once again to bring a
twenty-three-year-old conflict to an end. Peacemaking and
peace building were the principal goals. For the US, though,
the war started in 2001. The Bonn Agreement and civilian op-
erations in Afghanistan were part of the war effort against the
Taliban and al-Qaeda, not part of a peace effort on behalf of the
people of Afghanistan.

Four Afghan delegations participated in the Bonn talks.
The most important were the United Front (UF), commonly
called the Northern Alliance, and the Rome group. The UF
was a coalition of non-Pashtun and Islamist armed groups
that had resisted the Taliban in the name of the Islamic
State of Afghanistan, the government headed by President
Burhanuddin Rabbani, which the Taliban had expelled from
Kabul in 1996. By the time the Bonn Conference opened, the
Supervisory Council of the North (SCN), the UF’s shock troops
built by the late Ahmad Shah Massoud, had already reoccu-
pied Kabul. The ethnic composition and geographical origin of
those forces resembled those that had overthrown Amanullah
Khan and installed Amir Habibullah Kalakani (Bacha-i Sagaw)
in 1928.

Habibullah had been routed and hanged by Nadir Khan,
father of Zahir Shah, who led the Rome group, which also par-
ticipated in the Bonn negotiations. Named after the city where
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the former king had lived since his 1973 ouster, the Rome
group included exiled elites from the royal regime. They had
gathered around Zahir Shah since 1983, when the former king
called for a solution to the Afghan conflict based on the institu-
tion of the Loya Jirga.

The other participants were the Peshawar and Cyprus
groups, which supposedly safeguarded the interests of Pakistan
and Iran, respectively. The Peshawar group, led by the Gailani
family, was chosen at a jirga of Pashtun tribal elders convened
by the ISI in Peshawar. The Cyprus group’s members, of var-
ious views and backgrounds, had convened on Cyprus with
Iranian support as an alternative to the Rome group. They
were led by a son-in-law of Gulbuddin Hikmatyar, who was
under house arrest in Tehran.

The UN convened the meeting in Bonn. Other interna-
tional stakeholders sent representatives who did not par-
ticipate in the drafting sessions but whom Brahimi and
the Afghan participants could consult. The presence of
American, Iranian, and Russian representatives enabled the
UN to reach back to the Afghan leadership on the ground
when necessary.

The conference drafted and approved an agreement on “in-
terim arrangements pending the re-establishing of permanent
institutions of government in Afghanistan.” The two items on
the conference’s agenda were:

® Choosing an internationally recognized interim au-
thority to take control of the state after the defeat of the
Taliban; and

e Setting out a roadmap for how the interim authority
would preside over a political process to broaden its base
of support and reestablish a fully legitimate government.

Of the Afghan participants, only the SCN came with a po-
litical strategy, and only the Rome group came with a plan for
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the transition. Though Yunus Qanuni, head of the UF delega-
tion and one of Massoud’s principal aides, did not say so, it
soon became evident that the SCN sought to use negotiations
to form a coalition with the Rome group and sideline Rabbani.
On November 17, 2001, supported and funded by Russia,
Rabbani had entered Kabul, where he proclaimed himself
president. He instructed Qanuni to listen and report back from
Bonn, but not to reach any agreement. Instead, after making a
show of resistance, Qanuni stayed on to negotiate the compo-
sition of a new government. (He had little choice, as he and his
delegation had been transported to the meeting on a British
military aircraft, and Secretary Powell instructed his envoy
James Dobbins to assure that they would not leave.)

American diplomats, reinforced by the military on the
ground, pressed Rabbani to transfer power to the new gov-
ernment. After initial hesitation, Russia and Iran joined the US
in supporting a settlement at Bonn, leaving Rabbani with no
choice but to agree.

Tensions over the ethnic balance pervaded the meeting,
though participants rarely spoke of them explicitly. The weak-
ness of non-Taliban Pashtun leadership in most of the country,
plus the occupation of Kabul by Tajiks mainly from Panjshir,
inspired anxiety that Pashtuns would be marginalized. No
one spoke Pashto at the opening session. The leaders of the
UE, Rome group, and Cyprus group spoke in Persian, while
the leader of the Peshawar group spoke in English. Midway
through the talks, Haji Abdul Qadir, from the Arsala clan in
Jalalabad, whose “Eastern Shura” had allied with the UF and
was there as part of their delegation, walked out, claiming
there was insufficient Pashtun representation. He later became
governor of Nangarhar and then vice president, the office he
held when he was assassinated in July 2002.

At the end of the meeting, the Peshawar group’s Anwar
ul-Haq Ahady refused to sign the agreement on the grounds
that it was insufficiently representative, which referred to the
underrepresentation of Pashtuns. He was the leader of the
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Pashtun Nationalist Afghan Mellat Party. He later became
governor of the central bank, commerce minister, and finance
minister.

At Bonn, the UN tried to help the Afghans design a pro-
cess to address the ethnic balance equitably. The same process,
starting with the Emergency Loya Jirga, might have been able
to bring the Taliban into the new system.

As the UF came to Bonn with no ideas on how to manage a
transition other than staying in the positions of power they now
occupied, the conference relied on a plan drafted by the Rome
group. The plan called for stages of transition legitimated first
by an Emergency Loya Jirga (ELJ) and then a Constitutional
Loya Jirga (CLJ). Neither of these bodies had clear definitions,
but the understanding was that the EL] delegates would be
chosen according to makeshift procedures appropriate for a
country emerging from war, while the CL] would conform as
much as possible to previous laws defining the Loya Jirga. The
interim government would last for six months, during which
it would appoint an Independent Commission for Convening
the Emergency Loya Jirga. The EL]’s task would be to choose
a “transitional” government. The transitional government,
which would be chosen in Afghanistan, would be more repre-
sentative than the interim authority named at Bonn, since the
ELJ would include all those who, in Brahimi’s words, “for one
reason or another could not participate in Bonn.” Brahimi and
the UN understood that to include the Taliban, but the US and
others did not.

The UF reluctantly accepted the Loya Jirga, because they
had no alternative process to propose, but they feared that
the elites of the old regime would manipulate it to reestab-
lish the former system. The Rome group had come to Bonn
expecting Zahir Shah to preside over the transition. Short of
that, they proposed that he chair the EL]. After strong resist-
ance by the UF, the conference agreed finally that the ELG
would “be opened” by Zahir Shah as a symbol of historical
continuity.
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The role of the king was the subject of other disputes as
well. If only because the UF had no alternative proposal,
the conference agreed that the legal framework for the new
government would be the applicable parts of the 1964 con-
stitution, the last one widely considered legitimate. It was,
however, a monarchical constitution, and, together with
Zahir Shah’s return to play a role in the EL]J, it was hard
for Iran to accept. At the insistence of Iranian envoy Javad
Zarif, the agreement specified that the constitution of 1964
would be applied except for “those provisions relating to
the monarchy, and the executive and legislative bodies.”
The UF also demanded that the agreement’s preamble say
that its purpose was to establish a republican form of gov-
ernment. The Rome group, which did not want to rule out
the restoration of the monarchy, opposed that language.
Brahimi resolved the issue by saying that since there is no
king in Afghanistan, language addressing the issue was not
necessary.

The transitional government elected at the EL] would ap-
point a constitutional commission and convene a CL] within
eighteen months to adopt the constitution. At the insistence of
the US and Iran, the agreement required the transitional gov-
ernment to hold “free and fair elections” for a “fully represen-
tative government” within two years of the EL], namely about
six months after the adoption of the constitution. Since the
form of government (presidential, parliamentary, or mixed)
was yet to be determined, the agreement did not specify what
kind of elections.

The parties also disagreed about the transition of armed
groups to security forces. The UN had drafted a standard ar-
ticle on the demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration
(DDR) of armed groups. The commanders in the UF delega-
tion opposed any mention of disarmament as dishonorable.
Instead the agreement provided for these forces to be “re-
organized” as required under the “command and control” of
the interim authority.
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To protect the new government and the political process
from pressure by armed groups, Annex I of the agreement
called on the UN Security Council to authorize a multina-
tional force to secure Kabul and surrounding areas. The MNF
(Multinational Force), later called the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF), was also to train new security forces
for the Afghan government. According to the same Annex, all
military groups were to withdraw from Kabul and any other
area to which the UN-mandated force might be deployed, so
that the politically neutral ISAF would be in full control of se-
curity. This never happened, and Fahim’s troops remained the
predominant Afghan armed force in Kabul, together with the
police and intelligence apparatus that the SCN also controlled.
The Annex also provided for ISAF to expand to other “urban
centers and other areas.” Secretary Rumsfeld, however, vetoed
such expansion, as he did not want another security force in
the same battle space as his kinetic counterterrorist forces. He
relented in 2003 when the force requirements of the Iraq War
made it necessary to supplement US with other NATO troops.

An article drafted by the UN prohibiting the interim au-
thority from giving amnesty for war crimes or crimes against
humanity met opposition from the commanders present and,
by satellite telephone, those on the ground. UF commanders
in the field rebelled against what they were hearing—that the
UN would send troops to Afghanistan to disarm them and try
them for war crimes. Omitting the article on amnesty and in-
cluding a clause thanking the “mujahidin” for their sacrifice
kept them on board.

The structure and composition of the interim authority was
the most contentious issue, as it determined the initial distri-
bution of power. The new government’s political legitimacy
would depend in part on convincing the non-Taliban majority
of Pashtuns that the Taliban’s overthrow and the capture of
Kabul by a Tajik armed force would serve national, rather
than ethnic, goals. Agreement on a Pashtun interim head of
state would help avoid the appearance of an ethnic victory.
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According to his associates, Massoud had come to the same
conclusion before his death. At Bonn, Karzai was the candidate
of the UF, UN, and US. He had little support within his own
Rome group, however.

In deference to the former king, the Bonn Agreement stated,
not entirely accurately, that Zahir Shah had declined the par-
ticipants’ request to lead the government. Zahir Shah agreed
to the statement and showed no inclination toward power
or politics, despite the ambitions of others in his family. The
Rome group claimed that, as they were the representatives of
the former king, they had the right to choose the leader. The
participants agreed that the Rome group could nominate a
leader, who would be approved if no other group objected.
The Rome group voted for the chair of its delegation to Bonn,
Abdul Sattar Sirat, to become head of the interim authority,
which would have contradicted the UN-UF-US strategy of as-
suring at least symbolic Pashtun leadership. (Sirat, a former
chief justice, is variously reported to be Uzbek or Tajik.) When
Brahimi asked for the UF’s opinion, Qanuni said that he could
not object, because Sirat was married to his wife’s cousin. It
was left to Hamid Gailani, head of the Peshawar group, to veto
Sirat. The delegates agreed to the pre-cooked choice of Karzai.

The SCN then proposed that under Karzai as head of state,
Qanuniwould become prime minister, while other SCN leaders,
all natives of the Panjshir Valley, would control all power min-
istries and agencies including foreign affairs, defense, interior,
and intelligence. The final agreement maintained the SCN mo-
nopoly on those positions, but it did not include the post of
prime minister. Karzai, the interim president, became head of
both state and government, with a monopoly over appoint-
ments, setting the stage for changes to come.

Combined with the adoption of the 1964 constitution as the
legal framework for the government, the establishment of a
presidential-like system left Afghanistan’s much-weakened
centralized structures in place. It is commonly said that the
US and UN “imposed” an inappropriately centralized system
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on Afghanistan. The centralization of the Afghan state’s legal
framework may be inappropriate, but all the Bonn Agreement
did was to leave it in place. How the state actually operated
was a different matter and was determined more by the dis-
tribution of money and weapons than anything agreed upon
at Bonn.

When the agreement that made him president was an-
nounced, Karzai was still in Shah Wali Kot. On December 6,
the day after the signing of the Bonn Agreement, he and the
Taliban leadership in Kandahar agreed to a truce. The Taliban
agreed to hand over the four provinces they still controlled
to the interim administration. In return, Karzai promised the
Taliban an amnesty and that Mullah Muhammad Omar would
be able to live in dignity in Kandahar. No documentary evi-
dence of this agreement is known to have survived. This ac-
count is based on the testimony of participants.

The limits on Karzai’s power became obvious immedi-
ately. Secretary Rumsfeld disavowed Karzai’'s agreement with
the Taliban in a press briefing at the Pentagon, where he re-
sponded to repeated questioning about Karzai’s agreement
with the Taliban by saying that there would be “no negoti-
ated solution.” The US implemented the policy that “those
who harbor terrorists will share in their fate” by detaining
all senior Taliban leaders (and some not so senior ones) they
could find, even those who surrendered and offered to help
find bin Laden. It nullified any promises of amnesty in return
for surrender given by Afghan leaders in accord with tradi-
tion. Dostum had to turn over Nuri and Fazl, whose release
the Taliban demanded in November 2010 at their first post-9/
11 direct talks with the US, and who joined the Taliban negoti-
ating team in Doha in 2019.

The US sought a place of detention that would not, in the
Bush administration’s view, be subject to US domestic or any
other legal system. That is how it ended up opening the de-
tention center on Guantanamo Bay Naval Base, where neither
US nor Cuban law applied. They sought to exempt the facility
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from international humanitarian law as well by categorizing
the detainees as “illegal combatants.” Many Taliban who had
initially gone back to their villages fled instead to Pakistan.

What was the political role of the UN in Afghanistan?

The UN played and still plays many roles in Afghanistan.
Besides the political role of officials reporting to the UN
Secretary-General in fulfillment of the SG’s good-offices role,
the UN also worked on human rights, with a particular em-
phasis on women'’s rights, economic development, coordina-
tion of international assistance, elections, legal and judicial
reform, DDR of combatants, building and monitoring the po-
lice force, cultural and historical preservation, public health,
education, census and demography, humanitarian assistance,
and more. In its most visible and public role, however, it rep-
resented the community of nations in providing good offices
to Afghans trying to reestablish government after the virtual
collapse of both the state and nonmilitary politics.

The UN was effective in its political role when the senior
representatives of the US and UN cooperated. At Bonn,
Brahimi worked closely with James Dobbins from the
Department of State and Zalmay Khalilzad of the National
Security Council (NSC). Khalilzad, an Afghan immigrant to
the US, had worked on Afghanistan during the 1980s in the
Reagan administration and knew most of the Afghan leaders.
He knew Ashraf Ghani, then an advisor to Brahimi, from his
adolescence in Kabul, and he knew me, also an advisor of
Brahimi’s, from the 1970s, when we were both graduate stu-
dents in the Department of Political Science at the University
of Chicago. When Brahimi moved to Kabul as SRSG and head
of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) , he
continued to work with Khalilzad, first as presidential spe-
cial envoy and then, from November 2003, as ambassador to
Afghanistan. Ghani and Khalilzad also had long-standing re-
lationships with Hamid Karzai.
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The Bonn Agreement charged the SRSG with monitoring
and assisting implementation of the agreement. His first
task was “establishing a politically neutral environment for
the holding of the EL]J in free and fair conditions,” an aspi-
ration that could be only approximated after twenty-three
years of continual war involving every group of the popu-
lation and most of the country’s neighbors. The UN subse-
quently supervised and assisted in convening the Emergency
and Constitutional Loya Jirgas, and elections of the president
(2004, 2009, 2014, and 2019) the parliament (2005, 2010, 2018),
and provincial councils (2005, 2009). To carry out this mission,
the UN established offices not only in Kabul but also in re-
gional and provincial centers throughout the country.

The principal tool through which any government manages
the state is the budget, including both mobilizing resources
through taxation, borrowing, and other means, and allo-
cating those resources to various purposes. In a democracy,
parliament approves and monitors the budget to assure the
proper use of the nation’s resources. In Afghanistan and other
countries with international operations after protracted con-
flict, however, much, most, or nearly all public expenditures
are financed by international aid from donor countries either
directly or indirectly: through UN agencies, development
banks, or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Aid comes
through both civilian and military agencies.

The donors provided only a small portion of the aid di-
rectly to the government, which at least initially lacked the
capacity to implement major projects. The result was a con-
fusing, uncoordinated bazaar of foreign aid, in which donors
chose their own priorities. Such assistance weakened rather
than strengthened the state’s ability to govern. There was no
budget for the entire public sector but only for the relatively
small part managed by the government. Revenue did not flow
to the state, and expenditure was executed by many different
organizations using different accounting schemes, definitions,
currencies, and fiscal years, making it virtually impossible to
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determine who was spending how much on what, rendering
governance virtually impossible.

Over opposition from the UN Development Programme
(UNDP) and the World Bank, Brahimi insisted that all UN
funds and programs in Afghanistan should report to the SRSG.
The SRSG could then, in principle, assure that assistance
supported the UN’s goals. Members of his team advocated
that all aid should go through a single UN fund that would
channel funds to the government, to the extent possible. The
World Bank set up the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund
(ARTF), through which donors could provide funds to sup-
port the government budget. The donors could not earmark
contributions for any specific purpose, so they funded Afghan
government priorities, but the World Bank oversaw the ex-
penditure on the ground. As most aid was provided bilater-
ally, the ARTF, however, became one of many aid mechanisms,
rather than an overall coordinating mechanism.

UNAMA has a mandate from the UN Security Council that
is reviewed and renewed each March. As the Afghan govern-
ment gained competence, its leaders—particularly President
Karzai—began to resent what they saw as infringement on
their sovereignty by the political UN, especially in the conduct
of elections. Their opponents would charge that the govern-
ment was using sovereignty to shield itself from charges of
voter fraud.

What was the International Security Assistance Force and what
was its mandate?

ISAF, as it was called, was originally a multinational force,
whose mandate the Security Council renewed every six
months, to maintain security in Kabul and surrounding areas.
In practice that meant Kabul, Bagram Airbase, and the road
connecting them. Every six months the command would ro-
tate. The UK founded ISAF, followed by a German-Dutch com-
mand and then a Turkish one. Mobilizing volunteers every six
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months was cumbersome and assured that no institutional
learning took place.

As mentioned previously, Rumsfeld had originally opposed
bringing NATO in. In 2003, however, faced with a growing
insurgency in Iraq, the US reconsidered and proposed that
NATO assume the command of ISAF to provide continuity.

The structure of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) had
also changed in ways that made it resemble ISAF more. The
commanders in the field had found that kinetic operations
to capture or kill suspected terrorists were not sufficient. To
win over the population so they would provide intelligence
and to marginalize the warlords whose abuse of power was
driving people to the Taliban, the US would have to increase
its presence and provide assistance. It still did not want to in-
vite ISAF into its battle space, but it wanted to alter the pattern
of deployment and the goals and tasks of the military to pro-
duce “the ISAF effect without ISAF.” This proposal led to the
founding of Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs). A PRT
consisted of a military force deployed to a provincial capital
and tasked with providing a secure environment for “recon-
struction” programs financed by the country deploying the
forces, in partnership with the governor. After several years,
when the framework of state building gained greater ascen-
dance, a joint task force of the US, UN, NATO, and the Afghan
government redefined the task of PRTs as extending the reach
of the Afghan government to the local level.

At first only the US set up PRTs, solely in provinces on the
Pakistan border where the heaviest fighting was taking place.
In the summer of 2003, however, Germany took the initiative
of setting up a PRT in Kunduz. That fall, NATO’s Atlantic
Council voted to take command of ISAF, and the UN Security
Council approved plans to expand ISAF into all the provinces.

The PRTs became the template for ISAF expansion as a
NATO project. Since each troop contributor had different rules
of engagement, NATO decided to expand by placing different
member states in charge of PRTs, which were organized into four



148 AFGHANISTAN

regional commands. The expansion took place in a counterclock-
wise direction on the map, starting with the Germans in Kunduz
(see Figure 6.1) in Regional Command-North (RC-N). Most
countries agreed to provide troops only on the assurance that
they would not have to engage in combat. The more risk averse
or weakest were assigned to Regional Command-North (RC-
N) or West (RC-W). The US shared Regional Command-South
(RC-S) with the British and Canadians and dominated Regional
Command-East (RC-E) with a few partners. The expansion of

Regional Command-South:
Kandahar, Kandahar (Canada)
Lashkar-Gah, Helmand (Britain)
Tarin Kowt, Uruzgan (Netherlands)
Qalat, Zabol (Roisman, USA)

Regional Command-North:

Kunduz, Kunduz Province (Germany)
Mazar-e Sharif Balkh (Sweden)
Feyzabad, Badakhshan (Germany)
Pol-e Khomri, Baglan (Hungary)
Meymaneh, Faryab (Norway)

Regional Command-West:
Herat, Herat (Italy)

Farah, Farah (USA)

Qala-e Naw, Badghis (Spain)
Chaghcharan, Gowr (Lithuania)

Regional Command-East:
Bayman, Bayman (New Zealand)
Bagram, Parwan (USA)
Nurestan, Nurestan (USA)
Panjshir, Panjshir (USA)
Gardez, Paktia (USA)

Ghazni, Ghazni, (Poland, USA)
Khowst, Khowst (USA)
Sharan, Paktika (USA)
Jalalabad, Nangarthar (USA)
Asadabad, Kunar (USA)
Mihtarlam, Laghman (USA)
Wardak, Wardak (Turkey)
Logar, Logar (Czech Republic)

Figure 6.1 Provincial Reconstruction Teams, Lead Nations

Source: https://web.archive.org/web/20091109012206/http://www.nato.int/isaf/docu/epub/
pdf/isaf_placemat.pdf.


https://web.archive.org/web/20091109012206/http://www.nato.int/isaf/docu/epub/pdf/isaf_placemat.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20091109012206/http://www.nato.int/isaf/docu/epub/pdf/isaf_placemat.pdf

9/11, International Intervention, Islamic Republic 149

ISAF coincided with the launch of the industrial-strength insur-
gency in 2006, and many of the contributing nations were caught
unprepared.

Who were the “warlords,” and how did the US and other actors
deal with them?

The state as it operated on the ground differed in many ways
from the legal framework established by the Bonn Agreement
and the constitution. Many foreigners arriving in Afghanistan
for the first time quickly concluded that the government was
“traditionally” decentralized and that the current government
should be as well. What they observed is that the processes
of governance, though not the institutions of government,
were not only decentralized but also derived from sources of
power outside the state structure. Governance was deinstitu-
tionalized rather than decentralized, as much—if not most—
governance took place outside of government institutions.
The men commonly called “warlords” (in Dari, jangsalaran)
in the years immediately following the Bonn Agreement
were leaders who exercised a combination of institutional
and extra-institutional power to control territory, population,
and economic resources. Most had been commanders in the
jihad against the Soviet Union, but Abdul Rashid Dostum is a
former militia commander for the government of Najibullah.
As the army and administration collapsed, especially after the
fall of Najibullah, these men consolidated control over terri-
tories, generally inhabited by kindred ethnic or tribal groups.
Removing them from power was the most popular accom-
plishment of the Taliban. With the support of Russia and Iran,
most of them banded together to form the United Islamic
Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan, commonly known as
the Northern Alliance. The US revived and rearmed them as
its major allies in Afghanistan after 9/11. In the predominantly
Pashtun south and east, where the population was more seg-
mented, the US relied on local Pashtun commanders, mostly of
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tribal background. Many of the Pashtun mullah commanders
had joined the Taliban.

The warlords had access to a variety of economic resources.
In Kabul, control of the state itself was the main resource.
Those on the border took control of customs or drugs or other
smuggling revenues. They operated independently from state
institutions, which, to the extent that they functioned at all, did
so under warlord control rather than by authority established
through a constitutional process, which did not yet exist.

In the non-Pashtun areas, where there was no tribal system
and the social structure was flatter, relatively few warlords
consolidated control over larger areas, like Central Asian auto-
crats. In the Pashtun tribal areas of Afghanistan, the society
was fragmented into clans and tribes, each of which had mul-
tiple leaders. Few if any leaders could become full-scale war-
lords by exercising control over a major city and its hinterland.
Only the Taliban’s harsh measures justified by religion brought
some order by imposing a rudimentary system of justice.

By September 11, the Taliban had defeated all but one of
these regional power holders. Only Massoud still held terri-
tory in Afghanistan, in the northeast, bordering on Tajikistan.
He largely operated out of Dushanbe. General Dostum spent
time in Uzbekistan, Turkey, and Iran. Ismail Khan had escaped
Taliban detention to Iran and had returned to Afghanistan
only recently. Several other leaders were in Pakistan.

When the US government decided to overthrow the Taliban
regime, it faced, in theory, several alternatives, but only one
that it took seriously. There were people with various pro-
posals for trying to organize at the grass roots, like the Loya
Jirga movement, but the US was looking for military allies on
the ground. Donald Rumsfeld answered accusations that the
US had “created” the warlords by saying, “We didn’t create
them, we just took them where we found them.”

Because the US had already established intelligence cooper-
ation with Massoud, who had created the most effective anti-
Taliban fighting force, the US approached his successors first.
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As the offensive progressed, and the Taliban withdrew from
the cities and retreated to either their villages or Pakistan, the
military commanders took control of territories that they had
ruled before the Taliban. In the absence of a legal framework
for the exercise of power, they did so as warlords. They could
hardly have done otherwise.

During this period, the warlords held a variety of official
positions as they were integrated into the new order. Some
were military commanders, some were governors, some were
both, and some went from one role to the other. At the begin-
ning, Ismail Khan in Herat was both the commander of the
Herat garrison and the governor of Herat, while exercising in-
fluence throughout the Western Zone. He chose to be governor
until being forcibly removed in 2004. Atta Muhammad was
the commander of the army’s Sixth Corps in Mazar-i Sharif,
but he shifted over to being governor of Balkh. Abdul Rashid
Dostum was at first commander of the Seventh Corps, but he
was then removed and given a purely symbolic position. Gul
Agha Sherzai was the governor of Kandahar but also main-
tained control over the operatifi (ministry of the interior special
forces). Part of the struggle over what to do with the warlords
was what influence they would have over the appointment of
officials. Some of them were removed from governorships and
appointed as cabinet ministers, which was a way to contain
rather than increase their power.

Such was the fate of Ismail Khan, who became minister
of water and power. Some of these warlords were moved to
governorships in areas outside of their native areas, where
they had to rely more on formal institutions. That was the
case of Gul Agha Sherzai, who was moved from Kandahar to
Nangarhar.

Over time, the warlords moved away from exercising di-
rect control over territory and armed forces. Instead, they ac-
cumulated wealth from the aid, contracts, and payments they
received from the United States, control over customs posts,
drug trafficking, and other forms of commerce, legal and



152 AFGHANISTAN

illegal. They invested in businesses, starting with contracting
with the US military and NATO. They probably would be best
described now as rich and powerful political figures with var-
ious degrees of formal or informal authority over patronage
networks including armed men.

How were the Afghan National Security Forces, and the security
sector more generally, built?

In April 2002 the UN invited the new government of
Afghanistan and the G-7 (US, UK, France, Germany, Italy,
Canada, and Japan) to Geneva to plan security sector reform
(SSR) in Afghanistan. The participants discussed how to im-
plement the mandate in Annex I of the Bonn Agreement to
help “the new Afghan authorities in the establishment and
training of new Afghan security and armed forces.” The parti-
cipants defined SSR as consisting of building the army, police,
and judiciary; combatting narcotics; and the disarmament, de-
mobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of nonstate militias.

These tasks are interdependent parts of any effort to secure
a territory from terrorists and build a political order capable of
providing security over the long term. The US-led coalition, in-
cluding the UF and other militias, had taken tenuous control of
the national territory. Maintaining and defending that control
in support of a state authority would require a combination of
demobilization and transformation of the militias, leading to
creation of a professional army. The intelligence organizations
of the militias also had to be demobilized or reformed. Within
the areas secured by the military, the state would need to intro-
duce policing to patrol and monitor communities.

In Afghanistan’s civil law system, investigating violations
of the law is the responsibility of the prosecuting magistrate,
or saranwal, who can then instruct the police to detain crim-
inal suspects. After further investigation, the saranwal must
either release the suspect or hand him over to the judiciary for
trial. The judiciary also hears civil disputes. Such disputes risk
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developing into criminal cases if the judiciary cannot settle
them peacefully. For purposes of SSR, strengthening and re-
forming the saranwali is considered part of judicial reform.

The army, intelligence agencies, police, and judiciary cannot
exercise a law-bound monopoly of the use of force unless un-
official militias are dissolved; DDR requires decisions about
whether the existing fighters will be reintegrated into the new
defense and security forces or into civilian life, which requires
guarantees of security and opportunity.

The inclusion of counter-narcotics as a component of SSR
was a forerunner of problems that ultimately made this policy
into the international operation’s most spectacular failure.
Treating the narcotics (mainly opiate) industry as a security
and law enforcement rather than a development issue made
it impossible to succeed. The narcotics industry was gener-
ally located in areas outside of government control. A focus
on crop eradication in ungoverned areas led to a militarized
policy that alienated farmers, who looked to the Taliban for
protection. Later changes in policy were unable to reverse the
trajectory. (See chapter 8.)

All sectors of SSR are interrelated and need to be coordinated
to function properly. Only the US could have coordinated SSR,
although the UN could have helped in areas other than the
military and intelligence services. The Bush administration,
however, opposed involving the US in “nation building.” It
defined the US mission narrowly as “counterterrorism,” cap-
turing or killing suspected terrorists and their facilitators. The
US, with help from France and Canada, therefore took respon-
sibility only for restructuring the military forces and intelli-
gence services. It called on others to become “lead nations”
for other parts of SSR, effectively putting them in silos, with
independent funding and programs.

Germany became the lead nation for police reform, the UK
for counternarcotics, Italy for judicial reform, and Japan for
DDR. The US pressed to form the police more as a paramilitary
force against the insurgency rather than as a law enforcement
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body. Many of the soldiers who were demobilized out of the
Afghan militia forces went into the police, which is one of the
factors that accounts for the high level of corruption and pre-
dation in that institution. Italy took responsibility for judicial
reform out of President Silvio Berlusconi’s desire to do a favor
for President Bush, much to the surprise of the Italian officials
charged with implementing that responsibility.

A judiciary system is essential for the legitimacy of the
state, and the ability to provide justice in an accessible
and timely way was one of the major factors that strength-
ened the Taliban. The concept of justice in Afghanistan is
largely based on Islam and Islamic law (Sharia). Written
legal codes cannot conflict with Sharia, and Islamic juris-
prudence is recognized as a source of law where the codes
are silent.

Any system of law and law enforcement requires legally
trained personnel and a population that understands and be-
lieves in the legal system. In Afghanistan, there are virtually
no lawyers except in a few major cities. The functioning legal
system for most people has been either customary law in their
villages, which is a combination of decisions by elders and
rulings by clerics, or Sharia courts. Sharia is familiar to eve-
rybody in Afghanistan, and there is a mullah in every village.
Italy could not address or reform customary or Islamic legal
practices.

The British prime minister, Tony Blair, had largely sold the
war to his public on the grounds that most of the heroin sold
in Britain was refined from opium grown in Afghanistan, so
addressing that challenge was essential to maintaining do-
mestic support. Japan supported DDR out of the commitment
to peace in its postwar constitution, but that same constitution
forbade it to station its military in Afghanistan to help imple-
ment the policy. That role was limited to funding a program
carried out by the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) and, later, the US.
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How DDR would be related to the formation of the army
and police became one of the most contentious issues. The
Bonn Agreement urged “the United Nations and the interna-
tional community, in recognition of the heroic role played by
the mujahidin in protecting the independence of Afghanistan
and the dignity of its people, to take the necessary measures,
in coordination with the Interim Authority, to assist in the rein-
tegration of the mujahidin [United Front fighters] into the new
Afghan security and armed forces.”?

Fahim wanted to make retrained UF forces into the core
of the army. A group that came to be known as the “Pashtun
technocrats,” which eventually gained the support of the US
military, advocated demobilizing most of those forces and
building a new army. Fahim’s eventual successor as the min-
ister of defense, Abdul Rahim Wardak, argued that it was easier
to train recruits with no military experience than to retrain
guerrillas as disciplined soldiers. Fahim’s plan would have in-
stitutionalized the military power of his commanders, while
the alternative plan also integrated Western- or Soviet-trained
officers into the command structure. Demobilized fighters ex-
cluded from the army largely joined the police or the private
security companies that guarded US bases and other interna-
tional installations.

After 2005, under the Afghanistan Compact, the successor
to the Bonn Agreement agreed to in London in January 2006,
the lead nation system was supposed to be transitioned into a
more coordinated security-sector building system. The Obama
administration put a lot more effort and funding into building
the army and the police, because it was necessary under the
counterinsurgency doctrine adopted in the last years of the
Bush administration. It established a single position in ISAF
overseeing SSR.

2. The Bonn Agreement, December 22, 2001, Annex III, #4.
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What was the purpose of the Emergency Loya Jirga and what
happened there?

According to the Bonn Agreement:

An Emergency Loya Jirga shall be convened within six
months of the establishment of the Interim Authority.
The Emergency Loya Jirga will be opened by His Majesty
Mohammed Zaher, the former King of Afghanistan. The
Emergency Loya Jirga shall decide on a Transitional
Authority, including a broad-based transitional admin-
istration, to lead Afghanistan until such time as a fully
representative government can be elected through free
and fair elections.

The ELG would “decide on a Transitional Authority” by
electing a head of state and approving proposals for the struc-
ture and personnel of the administration (cabinet). The admin-
istration was to be “broad-based,” as the interim authority was
not. The broad-based administration constituted another step
in the transition to a “fully representative government.” The
agreement specified that the EL] would have mechanisms to
represent the “settled and nomadic population,” Afghan refu-
gees, civil society, scholars, traders, intellectuals, and a “signif-
icant number of women.”

The main subject of tension around the “unrepresentative”
character of the interim authority was the control of security
forces by representatives of SCN from Panjshir. Many under-
stood that the main way the EL] would make the government
broad-based would be by reducing Panjshiri predominance in
the security forces.

The return of Zahir Shah from his twenty-nine-year exile
in Rome just after Nawruz 1381 in March 2002 set off specula-
tion about restoration of the monarchy and ending the domi-
nation of Kabul by northerners, as his father had done in 1929.
Zahir Shah’s role opening the Loya Jirga raised expectations,
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especially among Pashtun delegates, that he might play an of-
ficial role, restoring the old order at least symbolically. Fahim
strongly opposed any restoration, and, after talks with Zahir
Shah, Khalilzad announced that the former monarch was not
interested in an official position but supported Hamid Karzai’s
candidacy for president.

The EL] made history as the first representative national
gathering in decades, but it fell short of expectations. The pres-
ence of ISAF in Kabul made it possible for Afghans to express
different views, but not without some risk of intimidation, as
happened on the eve of the gathering when Fahim’s military
and intelligence services took control of the meeting’s secu-
rity from ISAF, in apparent violation of the Bonn Agreement,
Annex L.

According to the rules drafted under UN supervision by
the Independent Commission for Convening the Emergency
Loya Jirga, leaders of armed groups could not participate in
the meeting. Nonetheless, major warlords and commanders
who had not been elected occupied reserved seats in the front
row. They dominated the gathering, pressed through a mo-
tion to change the state’s name to the Transitional Islamic
State of Afghanistan, and demanded official status as “mu-
jahidin.” Taliban or those suspected of being Taliban could
not participate without risking arrest and detention. Hence
the EL] made only limited progress toward national recon-
ciliation and broadening the government. Contrary to expec-
tations the Emergency Loya Jirga consolidated the position
of the warlords and the exclusion of the Taliban. Some have
argued that this result contributed to the rise of the Taliban-
led insurgency.

The delegates elected Hamid Karzai as chairman (presi-
dent) without much controversy. After two weeks of secret
negotiations, Karzai presented a list of members of the govern-
ment. Qanuni resigned as interior minister and was replaced
by a powerless Pashtun from Wardak. Qanuni became minister
of education. Fahim remained in place. Karzai made Ashraf
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Ghani, a former senior official of the World Bank, finance min-
ister, which Ghani transformed into a powerful position.

How did Afghanistan adopt a new constitution, and what
happened at the Constitutional Loya Jirga?

The Bonn Agreement provided:

A Constitutional Loya Jirga shall be convened within
eighteen months of the establishment of the Transitional
Authority, in order to adopt a new constitution for
Afghanistan. In order to assist the Constitutional Loya
Jirga prepare the proposed Constitution, the Transitional
Administration shall, within two months of its com-
mencement and with the assistance of the United Nations,
establish a Constitutional Commission.?

The CLJ convened on December 13, 2003, and adopted
the constitution on January 4, 2004. It deliberated on a text
first drafted by a small commission that sat from October
2002 to March 2003. That commission submitted the text to
a Constitutional Review Commission (CRC), which exam-
ined and revised it from March 2003 to September 2003. In
September 2003 the CRC submitted its draft to the National
Security Council chaired by President Karzai, which made sig-
nificant changes before submitting the draft to the CL]J.

At the CLJ, there was a strong feeling that, as one delegate
put it, “The Pashtuns are back.” What many Pashtuns per-
ceived as disproportionate representation of non-Pashtuns,
especially Tajiks, in the previous government was now over.
Pashtuns won the major issue by establishing a centralized

3. Bonn Agreement, L:6. https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl-nat/a24d1c
£3344€99934125673e00508142 / 4ef7a08878a00fe5c¢12571140032e471/
$FILE/BONN%20AGREEMENT.pdf.


https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl-nat/a24d1cf3344e99934125673e00508142/4ef7a08878a00fe5c12571140032e471/%24FILE/BONN%2520AGREEMENT.pdf
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl-nat/a24d1cf3344e99934125673e00508142/4ef7a08878a00fe5c12571140032e471/%24FILE/BONN%2520AGREEMENT.pdf
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government and state headed by a directly elected president.
Members of the constitutional commission and delegates to
the CL]J from other ethnic groups had proposed various forms
of power sharing and decentralization, including a parlia-
mentary system where the head of government (prime min-
ister) would represent a multiethnic coalition in parliament;
a mixed system with both a president and prime minister
with authorities to check each other’s power; the election of
local authorities such as governors and district governors; or
the nomination of local authorities by elected councils. The
draft submitted to the palace by the CRC proposed a mixed
system, with both a president and prime minister, but the NSC
changed it to a pure presidential system, and that was the draft
that went to the CL]J.

While Pashtuns won their favored outcome on the form
of government, on explicitly ethnic issues the constitution
reached a hard-fought balance, making it in some respects
the most inclusive constitution the country has had. Pashto
and Dari are given parity as “languages of the state,” while
speakers of other languages enjoy the right to have educational
institutions and media in their mother tongues. The constitu-
tion reinstated a requirement that the national anthem should
be in Pashto (Rabbani’s government had adopted one in Dari),
but in return for that the constitution required the anthem to
mention all of the fourteen ethnic groups listed as components
of the nation in Article 4.

In an attempt to reassert the predominance of the Pashto
language, figures close to President Karzai inserted language
into the constitution, after it had already been approved, re-
quiring the use of “national nomenclature,” which is the use
of Pashto terms for certain institutions, like Stara Mahkama for
Supreme Court, and pohantun for university.

The constitution established Islam as the religion of the
state, but did not specify, as had previous ones, that official
religious rituals be carried out according to the (Sunni) Hanafi
rite. While the Hanafi school alone was prescribed as the
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source of residual jurisprudence where the written law is si-
lent, the constitution recognized Shi’a jurisprudence in family
law cases among Shi’a.

Under US pressure the constitution did not use the word
“Sharia,” but Article 3 used other language to assure that
governance accorded with Islamic law. This “repugnancy”
clause states that “In Afghanistan, no law can be contrary to
the beliefs and provisions of the sacred religion of Islam.”
This was significantly stronger than the equivalent clause of
the 1964 constitution, “There shall be no law repugnant to the
basic principles of the sacred religion of Islam and the other
values embodied in this Constitution.” In the 1964 constitu-
tion the king was named the guardian of the “basic principles
of the sacred religion of Islam.” In the new constitution, how-
ever, the Supreme Court had the power of judicial review of
laws and executive actions, including review of whether laws
complied with Article 3. Islamists had advocated a separate
“Constitutional Court,” which, they said, would function like
the Council of Experts in Iran, but the NSC review eliminated
it from the draft. The CL]J inserted an article establishing a
Commission for the Implementation of the Constitution, but
it had only advisory rather than judicial powers. Established
after years of delay, it has turned out to be powerless.

The constitution established a bicameral parliament, as
in the constitution of 1964, but left the president with strong
powers of legislation by executive decree. Parliament had the
power to check the behavior of individual ministers by “in-
terpellating” (questioning) and censuring them, but it did not
have the power, as in parliamentary systems, of voting no con-
fidence in the government as a whole. The constitution pro-
vided for elected provincial and district councils, which had
advisory rather than legislative authority. The government
formed provincial councils but has not been able to hold elec-
tions at the district level.

The constitution maintained the Afghan tradition of de-
fining a Loya Jirga (L]) as the ultimate institution of state
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power. Rather than a tribal gathering, however, the constitu-
tion of 2004 followed that of 1964 in defining the Loya Jirga
as composed of both houses of parliament, representatives of
provincial and district councils, members of the government,
and members of various social groups such as women, Islamic
scholars, and academics. The L] has the power to amend the
constitution or to enact emergency measures.

Many of these decisions were controversial, and the losers
felt that the result was pushed through by President Karzai and
his international supporters in the US and UN. As subsequent
elections showed, many of the major issues about the structure
or legitimacy of the Afghan state have not been resolved.

What is the role of elections?

The constitution provided for direct elections by universal
adult suffrage of the president of the republic every five
years, of the Wolesi Jirga (lower house of parliament) every
five years, of provincial councils every four years, district
councils every three years, and municipal councils for terms
and at intervals to be determined by law. The country has held
presidential elections in 2004, 2009, 2014, and 2019; parliamen-
tary elections in 2005, 2010, and 2018; and provincial council
elections in 2005, 2009, and 2014. The lack of constitutionally
chosen district councils meant that the upper house of parlia-
ment or Senate (Meshrano Jirga) could not be formed in a con-
stitutional manner, nor could the Loya Jirga.

The constitution requires Afghanistan to hold more elec-
tions than it actually can. Every election relies on foreign as-
sistance and expertise. Elections are much cheaper in India,
where the civil service conducts them, but Afghanistan’s lack
of a well-functioning local administration in much of the
country means that elections require establishing a dedicated
nationwide administrative body each time. Supplying polling
stations with voting materials initially required logistical help
from the international armed forces. The electoral commission
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established by the constitution cannot call elections freely as
required by law: mobilizing sufficient funding, largely from
foreign assistance, is necessary first and cannot be assured in
accord with the constitutional timetable.

According to the constitution, the president must win a
majority of valid votes cast; if no candidate does so, the gov-
ernment must hold a second round of elections between the
two front-runners. This system prevents the election of a weak
president whom the majority opposes. The majoritarian prin-
ciple, however, undiluted by any requirements for regional or
ethnic representation, virtually guarantees that in any presi-
dential election where the two main vote-getters are Pashtun
and Tajik, the main issue is whether Pashtuns are the majority
of the population. Disputed presidential elections in 2009 and
2014 boiled down to a contest over how many votes from
Pashtun areas should be disqualified as fraudulent. Similar is-
sues arose in determining the results of the 2019 presidential
elections, but in a very different form, due to the use of bio-
metric identification of voters linked to ballot papers.

For elections to the lower house of parliament and pro-
vincial councils, the electoral law instituted the Single Non-
Transferable Vote (SNTV) system. The lack of accurate
population data made it impossible to draw single-member
districts with equal populations. The alternative was multi-
member districts, and all agreed to use the province as the
unit. The reason for using SNTV, rather than a system of pro-
portional representation within provinces, was that many
Afghans, and President Karzai in particular, are hostile to po-
litical parties. The concept of party is associated with an unac-
countable armed faction.

Each province received a number of seats in the parliament
in proportion to its estimated share of the national population.
Candidates can run as individuals or with a party affiliation,
but the affiliation is for identification only and does not affect
voting, tallying, or the outcome. Each ballot lists all candidates
in that province, including both a general list and a separate
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list of women candidates. Each voter votes for one general can-
didate and one woman. (For example, if there are N seats, then
the N-2 general candidates with the highest number of votes
are elected, as are the two women candidates with the most
votes.)

President Karzai and other leaders supported SNTV, a
system in use in no major country and which produces per-
verse results because of its focus on individual candidates
rather than parties. SNTV provides no incentive for candidates
to cooperate with each other. It produces individualistic legis-
lators with no party discipline whom the executive can manip-
ulate relatively easily.

What were the results of the two presidential elections won
by President Karzai?

Hamid Karzai won the first presidential election, in September
2004, with 55.4 percent of the votes. The main opposing can-
didates were warlord/politicians from each of the three main
non-Pashtun ethnic groups: Qanuni (Tajik), Dostum (Uzbek),
and Muhaqqiq (Hazara). In the run-up to the election, the US
ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad led an effort to remove Ismail
Khan as governor of Herat, so that the central government
could control the voting in that populous province.

After the balloting, the losing candidates challenged the re-
sult, and there is no doubt that the tally included many votes
cast either tribally or fraudulently, but the dispute did not es-
calate. Everyone knew that President Karzai would win with
the clear backing of the United States.

Once elected, Karzai, with international support, removed
Fahim as minister of defense and replaced him with General
Abdul Rahim Wardak, a Pashtun professional military officer
trained in India and the US under Daoud Khan. He had served
as the military commander of Pir Gailani’s resistance group.
Karzai established an ethnic balance among the leaders of the
security forces. The ministers of defense and interior were
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always one Tajik and one Pashtun, but neither ethnicity always
controlled either ministry. Equally important, Karzai did not
reappoint Ashraf Ghani as minister of finance or any other gov-
ernment post, naming him as chancellor of Kabul University.
Ghani soon resigned and prepared to run for president.

When the time came for the second presidential election, the
situation was quite different. The election came soon after the
2009 presidential transition in the US. According to the con-
stitution, elections should have been held thirty to sixty days
before Karzai’s term ended on May 5. The outgoing Bush ad-
ministration, however, had decided without much consulta-
tion that the elections should take place in the fall, five years
after the September 2004 elections. When President Obama
took the oath of office on January 21, 2009, he found on his desk
awaiting his signature an order to send seventeen thousand
additional troops to Afghanistan to secure the fall election.
After some agitation by the political opposition claiming that
Karzai had no authority to rule after his constitutional term
ended, the elections were set for August, just before Ramadan.

The Obama administration came into office determined to
refocus on Afghanistan and suspicious of President Karzai.
Many Americans who had served in Afghanistan, both mil-
itary and civilian, had concluded that the corruption and in-
competence of the Afghan government had become a major
cause of the Taliban-led insurgency. Many blamed Hamid
Karzai for accommodating the warlords the US had imposed
on him and tolerating the corrupt disbursement of aid money
over which he had virtually no control. They had sought the
help of President Bush, who held weekly videoconferences
with Karzai, but Bush continued to treat Karzai as a friend and
avoided difficult issues. The videoconferences, senior officials
believed, ended up insulating Karzai from US pressure rather
than influencing him.

Obama canceled the weekly videoconferences. He and his
team also heard from the British that it would be impossible
to improve governance and counter the insurgency as long as
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Karzai was in office. A number of senior Afghan officials pri-
vately made it known that they would prefer if Karzai with-
drew rather than run for another term.

In the ensuing brief but intense debate, Richard
H. Holbrooke, appointed by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
to the new position of Special Representative for Afghanistan
and Pakistan, emerged as a harsh critic of Karzai. He was
known to be the source of highly critical leaks to the press,
including one to the New York Times that said the new admin-
istration would work with Karzai when it could and around
him when it had to by engaging with regional leaders, that is,
warlords.

Obama decided against such a risky course of action in
the first months of his presidency and did not try to dissuade
Karzai from running. Inevitably, however, Karzai learned of
the effort. The mistrust it generated colored his relationship
with the Obama administration over the next eight years.
Holbrooke, tasked with defining US policy toward the up-
coming election, continued pushing against Karzai. The aim
of US policy, he said, was to make the election as competi-
tive as possible to either remove Karzai or pressure him into
improving governance. To this end he encouraged the poten-
tial opposition candidates Dr. Abdullah Abdullah and Ashraf
Ghani, which they misinterpreted as promises of US support.
Holbrooke also advocated US intervention to assure a “level
playing field” for all candidates. His office instructed Lt. Gen.
Karl Eikenberry (Ret.), then the US ambassador, to attend op-
position candidate rallies, though without declaring support
for any candidate.

This policy was already in place when I joined Holbrooke’s
team as his senior advisor on April 23, 2009. At the first meeting
I attended in the Special Representative for Afghanistan and
Pakistan (SRAP) office, on April 24, Holbrooke presented the
policy to the team. I commented that the policy was misguided
(Imay have used the word “crazy”). Electoral or “democratic”
institutions had not developed in Afghanistan to the point that
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one could settle who was in power by arithmetic. Elections,
I said, were needed to provide popular affirmation of an elite
consensus, and that the role of the US should be to shape and
support that elite consensus to mitigate rather than stimulate
conflict. Thereafter I stayed away from the electoral effort and
focused on laying the groundwork for a political settlement.

Holbrooke coordinated with UN Deputy SRSG Peter
Galbraith, a longtime friend of Holbrooke’s who had been
the Clinton administration ambassador to Croatia during the
Dayton Accords in 1995. Holbrooke had assured Galbraith’s
appointment over other US candidates. Karzai considered
them to be a team trying not so secretly to overthrow him.

The election, which took place on August 20, 2009, failed
to produce a clear result. The two main candidates were
Hamid Karzai and Dr. Abdullah, with principal bases of sup-
port, respectively, in predominantly Pashtun and Tajik prov-
inces. Turnout was low overall, but it was particularly low in
Pashtun areas that were controlled or contested by the Taliban,
who threatened reprisals against voters and polling places.
Massive reports of fraud came from everywhere but especially
in the Pashtun areas. Abdullah’s supporters interpreted the
reported fraud as an illegitimate effort to bolster the Pashtun
majoritarian claim, regardless of facts. Karzai both denied the
magnitude of the fraud but also saw efforts to invalidate his
votes as part of the US-led plan to replace him with a more
pliable leader.

The practical issue was whether Karzai had won more or
less than 50 percent of the valid votes cast, a result dependent
on decisions made by the Electoral Complaints Commission
(ECQ), which included international members whom Karzai
regarded as under American influence. As tensions mounted,
Richard Holbrooke set off a crisis when he asked Karzai
what he would do if the results required a second round.
Karzai, who believed (with some evidence) that Holbrooke
and Galbraith were hoping and even working for a second
round, interpreted the question as pressure to agree to a
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second round, despite his claim that he had won. After weeks
of international pressure and discussions with John Kerry,
chairman of the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
Karzai agreed to a deal that satisfied no one. On October
20, two full months after election day, Karzai accepted de-
cisions by the Electoral Complaints Commission (ECC) that
invalidated nearly a quarter of the ballots (1.26 million) and
resulted in the certification that he had won 49.67 percent of
the vote, with 30.59 percent going to Dr. Abdullah. The runoff
was scheduled for November 7, but amid escalating ethnic
and political tension and under heavy international pres-
sure Dr. Abdullah withdrew on November 1, saying that the
runoff could not be credible.

Who is Ashraf Ghani, and how did he become president?

Ashraf Ghani comes from a distinguished family in Eastern
Afghanistan. His grandfather was one of the military com-
manders who brought down the government of Amir
Habibullah II (Bacha-i Saqqaw) in 1929 and helped bring
Nadir Khan to power. His family belongs to the Ahmadzai
tribe, Ghilzai Pashtuns, from Logar. He graduated from the
American University in Beirut and was pursuing his doc-
torate in anthropology at Columbia University when the
Communist coup took place in 1978. After that, he remained
in the US and completed his doctorate. He was involved in
solidarity efforts with Afghan mujahidin in the 1980s, though
he was always critical of the fundamentalist orientation pro-
moted by their supporters. He moved from the Johns Hopkins
University, where he was a professor of anthropology, to the
World Bank, because he wanted to prepare for the reconstruc-
tion of Afghanistan.

Ghani and I had worked closely together in advising UN
envoys. Then, in 2001, in early October, UN Secretary-General
Kofi Annan redrafted Brahimi as his special representative
and put him in charge of what became the Bonn Conference.
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Brahimi immediately reached out to Ghani and me as his two
principal advisors.

Ghani decided that he would go to Afghanistan, which he
did initially as a member of the UN staff. But he soon left the
UN and joined the government. With President Karzai’s au-
thorization, he set up an aid coordination body, the Afghan
Assistance Coordination Authority (AACA), which led to his
being appointed minister of finance during the ELJ.

During a period when Ghani was out of government, from
2005 to 2009, he and his long-term associate from the bank,
Clare Lockhart, wrote a book called Fixing Failed States, a tech-
nocratic manual about how to build states. The book argued
that proper design of institutions can have autonomous polit-
ical effects, and that the most important element of designing
institutions is to assure the accountability for how funds are
spent. As finance minister, Ghani devoted his main efforts to
recentralizing control over Afghanistan’s finances. He also be-
came quite outspoken about corruption and ran against Karzai
for president in 2009, largely on an anticorruption platform.
He got 3.5 percent of the vote. He had expected to get much
more assistance from the United States than he did. In his view
such assistance would have been essential to create a level
playing field, so that he would have the same kind of resources
that Karzai had as president, complete with helicopters and se-
curity. He lost, but Karzai appointed him as the director of the
board managing the security transition as NATO forces would
withdraw. It gave him the opportunity to travel to every prov-
ince of the country, and he used it to build a base for himself to
run for president again.

The 2014 presidential elections took place at the constitu-
tionally mandated time, on April 5, 2014. Dr. Abdullah, run-
ning again with the support of the major Tajik and Hazara
power holders (ex-warlords) from the former United Front,
won 45 percent of the vote. Ashraf Ghani easily surpassed
six other Pashtun candidates, winning 32 percent. He had
established his credibility as a serious candidate when he
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announced in October 2013 that Dostum had agreed to be his
running mate. In return, Dostum issued an apology to those
harmed in the civil war. Dostum brought with him a vote
bank of Uzbeks amounting to about 10 percent of the elec-
torate and a ground game across Northern Afghanistan. Ghani
and Dostum were known to detest each other, so by taking
on Dostum as an ally Ghani showed willingness to play the
dirty game of real politics, convincing many Pashtun power
holders in Eastern Afghanistan to back him. Ghani had opted
for the Pashtun plus one (Uzbek or Hazara) ethnic formula to
cross the 50 percent line. The alternative, a Pashtun-Tajik unity
ticket, was impossible, as neither Pashtun nor Tajik political
leaders were willing to cede first place to the other. The elec-
toral map reflected the tribal and ethnic composition of the
tickets. Abdullah won in the predominantly Tajik and Hazara
provinces. Ghani, an Ahmadzai (Ghilzai) Pashtun, swept
Eastern Afghanistan and Uzbek areas in the north. In the pre-
dominantly Durrani areas he ran behind Karzai’s former for-
eign minister Zalmay Rassoul, a Muhammadzai.

The second round, on June 14, was marked by widespread
fraud, disputes over which delayed the announcement of a
final outcome until September. Abdullah’s supporters pro-
duced tapes, allegedly of intercepted telephone calls, in which
Karzai loyalists used coded language to discuss ballot box
stuffing. The vote count was subject to multiple audits, in-
cluding those supervised by UNAMA, but the level of fraud
and the intensity of political tensions overwhelmed the in-
stitutions. Abdullah’s backers came to believe that fraud and
international pressure would lead to a fraudulent outcome in-
tended to assure Pashtun rule. They mounted demonstrations,
which began peacefully. Soon, however, pressure built for a
coup to install Abdullah as president, despite Abdullah’s per-
sonal opposition. Telephone calls from President Obama clari-
fied that the US would not support any government that came
to power illegally, and he sent Secretary of State John Kerry to
seek a solution.
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After weeks of bargaining, Ghani and Abdullah agreed to
form a National Unity Government (NUG). Abdullah would
recognize Ghani as the legitimate president, even though he
and his followers were certain they had won the election. In
return, Ghani would appoint Abdullah as chief executive of-
ficer (CEO), a post similar to a prime minister except that it de-
pended on executive decree rather than the constitution for its
authority, and its incumbent is not accountable to parliament.
The two leaders promised to make appointments in a balanced
and equitable way between both sides (power sharing), as well
as through a “merit-based mechanism.” The inherent contra-
diction of these approaches, as well as the lack of agreed cri-
teria for either “balance” or “merit,” plagued the NUG.

In an attempt to end the conflict over the form of the state,
both parties agreed that within two years from the signing of
the agreement (by September 2016) the government would
convene a Loya Jirga, the body authorized to amend the con-
stitution. That Loya Jirga would consider whether to create
the position of “executive prime minister,” settling the issue
at least for the immediate future. The conditions for convening
such a Constitutional Loya Jirga are demanding, however.
The government would have to hold parliamentary and dis-
trict council elections so that the requisite office holders were
in place to constitute a quorum. Preparations would also have
included drafting a proposal for the constitutional amendment
to be considered by the Loya Jirga.

Is Afghanistan a democracy?

In today’s Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, the president
and lower house of parliament are elected by popular vote.
The country has relatively free media by comparison with its
neighbors, and the restrictions on expression derive more from
social pressure and antigovernment armed groups than from
official censorship. These are significant achievements, which
many in Afghanistan appreciate.



9/11, International Intervention, Islamic Republic 171

Nonetheless, these democratic characteristics fall short of
most of the content of democracy. There are two main reasons
for the weakness of the system:

¢ The electoral institutions are so weak that every presi-
dential election result has been disputed. The 2009 and
2014 presidential elections were settled only through
mediation by the US, which had thousands of troops
in the country. At this writing there are contradictory
claims of victory in the 2019 elections, and disputes
are growing about the anticipated results that will be
announced.

® Because nearly all state bodies, including all of security
forces, are paid for by foreign assistance, elected officials
have little oversight or influence over public expendi-
ture. Most public expenditure comes out of the budgets
of the United States or other aid donors and is not even
reported to parliament. While the constitution requires
parliamentary approval of the budget, this applies only
to what Afghans call the “core” budget, that of the state
itself, not to the “external” budget, a hypothetical ac-
count much larger than the core budget and almost im-
possible to estimate, composed of the disbursements of
all aid donors and international financial institutions in
Afghanistan. (See chapter 7.)

To be elected president, a candidate must get a majority of
the valid votes cast. But what are the valid votes? There has
never been a complete census in Afghanistan. Nobody knows
how many people there are in the country, let alone how many
citizens or eligible voters. There are no birth or death certifi-
cates. Nobody knows how many eligible voters there are in each
province or in each district. Biometric devices helped identify
voters in the 2019 presidential election, but interpreting their
readings depends on algorithms known only to the German
manufacturer.
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The weakness of the concept of “nation” or “citizen” in
Afghanistan is not cultural, as if people “identify” as mem-
bers of tribes or clans rather than as citizens of the state.
People everywhere identify with whatever identity works in
a given situation. In order to have citizens, however, a state
must possess information about people: place of birth and res-
idence, entry to and exit from the country. Such institutions re-
quire investment of resources in administration and training.
Afghanistan has not had such resources. There are no certifi-
cates to register births or deaths with the state or mosque.
There are, however, passports and identity cards for those who
enter educational institutions, who have a formal job, or who
travel abroad through official border posts.

Furthermore, over decades of war approximately half of the
population has been displaced, some internally, some inter-
nationally as refugees, some permanently, some temporarily,
some multiple times. The citizenship status of many such
people has never been determined. Plus, parts of the country’s
territory and population are inaccessible to the state, because
they are controlled or contested by armed insurgents or ter-
rorists. Those Afghan citizens living in such areas, who are
mostly Pashtuns, may be deprived of the franchise. It is also
very easy for political leaders to carry out electoral fraud in
areas to which the state and media have little access.

The extreme aid dependency of the Afghan state also de-
prives its institutions of democratic content. Many important
policies of the Afghan state are not made by elected officials of
Afghanistan. The defense and security budget of Afghanistan
is allocated primarily by the Congress of the United States,
and it is the Congress of the United States that reviews its
performance and decides whether to renew it. And this is the
reason that Washington think tanks and especially the Defense
Department’s Special Inpector General for Afghanistan
Reconstruction (SIGAR) produce the most authoritative re-
ports on the performance of the Afghan state and security
forces.
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In any country the geographical distribution of expend-
itures is a major subject of debate in the national legislature.
Representatives try to assure that their constituents receive
their fair share. The belief that one section of the nation is un-
fairly benefitting from public expenditure corrodes national
unity and a sense of justice.

The geographic distribution of aid is a very sensitive polit-
ical issue in Afghanistan, but the lack of transparency about
the basic facts makes it even more of a flashpoint. No one in
the Afghan government decides how much aid goes where.
Before they were closed at the end of 2014, PRTs were respon-
sible for much of the aid disbursement at the provincial level.
The size of the aid budget available to each province was de-
termined by the lead country of the PRT, rather than by any
Afghan political process. Since the American PRTs were lo-
cated in areas with more intense fighting, those provinces re-
ceived much more aid that did, say, Ghor province, one of the
poorest provinces in Afghanistan, where the PRT was headed
by Lithuania. While there might be a reason to allocate aid on
the basis of what is needed to counter security threats rather
than what is needed to address poverty, there is no forum for
Afghans to discuss that issue. The distribution of aid results
from the way the international donors have organized their
presence, not from any political debate or decision by Afghans.
(See chapter 7.)

What does it mean that Afghanistan is an Islamic republic?

An “Islamic republic” is a form of government based on pop-
ular sovereignty (and is therefore a republic, rather than a
kingdom or emirate), but where the exercise of that sovereignty
must comply with Islamic laws. Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan,
and Mauritania all describe themselves as Islamic republics
but have very different institutions.

Iran differs from the others because the Shi’a doctrine devel-
oped by Ruhollah Khomeini institutionalizes executive power
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of the clergy through the position of the Supreme Leader and
the councils of guardianship and of experts. This provides a de-
gree of direct clerical supervision of the republican institutions
that does not exist in Pakistan or Afghanistan. In Afghanistan,
proposed laws and executive decrees are reviewed a priori for
compliance with Article 3 by the drafting department (riyasat-
i taqnin) of the Ministry of Justice. After the promulgation
or enactment of decrees or laws, the Supreme Court has the
authority to challenge their conformity to the constitution,
including the requirement that laws may not contradict the be-
liefs and provisions of Islam.

What is possibly more important than the authority of formal
institutions, however, is the general belief in Afghanistan that
government is legitimate only if it is based on Islam, and in
particular, on implementation of Sharia. Cases where human
rights were threatened in the name of Islam have been more
likely to result from public opinion. For instance, there was
a case of an Afghan who had converted to Christianity and
emigrated to Germany. In 2006 he came back to Afghanistan
to try to gain custody of his child. The police arrested him for
having converted to Christianity from Islam, and there was
strong sentiment among the public, Islamic clergy, and judi-
ciary that he should be tried and executed on the grounds that
apostasy is a criminal offense in Sharia. The constitution, how-
ever, states that no one can be tried and found guilty of any
crime in Afghanistan, except according to the criminal code.
The Afghan criminal code does not include any prohibition of
apostasy. There is no legal basis to arrest anyone for apostasy
in Afghanistan, but that is contrary to the popular conception
of law in Afghanistan. This question could not be resolved
through the judicial system. Instead President Karzai arranged
for the suspect to be declared mentally unstable and sent to
Europe for treatment.
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What was the economic and social condition
of Afghanistan at the start of the interim government?

When Hamid Karzai became the chairman of the interim gov-
ernment, Afghanistan was so poor and ungoverned that it
could not produce data about its economic and social condi-
tions. The treasury was empty, and the government was hardly
able to pay its employees” wages or provide public services.
It hardly collected US$131 million in taxes from domestic
sources in 2002-03.! A few years earlier, the UN had managed
to make rough estimates of humanitarian conditions, which
showed that Afghanistan was one of the poorest countries in
the world, the poorest country in Asia, and the poorest country
in the world outside of Africa. On every social or economic
indicator Afghanistan resembled the most impoverished and
war-ravaged countries of Africa (Table 7.1). It scored at the
bottom of every social or economic indicator, with extraordi-
nary gender gaps: only 21 percent of school-age children were
enrolled in primary school, and almost none were girls, as the
Taliban banned women from work and access to education.
Infant mortality was 115 per 1,000 live births; child (under five)

1. Nematullah Bizhan, Aid Paradoxes in Afghanistan: Building and
Undermining the State (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 108.
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Table 7.1 The same table is used in Barnett R. Rubin, “The Political Economy of War and
Peace in Afghanistan,” World Development, Vol. 28, Issue 10 (October 2000), 1789-1803.
Table 7.1. Measures of humanitarian emergency in Afghanistan?

Indicators Afghanistan South Developing Industrial
Asia  countries countries

Human development 169 N/A N/A N/A

index rank (out of 174)°

Population % with 29 7 79 100
access to healthcare 12 (rural 5, 77 69 100
(1985-93)° urban 39)

Safe water (1990-95)°

Daily calorie supply per 1,523 2,356 2,546 3,108

capita

Infant mortality per 165 85 70 N/A

1,000 live births (1993)°

Under five mortality per 257 122 101 N/A

1,000 live births (1993)¢

Maternal mortality per ~ 1,700° or 640" 469 351 10

100,000 live births (1992)

Life expectancy at birth 44 60 62 76

in years (1993)

Adult literacy rate (%, 28 (men 45, 48 68 98

1993)bs women 14)

*Sources: All comparative data from other regions are from source (b). One indicator of
humanitarian emergency in Afghanistan is the collapse of institutions able to produce
such statistics. Unlike such presumably better-governed countries as Sierra Leona and
Burundi, Afghanistan has not been listed in the standard source for such data, UNDP’s
Human Development Report 1996.

"UNOCHA (1996, p. 4); citing UNDP, Human Development Report 1996.
‘UNOCHA (1997, p. 4); citing UNDP, Human Development Report 1997.
YUNOCHA (1997); citing UNICEE, State of the World’s Children Report 1996.
‘UNOCHA (1997); citing Study by UNICEF/World Health Organization, 1996.
UNDP (1997).

mortality was 172 per 1,000 live births; and maternal mortality
was estimated at 1,600 per 100,000 live births. On the Human
Development Index, a composite of basic education and health
indicators, very rough estimates placed Afghanistan 169 out
of 174 countries. It was also one of the most heavily armed
countries in the world and had a large population of disabled
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people due to both war injuries and the prevalence of prevent-
able diseases, notably polio.

It took fully four years after the inauguration of the new
Afghan government, until September 2004, for the World
Bank to publish its “first Economic Report on Afghanistan in a
quarter-century.”? The bank summarized the situation:

The starting point—in late 2001 at the fall of the
Taliban—for recent developments in Afghanistan was
dire. The Afghan economy was reeling from protracted
conflict and severe drought, with cereal grain produc-
tion down by half, livestock herds decimated, orchards
and vineyards destroyed by war and drought, more than
five million people displaced as refugees in neighboring
countries, and remaining economic activities steered in
an informal or illicit direction by insecurity and lack of
support services.?

International financial institutions estimated macroeco-
nomic statistics for the first time in decades. According to the
International Monetary Fund, Afghanistan in 2002 ranked
183 out of 192 countries in per capita income as estimated
by purchasing power parity. The only countries poorer than
Afghanistan were Burundi, the Central African Republic, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Liberia, Malawi,
Mozambique, Niger, and Rwanda. Afghanistan was the
poorest country in Asia, with a per capita GDP only 81 percent
of Tajikistan, the next poorest Asian state. It was even further
behind Cambodia, Nepal, and Myanmar. Afghanistan had

2. World Bank, Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Sector
Unit, South Asia Region, Afghanistan: State Building, Sustaining Growth,
and Reducing Poverty, A Country Economic Report (Report no. 29551-
AF), September 9, 2004.

3. Ibid., p. x.
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38 percent of the GDP per capita of India and 30 percent of
Pakistan.

Afghanistan also lagged far behind in telecommunications
coverage: there were a few hundred landlines in the major
cities, many of them connected to Pakistani area codes during
Taliban rule, and no mobile telephone providers. There were
single state-owned television and radio channels.

This poverty and lack of development resulted from both
the direct and indirect effects of armed conflict since 1978. The
World Bank summarized the direct effects as: (1) less labor
power, with 30 percent of the population displaced and many
males in their most productive years joining or fleeing the
conflict; (2) “lower quality of human capital” due to the de-
struction of education; (3) destruction of physical capital such
as irrigation systems, roads, and livestock; (4) contraction of
available land due to mines and unexploded ordinance; and
(5) special difficulties imposed on women.

Perhaps the biggest indirect effect was the isolation of
Afghanistan from the global community. As the World Bank
argued, Afghanistan lost the opportunity “to participate in the
last twenty-five years of global development and to catch up”
with other countries.* Figure 7.1 shows how Afghanistan lagged
behind in advances in GDP per capita and life expectancy.

In addition, external intervention had implications for the
economy, changing it qualitatively. British imperialism had
made Afghanistan into an isolated buffer state, rather than a
colony exploited for economic gain, and imposed major so-
cial and economic costs through the three Anglo-Afghan wars
(1839—42, 1878-80, and 1919). In colonies under direct rule the
imperial power introduced commercial farming for the in-
ternational market of products such as tea, coffee, rubber, in-
digo, cotton, tobacco, sugar, and cacao, or extractive industries
producing minerals or petroleum. Peasants lost land to such

4. Tbid., p. 2.
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Figure 7.1 Development Trajectories: 1975-2002-2017

Source: World Bank, Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Sector Unit, South Asia
Region, Afghanistan: State Building, Sustaining Growth, and Reducing Poverty, A Country
Economic Report (Report no. 29551-AF), September 9, 2004; World Bank Open Data, https://
data.worldbank.org/.

enterprises and became subject to coercive labor systems ran-
ging from slavery to debt peonage. Populations became de-
pendent on cash and imported food. In Afghanistan, the 1980s
war, rather than nineteenth-century colonization, brought
global commercial agriculture and extractive industries on a
massive scale. The main commercial crop, opium poppy, was
illegal according to international treaties. The industry moved
its cultivation to Afghanistan from Pakistan, Iran, Myanmar,
and Turkey, not because Afghanistan had better physical con-
ditions to grow poppy but because it had better conditions
than elsewhere for producing and protecting illegality. The in-
flux of cash to finance the war and opium production brought
severe inflation, especially of the price of food.

Such a poor economy could not support a functioning gov-
ernment. A weak state could hardly collect revenue in the face
of economic regression and pervasive insecurity. In 1975, be-
fore the start of the armed conflict, the Afghan government’s



180 AFGHANISTAN

tax revenue was estimated at only 7.1 percent of GDP. By the
time the economy had recovered enough to yield estimates
again, in 2003, it was barely a third of that, at 2.4 percent. Figure
7.2 compares the share of tax revenues to GDP from 2001 to the
present for the world, South Asia (including Afghanistan), and
Afghanistan. Even in 2013, Afghanistan was still below the
South Asian average, which was quite low in global perspec-
tive. Afghanistan had the lowest ratio of tax revenue to GDP of
any non-oil-exporting country that reported data. Since then
revenue has increased, reaching an estimated 12.3 percent in
2017, according to a World Bank report.®

With such low tax revenue and without foreign aid other
than a tiny flow of humanitarian assistance, it was no wonder
that the level of public services such as education and health-
care was so low, leading to the outcomes in Table 7.1.

How did the economic and social conditions change after 20017

Fifteen years later, the socioeconomic conditions in Afghanistan
had improved significantly. However, the huge international
expenditures on Afghanistan showed mixed results. In GNI
per capita (PPP), in 2016 Afghanistan ranked 196 out of 216
countries, ahead of nineteen African states and Haiti. In addi-
tion to the nine countries whose average income Afghanistan
had exceeded in 2002, it had also overtaken Uganda, Haiti,
South Sudan (which did not exist at the time), Burkina Faso,
The Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Comoros, Togo, Sierra Leone, and
Guinea. It was still the poorest country in Asia, with average
income only 75 percent that of Nepal and about 55 percent that
of Cambodia, Tajikistan, and the Kyrgyz Republic.

From 2003 to 2016, Afghanistan’s GDP per capita (PPP
constant dollars) excluding narcotics grew by an average of

5. World Bank, Afghanistan Development Update (Washington, DC: World
Bank, 2019), 10.
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Table 7.2 Improvement in Humanitarian Indicators, Afghanistan

Indicator 1990s, various 2015-16
HDI rank 169/174 169/188
Population percent with access to:

Healthcare 29 90

Safe water 12 65
Calories/capita 1523 2090
Infant mortality per 1,000 live births 257 91
Maternal mortality per 100,000 live births ~ 1,700/640 396
Life expectancy at birth 44 61
Adult literacy 28 38

3.7 percent per year, and by 5.7 percent per year from 2001
through 2012, before the withdrawal of most foreign troops.
This performance was an improvement over previous dec-
ades, but it was insufficient to outdistance its neighbors. The
Afghan average growth rate of 3.7 percent per year compares
with an average for South Asia as a whole of 5.7 percent per
year, though it is greater than the average during those years
for sub-Saharan Africa, 2.3 percent per year.

Despite the continued moderate pace of growth, direct for-
eign aid to public services raised the level of humanitarian in-
dicators (Table 7.2). Afghanistan still remained near the bottom
of the HDI listings, ranking 169 as in 1996 but out of a larger
number of countries (188 rather than 174). Nineteen coun-
tries, all in sub-Saharan Africa, ranked lower than Afghanistan
in HDL

In all indicators of health, life expectancy, child and ma-
ternal mortality, nutrition, and literacy, Afghanistan had made
progress, as shown in Table 7.2. The cost of this progress was
such an extreme level of dependency on aid that it is nearly
impossible to envisage a transition toward self-sufficiency in
the foreseeable future. Over half of aid from 2002 to 2010 was
spent on security and the rest largely followed security prior-
ities. As Table 7.3 shows in 2015 Afghanistan ranked eighth
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Table 7.3 Ten Most Aid-Dependent Countries, 2015

Country ODA as
percent
GNI
Tuvalu 89.2
Liberia 62.4
Central African Republic 30.6
Marshall Islands 24.0
Somalia 23.0
Sierra Leone 22.6
Micronesia, Fed. Sts. 22.0
Afghanistan 21.3
South Sudan 21.1
Kiribati 19.1

in the world in the percentage of gross national income (GNI)
coming from overseas development assistance (ODA). Of
the seven more aid-dependent countries, three were island
microstates with populations ranging from 11,000 to 105,000,
and the other four were Somalia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, and
the Central African Republic. None of these states were called
upon to bear the burden of being the front line in the global
war on terror.

What were the development frameworks used by the Afghan
government and its international supporters?

One of the early initiatives by the Afghan government
was to write a document called the National Development
Framework. This document attempted to outline national pri-
orities and policy directions. The Board of the Afghanistan
Assistance Coordination Authority (AACA), chaired by
the chairman of the interim administration, and individual
consultations carried out by the Ministry of Planning, the
Ministry of Reconstruction, and the AACA contributed to this
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document, but its main author was AACA director Ashraf
Ghani. Subsequently, the government prepared three more
comprehensive strategies and plans: Securing Afghanistan’s
Future, which was presented by Minister of Finance Ashraf
Ghani at the Berlin international conference in 2004; the Interim
Afghanistan National Development Strategy (I-ANDS) in 2006;
and the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS),
which was presented at the Paris Conference on Afghanistan
in 2008. Later, the National Unity Government also devel-
oped a five-year development strategy from 2017 to 2022, re-
ferred to as the Afghanistan National Peace and Development
Framework (ANPDF).

These strategies and plans aimed to identify national prior-
ities and allocate foreign aid and domestic revenue to realize
them. These documents also helped the Afghan government
to meet the conditions required by aid programs under some
schemes. For example, ANDS served as a Poverty Reduction
Strategy Paper (PRSP), something that the World Bank member
countries prepare describing the country’s macroeconomic,
structural, and social policies, and programs to promote broad-
based growth and reduce poverty. The PRSP was a condition
for eligibility for debt relief within the Heavily Indebted Poor
Countries initiative and access to aid from major donors and
lenders.®

These strategies aimed to create a liberal market economy
in Afghanistan by establishing rule of law, trade, and good
relations with neighbors, and eventually transitioning out
of illegal drug production into licit products. However, the
National Development Framework was prepared more for
the international donor community than the Afghan govern-
ment or people. Most of the government departments were
not fully functioning. While the planning process became

6. See ANDS Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, “Afghanistan National
Development Strategy (ANDS), 1387-1391 (2008-13)” (Kabul: ANDS
Secretariat, n.d.).
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more inclusive and consultative, there remained a gap be-
tween donors’ interests and those of the Afghan government.
Donors prepared their own country programs and strategies.
This was, in particular, the case with major bilateral donors,
such as the US, the UK, and Japan. Those projects that donors
directly funded were sometimes poorly aligned with Afghan
government priorities and often not tailored to the context.”

Was there a plan for the reconstruction of Afghanistan? How
was the aid coordinated?

International engagement in post-2001 Afghanistan was a re-
action t