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Simply a Nirvana Fallacy: 
Seeing Everything from the Prism of Islamic Extremism in 

Afghanistan   

by Metin Turcan 

Abstract 

There has emerged a vast literature at the strategic level on the COIN efforts of the CF in 

Afghanistan, which is generally considered as an integral part of the struggle against global 

extremism.  Nonetheless, to see Afghanistan as a “front” in the struggle against global extremism 

severely distracts our focus and falsely lead us to cover all other related phenomena under the 

blanket of “Islamic extremism.‟  The utmost aim of this article is to challenge traditional COIN 

wisdom available in the literature which takes “Islamic Extremism” as the single factor that 

explains everything in rural Afghanistan. This article suggests that the tribal and rural 

characteristics of Afghanistan precede the Islamic identity of Afghanistan, and therefore, the 

current debacle of international community in rural Afghanistan does not conform to established 

frames or assumptions in the literature.  

Executive Summary 

The conceptualization of contemporary insurgencies has been broadened to the widest 

level through the inclusion of the phenomenon of “global Islamic insurgency led by al-Qaeda-

like transnational networks.” This is a very assertive term used to define insurgencies in 

contemporary security environment that supersede the national level and have global reach, and 

consequently has influenced beyond domestic borders of any host state currently struggling to 

fight against it such as Afghanistan. Hence, the conceptualization of global Islamic insurgency 

has distracted the needed focal focus on Counterinsurgency (COIN) efforts at the tactical level in 

local areas in rural Afghanistan and focus on other antecedent conditions of the Afghan 

insurgency rather than Islamic extremism. 

 In this context, the existence of external actors such as al-Qaeda elements and their 

involvement in the insurgency in Afghanistan, and religious phenomena coming with the 

package of radical Islam constitute an obstacle to focus on local dynamics. This obstacle makes 

the insurgency in rural Afghanistan, which in fact a simple fight that should be addressed with 

tactical level efforts to gain the optimum consent of local population, unnecessarily complicated.  

Assessing the insurgency in rural   Afghanistan as a fraction of the global insurgency and 

seeing Afghanistan as a “primary front” in this struggle, thus, may lead the planners to think it 

more as a matter of enemy-centric strategic planning and less as a matter of population-centric 

tactical planning  which, in fact, has been the real remedy for the rural Afghanistan. 

Interestingly, when talking about Afghanistan both during his education in the U.S. and during 

his service in Afghanistan, the author observed from a great majority of junior level officers from 
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the coalition countries such as the U.S., Germany, Canada, Poland that they are inclined to 

explain their presence in Afghanistan by claiming that Afghanistan is currently the most 

important front against global insurgency. Many of them think that their presence in Afghanistan 

and fighting the global extremism in the soil of Afghanistan is a wiser option rather than fighting 

extremism in Washington DC, Berlin, Ottowa, and Warsaw.  Then, they come with the 

explanation that they are in Afghanistan to protect their countries from global extremism, which 

means that Afghanistan is simply a front in this grand struggle and Afghans are “unlucky 

residents” who happened to be born in it. 

The overall aim of this paper is to remove the veil of “Islamic extremism” on the current 

fight in tribalized and rural Afghanistan. To facilitate this aim, one should conduct a sort of 

morphological analysis of a typical TRME, for instance rural Afghanistan, at the tactical level.    

The author had plenty of discussion sessions on rural Afghanistan in classes with many 

American officers from all branches during his education in the U.S., a great majority of whom 

served in  Afghanistan and Iraq at least one time, most of whom even served multiple times.  

Sadly, very few of them fully understand what is going on in rural Afghanistan at the tactical 

level. He recalled that he was first student who raised his hand and talked some words about the 

impacts of tribal characteristics on COIN efforts in rural Afghanistan after two hours of 

discussion on Afghanistan in a room filled with more than forty junior level U.S. officers from 

all forces. They were discussing radical Islam, the notion of Jihad, al-Qaida, and all religious 

phenomena coming with the package of radical Islam until that time. As happened in this 

session, many of the classes in which he participated, the main theme had always been the 

radical Islam and it was often cited first. An ordinary American citizen in the U.S. may prefer to 

use “Islamic” as an adjective in front of the insurgency in Afghanistan and may not need any 

other adjective, which could be excused to some extent since they could not find a chance to see 

what is really happening in rural Afghanistan with their own eyes. On the other hand, if roughly 

all junior level officers he met in the U.S. military, who also served in Afghanistan or Iraq at 

least one time at the tactical level, are inclined to put radical Islam as an adjective to define the 

insurgency in Afghanistan and if they mention nothing else but for Islam, then,   he would 

suggest that there is an “institutional” problem in the diagnosis phase.  

First, excessive emphasis of the phenomena coming in the package of radical Islam in the 

U.S. military education system functions as a veil which covers all other phenomena highly 

relevant for the COIN efforts in Afghanistan.  Any U.S. soldier in rural Afghanistan is, thus, 

inclined to fall into the fallacy of putting Islam as an adjective in front of any socio-cultural, 

political, security-related or economic issue he/she faces with. The explanatory power of radical 

Islam is unprecedented for many U.S. soldiers when it comes to explain any dilemma  in rural 

Afghanistan. The understanding of “It is because of Islam, that is all folks” seems to cover all 

relevant phenomena. This inclination to explain everything with a single root cause leads many 

U.S. soldiers to fall into “the single factor fallacy.” The military education system, in fact, should 

be designed to challenge the media-driven stereotypes, which reinforce the phenomenon of 

“Islamic radicalism” among Western audience.  

Second, mainly because of the nirvana fallacy of “force protection” and current risk-

averse method of operating, the U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan have highly limited access to “real 

locals” – not the pseudo ones such as interpreters or local contractors who say what the U.S. 

soldiers want to hear. Therefore, to get first-hand information, which may disrupt their pre-

conditionings and biases thorough experience/observation is excessively unlikely for any U.S. 
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soldier. He personally knows many junior level officers who could not see “a real Afghan”, 

though they spent more than six months in Afghanistan. When the political cost of a fallen 

soldier outweighs the risks of interacting with the locals to be acquainted with the environment - 

one of the imperatives of COIN, the result for any U.S. soldier is to “visualize” rural Afghanistan 

through what he/she learnt from the indoctrination before the deployment and through what 

he/she heard from others during the deployment.  

There are some, however, who could remove the veil of radical Islam a little and could 

figure out the importance of the dynamics other than Islam such as  the tribal structures in rural 

Afghanistan. Unfortunately, tough they spent some time in TRMEs and closely experienced the 

importance of tribal characteristics, they are, fatally, inclined to recognize tribal order as the sole 

player and measure power in material terms in rural Afghanistan. Major Jim Grant states in his 

report, One Tribe at a Time, that “Money and guns equal the ultimate power” in rural 

Afghanistan.
1
 He continues that “Power in this area [in rural Afghanistan] was about the ability 

to put armed men on the ground to attack an adversary or to defend the tribe. Guns were the 

ultimate currency.” 
2
   

As a “hard-head” Special Force soldier, his argument could be seen accurate at first 

glance. The author, however, humbly suggests that the power rooted from the “money and gun” 

strategy could foster temporary solutions on particular issues in specific part of rural 

Afghanistan, but cannot cultivate a stable, permanent, cohesive and comprehensive end state. 

The end state of the reliance on material powers such as money and arm to mobilize specifically 

selected tribes or individuals against a common enemy is warlordism, the symbiotic relationship 

of which with the Taliban, in fact, feeds the current chaos in Afghanistan. Any strategy, the 

reference point of which is not “the superstructure”, which will be proposed in this paper as the 

main source of legitimization that revolves the rural Afghanistan, is null and void.  Or simply 

put, any “materialistic or mechanical”  strategy that cannot satisfy the mental and emotive 

component of rural Afghanistan, or a strategy with no “soul,” is doomed to fail sooner or later. 

Afghanistan: A View from the Ground 

Though Islam came to Afghanistan eleven hundreds years ago, rural Afghanistan has 

been a tribal society for roughly 5000 years. Tribal and rural structures in Afghanistan, therefore, 

precede Islam. For instance, the army of Alexander the Great - an undefeated hi-tech army the 

equivalent of a western superpower - and its legendary campaign against the local tribes in 

Afghanistan (330-327 BC) has inspired military historians for centuries. While scholars today 

underline interesting similarities between the campaign of Alexander the Great and the current 

fight of Coalition Forces in Afghanistan, the dates of the campaigns point to a key difference.
3 

The army of the Alexander the Great, which was a pre-Christian western power, fought local 

tribes in Afghanistan, which were pre-Islamic societies, without religious motivations on either 

side. The common characteristic, which exists both in the campaign of Alexander the Great and 

the current war in Afghanistan, is not religion, but tribal and rural order.  

Why population in rural Afghanistan has been responding to the efforts of the CF and 

central government in Kabul with determination and tenacity? The answer of this question is not 

                                                 
1 Please see for the full report: http://rohrabacher.house.gov/UploadedFiles/one_tribe_at_a_time.pdf (accessed 17 August 2010). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Frank L. Holt,  Into the Land of Bones: Alexander the Great in Afghanistan,  (Los Angeles, University of California Press, 

2006),xi  also available online, Please see : http://www.books.google.com (accessed 09/07/2009). 

http://rohrabacher.house.gov/UploadedFiles/one_tribe_at_a_time.pdf
http://www.books.google.com/
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solely Islam as we have seen in the Alexander the Great case, but lies in many aspects of tribal 

and rural Afghanistan: its terrain features and weather conditions, population structures, 

traditions, tribal structures and ethnicity, the nature of Afghan family and kin groups in rural 

areas, and gender roles etc.  

For instance, the ability of the residents of rural Afghanistan to adapt to arid terrain, 

extreme climatic conditions, prolonged draughts, and successive invasions, would be worth 

mentioning to explain the roots of their tenacity and determination. The rural Afghanis have, 

also, coped with these difficulties by showing diversity, ingeniousness and flexibility in 

implementing strategies to survive, and by forming impermeable social institutions. Despite 

certain commonly shared tribal, rural and religious structures, they have moved from one 

subsistence strategy to another to adapt to the changing geographic and socio-political 

environments. That is why geographic, religious, demographic and socio-political features of 

Afghanistan have favored all insurgencies and contributed a lot to their persistency in the history 

of Afghanistan. Six major factors contribute to the tenacity of rural Afghanistan. These are; 

 locals in rural Afghanistan are deeply divided along ethnic, linguistic, sectarian and  

tribal lines, a factor which causes a complex and heterogeneous social terrain that 

cannot be easily controlled by COIN forces,  

 social system in rural Afghanistan is based on communal loyalties, which often 

prevail national identities, and therefore, making Afghanistan a highly decentralized 

society that cannot be governed from Kabul, 

 harsh terrain features and weather conditions, when added to the  lack of socio-

economic development,  increase the physical distance between the periphery and the 

central government, 

  hard-to penetrate tribal layer makes it merely possible to freely operate in intra-tribe 

level for COIN forces, a simple fact that destines COIN forces to attain the consent of 

tribal leaders at all cost and by all means, and thus makes them the passive players in 

the game, 

 the doctrines of the superstructure, a mechanism  formed by the amalgamation of 

religious principles and traditional local codes, constitute a fertile moral ground of the 

insurgency, and grant direction and motivation for the insurgents,  

 Afghanistan has a long history of foreign invasions due to its geo-strategic location, 

as a factor which makes all Afghans genetically expert in guerilla warfare.
4
   

These features not only hinder the crafting of a comprehensive and one-size fits all COIN 

strategy that would be applied anywhere in rural Afghanistan  but also distorts the efforts by 

disabling the COIN forces to accurately address the center of the gravity of the COIN campaign 

throughout Afghanistan.   

Geographic and demographic facts of Afghanistan, specifically the heterogeneity both in 

geographic and demographic terms, have led to the creation and preservation of the tribal and 

rural characteristics in Afghanistan, which is, in fact, in favor of tribal order. These facts have 

also been the primary cause of the failure of central governments and invading forces to 

consolidate their control over the entire country throughout the history of Afghanistan. Harsh 

weather conditions, specifically long and bitter winters, for instance, have made it impossible to 

                                                 
4
 Larry P. Goodson, Afghanistan’s Endless War; State Failure, Regional Politics and the Rise of the 

Taliban (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 12-14. 
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conduct a decisive and persistent campaign against the insurgencies, and turned the COIN efforts 

in to seasonal fights, which granted the insurgents the opportunity to rest and regroup. 

With respect to the border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan, the land is 

inhospitable to “the outsiders” with mountain ranges, narrow valleys, desert plains, and rocky, 

barren wastes. The physical feature of this land makes it impossible to draw a definable border. 

Like veins on a leaf, hundreds of small valleys in the region, the total control of which are 

absolutely impossible  even with aerial surveillance,  perfectly serve as safe corridors for small 

groups. The difficult terrain of the country coupled with dispersed population settlements renders 

a great number of people isolated from the urban centers and from each other. While the circle 

highway built by the Americans and the Soviets in the 1960s connects the urban centers, as well 

as population that reside within proximity of the highway, the rest of the population are ill 

integrated in the national system. As a result, many of the rural populations are isolated and 

poorly integrated. Dispersed rural population, the control of which is merely possible, donates 

safe havens for the insurgents, who seek for logistic support, intelligence and recruitment. The 

isolation of a great section of the population, furthermore, necessitates the rise of alternative 

forms of support affiliations. The tribal order, as a local governance model, is thus a result of 

both the experiences of these people within the context of the physical features of their land and 

perceived malice of central authority. This diversity, or heterogeneity in the rural society has 

been further exacerbated due to the legacy of war and external proxy interference over the past 

three decades. 

In the light of the facts stated above, rural Afghan society would be regarded as a 

complex assortment of ethnic, linguistic, religious and tribal cleavages more intimately united at 

the local level than under the flag of „Afghan‟ identity at the national level.  It should also be 

stressed that this trend of tribalization/localization is continuing in rural Afghan society in a less 

intense manner in contributing to the persistence of the insurgency.
5
 

In the same vein, one may note that “decentralized” nature of insurgency, as an 

antecedent condition mainly rooted from the varying political aspirations and objectives of 

different political movements and interest groups, perfectly fits for the continuation of tribal 

characteristics of the society. Since tribal order would best be characterized as a system of 

different armed groups with different political agendas, decentralized insurgency would facilitate 

a fertile ground for the tribal confederates to play their triple roles, that is, the tribal confederates 

ally with the Taliban, tribal confederates ally with the CF and the ones which sit on the fence, 

and everlasting flow of switching alliances which hinders to figure out whose hands are whose 

pockets.  

What would be said about the primary features of Taliban-led insurgency? In the light of 

the aforementioned facts stated above, and the map below, which shows the Taliban presence as 

of the year of 2009 in Afghanistan, which sort of outcomes would be derived?  It would be 

appropriate to pinpoint that the Taliban-led insurgency is, first a tribal one, then a rural one, and 

lastly a religious one.    

                                                 
5 Roohullah Rahimi, “Afghanistan: Exploring the Dynamics of Sociopolitical Strife and Persistency of Insurgency.” 



 6 smallwarsjournal.com 

 

 

Figure One : Taliban presence in Afghanistan as of the year 2009.
6
 

The combination seen in redlines in Figure Two, which confirms the previous argument, 

is the backbone of the Taliban led- insurgency in rural Afghanistan.  

 

                                                 
6 http://www.icosmaps.net/taliban_presence/iframe2(accessed 10 September 2010). 

http://www.icosmaps.net/taliban_presence/iframe2
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Figure Two.  The components of the Taliban-led Insurgency 

 

 

Is Islam the Main Driver in Rural Afghanistan? 

What defines your way of life? What norms do you follow? If you ask these questions to 

any tribesman rural Afghanistan, the answer you would hear is that “We live as our fathers 

devised. We are following tradition and we live as devout Muslims.” This ethos, which regulates 

the norms of tribal order, is twofold: a mixture of tradition and Islam defining the way of life. 

The delicate equilibrium in any Tribalized Rural Muslim Environment (TRME) in the globe is 

based on the amalgamation of a modified Islam, used to meet the tasks of regulating socio-

economic life, and traditional tribal codes, urf ad’at or tore, which reflect the accumulation of 

highly revered regulative experiences.  This paper will call the institutional mechanism that 

reflects the mixture of tradition and Islam and defines the way of life in TRMEs, as “the 

superstructure.” It is this institutional mechanism, or the superstructure, that governed the 

TRMEs – rural Afghanistan is one those -  for centuries in relatively peace and stable manner.  
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The amalgamation of a modified Islam, which is used to meet the tasks of regulating 

socio-economic life, with traditional tribal codes, which reflect the accumulation of highly 

revered regulative experiences are called ethics, or akhlaq in Arabic. Ethical modes of behavior, 

or akhlaq, in TRMEs, are derived from either divine authority, or important religious figures, or 

pre-Islamic traditional codes. Since “rights” and “wrongs” are known because God tells us or 

tradition dictates in TRMEs, the basis for seeking the rights and wrongs through reasoning is 

severely discouraged. Put simply, authority, not reasoning, comes to the conclusion about correct 

action. 

For all in TRMEs, the ethical modes of behavior, or akhlaq, in the TRMEs must be 

defended from the outside world by the superstructure, the fundamental principles of which 

control the locals in the system.  

Ahmed Rashid states that “before the Taliban, Islamic extremism had never flourished in 

Afghanistan” and continues that for the first time in the history of Afghanistan, a political 

movement has been claiming to govern Afghanistan by exploiting Islamic rhetoric for political 

mobilization.
7
 The Islamic extremism, which had never flourished in Afghanistan before, was 

not only a direct challenge to the tribal order but also the end of peaceful co-existence of 

modified Islam and traditional tribal codes under the roof of the superstructure. Interestingly, if 

we recognize that a typical TRME rejects everything that belongs to the outside and treats it with 

hostility, we must ask why so many people of rural Afghanistan easily embraced the 

indoctrination of political networks based on extremist Islamic rhetoric, which is undeniably an 

alien phenomenon imported from the outside world?  Why have many rural Afghans accepted 

the imported extremist Islam of the Taliban but at the same time preferred to keep themselves 

distanced from the options of democracy, governing of the state, or rule of law and all other alien 

innovations imported by the international efforts in rural Afghanistan? An obvious possibility 

may be “the collective fear” of the Taliban.  Since Taliban spreads a “culture of fear” among 

people, they may be reluctantly forced to obey to the strict rules of Taliban.  Since this 

phenomenon of culture of fear is pumped by the western media with the photos or footages of 

Taliban beating woman with sticks, public executions, acid attacks, we are very inclined to buy 

this argument without questioning.  Nonetheless, for me, “culture of fear” is not sufficient 

enough to answer the question of why Taliban entices people in rural Afghanistan. Another 

answer could be the Taliban‟s rhetoric of fixing and purifying the superstructure and 

reestablishing moral codes of behavior, or akhlaq . Then, the emergence of this rhetoric as an 

alternative governance model to a highly corrupted warlord order in rural Afghanistan entices 

many people towards the Taliban.  

With this rhetoric; 

The Taliban promises people that its utmost aim is to fix the superstructure and clean it from 

bad innovations, or bid`a.  

For the Taliban the current turmoil in Afghanistan is because of excessive modernity and 

all exogenous inputs coming with it. Therefore, the only way to fix the structure is to purify it 

from these exogenous inputs coming with the modernity. These inputs currently exist in rural 

Afghanistan contradict with the concept of akhlaq, or value system of the rural society. The only 

option, then, is to change to resolve this disequilibrium. At the individual level, when the facts in 

the environment does not correspond to how one believes one has basically two options. First, 

                                                 
7 Ahmad Rashid, Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamnetalism in Central Asia, pp.93. 
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one may change the environment and bring our physical condition as close to his/her values, 

akhlaq in this case, as possible. Second, one may change his/her values to adapt to the 

environment. The former one, which best fits for the objectives of the locals in rural Afghanistan, 

is currently represented by Taliban. 

Taliban upholds golden past and creates a sort cult of nostalgia, which perfectly fits for the 

mindset of rural Afghans. 

The tribes in rural Afghanistan are not easy to define since their sizes, structures, internal 

organizations and interactions with the outside world significantly vary. But the dominant tribal 

pattern rural Afghanistan is based upon a good blend of kinship ideology and socialized Islam. 

Such kinship ideology is usually rooted in the sense of common ancestry, which includes the 

heroes from the pre-Islamic period and even descendants (sayyids) of the Prophet Muhammad. 

The glorification of the past and its ancestral links has been a particularly attractive form of 

legitimization in rural Afghanistan . Islam also highly celebrates the period of Prophet 

Muhammad and his friends (Sahabi), the succeeding generation who saw them (tabiin), and the 

third generation who saw tabbins (tebe-i tabiin),  and glorifies those three generations  for their 

selfless efforts and sufferings to expand Islam. This, in turn, is one of the primary reasons why 

Salafi/Wahhabi thinking is very compatible with the tribal order. Namely, both aim to glorify the 

golden age in the past and the ancestors who lived up to the principles of the superstructure.   

The sense of being attached to the past and the perpetual need of upholding and 

glorifying the past and the victorious ancestors is the key to the continuation of the tribal order in 

the tribal order. For instance, among the Ghilzai tribe in Afghanistan, the sense of belongingness 

to the tribe has Islamic underpinnings. That is, Ghilzais believe that they become Muslim at the 

time of Prophet Muhammad. Their ancestor named Qays, journeyed to Mecca and accepted 

Islam from Prophet Muhammad himself. Their long association with Islam not only provides a 

sense of “seniority” for them among other ethnic groups but also amalgamate the tribal 

membership to the Muslim community, or ummah. Therefore, any Ghilzai feels his/her tribal 

solidarity as an Islamic one, and thus perceive anything that threatens tribal solidarity as evil and 

associated with the devil. I encountered several stories with the same references told by the 

members of the Barzan tribe, the ruling tribe in Northern Iraq.   

In Taliban’s solution there is no room for any form of hierarchy in rural Afghanistan. 

Superiority could only be obtained through the concept of taqwa (piety), which means 

getting closer to God through worshipping and being always conscientious in the application of 

God‟s rules.
8
 Therefore, taqwa, proposed as a criterion of superiority in the social system by the 

Taliban, fits well with the rural Afghans, who have been already more devout Muslims than the 

urban Afghans.  The motto of “equality for all, and superiority solely through taqwa” entices an 

ordinary rural Afghan, who has no title in the social life.  Mullah Omar, once an ordinary rural 

person neither one of the tribal leader (khan class) or from the royal family of the Muhammadzai 

branch of the Durrani tribe and now emir-al mu`minin (the leader of all Muslims in Afghanistan), 

is a good example to prove how the concept of taqwa elevates  individuals. Mullah Omar is, 

                                                 
8 The word Taqwa has been mentioned in the Qur'an 251 times in many verses. This large number of verses related to Taqwa is 

an indication of the importance of the subject. 

 Quran, Surat Al-Hujurat, Verse:13. 

Also see: The famous hadith of Sahih Bukhari, Vol. 7, Ch. 3. 
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thus, a “success story” to follow for many ordinary people in rural Afghanistan, who have 

traditionally been devout Muslims and followed the principles of Islam. 

By offering “a just political order” and placing the notion of justice above all considerations, 

Taliban easily wins the hearts and minds of the rural Afghans. 

 One of the enormous fallacies of the traditional COIN literature is the excessive 

emphasis of the notion of “security.” FM 3-24, the Bible of COIN in which the word of 

“security” is used 137 times, asserts  that " the cornerstone of any COIN effort is establishing 

security for civilian populace”
9
 and concludes that “no permanent reforms can be implemented 

and disorder spreads”
10

 without a secure environment. The manual also regards “the ability to 

provide security for the populace” as the first indicator of legitimacy.
11

 Then, security should be 

primary concern in any COIN effort in TRMEs, specifically in rural Afghanistan. The Taliban, I 

would suggest, is inclined to think differently. For the Taliban, I assume, security may be one of 

the imperatives of rural Afghanistan, nonetheless, considering it as the first and utmost objective 

which should be obsessively achieved, may lead the struggle strategy to a wrong direction.  

The notion of “freedom” is the primary value associated with Western civilization when 

defining the relation between the individual and governing political entity or the state. It is only 

the notion of “justice”, the primary value associated with rural Afghanistan, that can only give 

enough legitimacy to govern in the people`s eyes. Justice is a “glue” that binds all features and 

orders the society in rural Afghanistan . Put simply, it is much more important to be “justly” 

treated than to be “secured” for the residents of TRMEs. If so, “Hi guys, we are here to establish 

the state authority, but we should secure you first” strategy is totally an alien concept for locals, 

and thus, presumably may attract less support than the strategy of “ Esselamun Aleykum ihvan-i 

muslimin (May peace of God be upon you fellow Muslims), we are here to establish a just social 

order and aim to clean the environment from all earthly sins you currently suffer.”   

The primary concern of anyone in rural Afghanistan, for instance, is less corruption – as the 

more preferably solution,  or more chance to participate in it – as the less preferable solution.  

To reformulate it, the rural Afghans either seek for a just social order, in which they 

would share “misery” equally as long as it is a just solution,  or seek for an unequal share of 

wealth, which is a unjust solution as long as they could exploit it. While the former concept is 

represented by the Taliban, the latter is represented by the corrupted warlord order and the CF-

supported government. The reference point in both of these concepts is justice, not security. Any 

social interaction is evaluated through the lenses of justice in rural Afghanistan. That is why the 

badal or kisas rule, a just retaliation which justifies the proportionate use of violence in response 

to a crime, is a common practice.  

Furthermore, with regard to justice, the Western mindset puts “accuracy” above all other 

considerations. In the Western world, a methodical and long process to find justice is always 

appropriate, since the environment provided by the authority of the state is secure enough to 

await a verdict. The Western mindset demands that the decision of the judge be accurate and 

objective. In contrast, people in TRMEs seek “the swift implementation” of justice rather than 

concern themselves with accuracy, since they do not have enough time and patience to wait. 

Rural Afghanistan, for instance,  is an inappropriate setting for a prolonged legal dispute since 

                                                 
9 FM 3-24, Counterinsurgency Manual (2006)  pp.1-23. 
10 Ibid,  pp.1-23. 
11 Ibid, pp.1-21. 
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there is no superior authority to make both sides wait patiently and peacefully for the decision. 

Second, the uncertain result of any legal issue can cause more destructive consequences in rural 

Afghanistan than the issue itself, potentially turning a crime into a tribal or interfamily feud, 

which could last for decades and claim the lives of many adult males. Thus, to reach a decision 

as soon as possible that would somewhat satisfy each side and avoid inter-tribe or inter-family 

conflicts is preferable to a lengthy judicial process. In FM 3-24, which is full of “security”, the 

word of “rule of law” is only used two times,
 12

 as a notion to support the argument of achieving 

legitimacy thorough security. I remember an interesting wish from my childhood commonly 

used in my village by the people for their loving ones. They say that “May God bless you a just 

death.” If a death is considered “just” in TRMEs, then people welcome it. To reformulate, it is 

the notion of justice that revolves the TRMEs, not the notion of security. The remark of Ali, the 

son-in-law of Prophet Muhammad, explicitly demonstrates to what extent the notion of justice is 

important for Muslim societies. “Government [any political entity] can endure with unbelief, but 

not with injustice.”
13

  Put simply, security should not be an “end” when tailoring an effective 

COIN strategy for TRMEs, it should, instead be a means in the process of the creation of a “just 

socio-political order.” 

Since Taliban proclaims and avows to apply Sharia Law, a familiar concept for rural 

Afghans, to achieve the objective of the creation of just social order, Taliban is more 

“accountable” than the corrupted warlord order, its sole rival in rural Afghanistan.  That is, any 

wrongdoing of the Taliban officials when delivering justice, which means the violation of Sharia 

Law and the principles of akhlaq, could be criticized and challenged by people within the context 

of Islam.  

Please imagine that you are a village leader in rural Afghanistan. As the village leader, 

people expect you to deliver justice to settle the disputes no matter they are rooted from social, 

economic and political affairs. Which authority should you turn to ask for the delivery of the 

justice to settle the disputes and comfort the sides in it? When you look at the CF forces to ask 

for the delivery of the justice, you would notice the “this is none of our business” attitude and 

their pointing out the formal legal system and the courts of the central government? What about 

the courts and formal legal system of the central government? The current government-facilitated 

justice system is extremely slow, corrupt and insufficient to impose the rule of law in rural 

Afghanistan. This is the best offer is to settle the dispute within a uncertain period of time – 

maybe years later -  in favor of the side, which pays more.  On the other hand, when you turn to 

the Taliban for the delivery of the justice, the justice system of the Taliban is swift and relatively 

just since it takes its legitimacy from the Shari`a Law, one of the primary sources of the 

superstructure. Furthermore, you would have a chance to criticize the judgment, if it may seem to 

violate the tenets of the superstructure.  The justice system proposed by the Taliban entices many 

in rural Afghanistan since; 

 it is delivered by a man on a motorcycle carrying only Quran and a document to 

record the agreed judgment. It is, therefore, swift, mobile and one call away from the 

locals. 

 It is compatible with the basic tenets of the superstructure. The judgments are, 

therefore, more or less “predictable.” 

                                                 
12 The first usage is in pp.1-1, the second one is in pp.1-23. 
13 Carl W. Ernst, Following Muhammad: Rethinking Islam in the Contemporary World, (London, University of North Carolina 

Press, 2003) pp.118. 
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 It is not a “one-size-fits all” system, instead, is specifically tailored for that particular 

area. It is, therefore, highly adaptable to the specific characteristics of that particular 

village. 

 It is relatively more just and cleaner system than the legal system of central 

government.  

In contrast to the security-obsessed traditional COIN wisdom, I would suggest, then, that 

the level of perception of locals to see COIN force-supported governing authority as the justice 

deliverer should be the measurement of success of the COIN efforts in rural Afghanistan. 

The Taliban movement does not represent urbanized elites who have been the occupants of 

central authority.  

The Taliban, instead, would be seen as a clear empowerment and imposition of the rural 

preferred life style over the urban population. The rhetoric of the Taliban, is, therefore, highly 

enticing for the resilient rural tribal population as a tool to fending off government attempts to 

penetrate tribal society and a good tool to dominate urbanized elites.  

Center-periphery relation between state and the rural/tribal order would be characterized 

by continuous state attempts to make a way into tribal order and impose control; while the tribal 

and rural institutions have always been averse to state interference in their affairs. 

There are some crucial points in understanding this historical friction between center and 

the periphery. First, there is no clear definition of which entity, state or tribal order, constitutes 

the periphery. Though for us modern state represents the center, rural Afghans view state as 

peripheral primarily because state is a relatively young modern creation, and tribal order has 

existed for centuries solely relying on their own social structure for governance and services; 

therefore, people in rural Afghanistan see no utility in the existence of a central state.  

Furthermore, the perception of state as a non-traditional and un-Islamic entity that 

embodies modern and anti-Islamic ideal is prevalent in rural Afghanistan.  Though, state sees 

rural  as “backward” and an impediment to the advancement of society, rural Afghanistan regard 

state as an institution coming with all “earthly innovations” so as to destabilize the equilibrium 

settled by the superstructure. Tribal order is a self-help system that sustains all necessary 

material and emotional needs by itself, and, thus, it does rarely require the help of outsiders such 

as states.    

The rhetoric of the Taliban is easier and simpler to grasp for the rural people than the rhetoric 

of CF-supported central government. 

While the rhetoric of the central government, which includes alien and complex concepts 

such as democracy, justice through formal legal codes, the governance of the state institutions,  is 

highly complex and intricate for rural Afghans, the Taliban`s rhetoric,  supported with Quranic 

references, which would best be defined as “the struggle of good against evil” is easier to grasp 

This rhetoric of the everlasting struggle of the good against the evil makes the locals more 

receptive to the Taliban. “Why should we fight against the Taliban?” I wonder that how a 

government official or a CF soldier answers this question to the locals and if the references 

he/she cites in this answer are simple and clear enough to persuade.  

For instance, imagine that you are a young man in rural Afghanistan, little educated, 

poor, and oppressed by the corrupted warlord order. The Taliban rhetoric could entice you easily. 

The Taliban rejects all types of social status within the community but the superiority of taqwa, 
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upholds the golden Muslim past, embraces you regardless of your ethnic origin, forbids all forms 

of corruption for others, but permits some activities you may enjoy such as smuggling, 

kidnapping or fighting for the sake of Jihad, which justifies you to bend (not break) the Islamic 

principles. This rhetoric not only feeds your soul but also provides sanctuary, security and fills 

your stomach. Most importantly, this rhetoric provides you an AK-47 rifle, which the traditional 

religious networks have never done. With this rhetoric in your mind and soul, and the AK-47 in 

your hands, having once been oppressively ruled, you are ready to seize the political power from 

the corrupted warlords and government officials. The Taliban offers glory, fame and an 

opportunity to live a ”meaningful” life for you. That is why, the Taliban finds many recruits 

among young tribesmen from rural Afghanistan. David Kilcullen identifies this “pathology” as 

“accidental guerilla syndrome.” The accidental guerillas are the neutral civilians who fight 

alongside the extremists not solely for “the ideology” but also because they are motivated to 

fight to protect the existing way of life, or for financial rewards, or for personal grievances.
14

 The 

biographic book, My Life With the Taliban, from Abdul Salam Zaeef, who served as the 

ambassador of the Taliban government to Pakistan at the time of 9/11 attacks and later sent to 

Guantanamo, explicitly provides full insight of the motivations and aspirations of a young boy 

raised in rural Afghanistan.
15

 Zaeef vibrantly describes the anarchy and chaos in south eastern 

Afghanistan in early 1980s where local commanders setting up check points, killing and 

kidnapping people for money, raping women and promoting lawlessness and vice to the society. 

Zaeef, as a poor village boy from Kandahar, the son of an Imam who suffers deprivation, 

develops intense loyalties with his brothers in arms, or the Talibs, and survives in this period of 

calamity by joining to the Taliban. His utmost aim is to bring justice to the corrupted order by 

mainly means of trust to his Taliban brothers, his AK-47 in his hand, and the  high cause in his 

mind. 
16

 

Or, imagine that you are a young woman in rural Afghanistan. Your father, who has to 

obey the corrupted warlord, promised that you will marry and be the third wife of a wealthy and 

powerful landowner in the system. You have three options; to commit suicide, to reject this 

marriage and be killed by your closest relative (preferably your brother), or to obey the order. 

Interestingly, some newcomers, who have been promising to rule with the uncorrupted and just 

principles of Islam, argue that the marriage could only be carried out with the consent of the first 

two wives. Unless the husband can obtain the consent of the first two wives, the marriage should 

not be conducted.
17

 Which argument would you support? It is also worth noting that in the post-

Soviet invasion period, Qandahar, the province in which prolonged fighting led to a chronic 

anarchy manifested in rape and abduction of women, was a good example of the turmoil caused 

by mujahidin commanders who had become virtual warlords.
18

  

Or, imagine that you are a village leader, in whose village there is a need for clean water. 

You are going to the representative of the warlord to notify him of the urgent problem. This 

representative asks for a bribe since he personally takes the risk of informing the warlord about 

the problem and persuading him to resolve it. You do not have enough money to pay the bribe, 

                                                 
14 David Kilcullen, The Accidental Guerilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One (London, Hurst,2009), pp.30-2. 
15 Abdul Salam Zaeef, My life With the Taliban (Melbourne,Scribe Publications, 2010). 
16 Ibid, pp.20. 
17 See the eye-opening article of Noah Feldman from Harvard School of Law published in New York Times on March 16, 2008 . 

In “Does Shariah mean the Rule of Law?”, the author explains what shariah means.  

 http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/16/news/16iht-16shariaht.11119704.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1 (accessed 09/07/2009). 
18 Barnett R. Rubin , The Fragmentation of Afghanistan”, (London, Yale University Press, 2002),xii. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/16/news/16iht-16shariaht.11119704.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1
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which is very common practice in contemporary TRMEs. In contrast, Islam forbids every forms 

of bribe. Some newcomers, who have been promising to rule with the uncorrupted and just 

principles of Islam, argue that offering accepting and bribes are one of the greatest sins in Islam, 

and anybody who commits this sin will be severely punished in the governing system they 

propose. Whom would you support?  

Or, you are a religious leader highly revered by the locals in a TRME in rural 

Afghanistan. You think that the primary reason for the current corruption and carelessness of the 

warlords toward their followers is excessive modernization and exogenous inputs that spoil the 

superstructure. The only remedy to fix these deviations is to re-construct the golden age of Islam, 

which comprises the purist, the most glorious and the simplest practices of Islam. Which course 

of action would you follow?   

Or imagine that you are a village leader, or malik, in rural Afghanistan. You have the 

ability to conduct direct communication with the people in the village and persuade them to do, 

or not to do, or stop doing something if necessary. Likewise, you are the target of the great game 

between the CF and the Taliban in the current turmoil in rural Afghanistan since you have an 

absolute authority to conduct negotiations with the representatives of the outside world on behalf 

of your fellow villagers. You have to be very pragmatic for the survival of your village and 

security of your people and should know how to play politics to satisfy each player, whether 

from the outside world or real world. You have to smile temporarily to each party visiting your 

village even if you do not like them, and show your hospitality. Some of the foreign visitors, who 

usually cover their eyes with sunglasses, make you suspicious since eyes are the most important 

organs in your culture when communicating because they do not lie and reflect the real 

intentions of the heart. These visitors try to win your heart and mind, and you know that your 

heart and mind is not for sale. They have already been reserved by the superstructure  since you 

were born and your utmost aim is to live up those principles.  

Nevertheless, you rent your heart and mind to anybody, who pays satisfactorily, so as to 

guarantee your village‟s survival. David Kilcullen stresses this very basic instinct of “survival” 

prevalent in TRMEs by stating that 

This is true meaning of the phrase “hearts and minds”, which comprises two separate 

components. “Hearts” means persuading people their best interests are served by your success; 

“minds” means convincing them that you can protect them and that resisting you is pointless. 

Note that neither concept has to do with whether people like you. Calculated self-interest, not 

emotion, is what counts.
19

 

For you, as a village leader, is the Taliban a player in the real world or a player from the 

outside world? Put differently, are the members of the Taliban your sons and nephews who have 

rebelled against the corrupted tribal order in your region and are fighting for the tribal order? Or 

is the Taliban a totally alien phenomenon for you, and you have to pretend to support these 

outsiders with cursed ideas temporarily since they are armed and you have no power to resist?  

Your people in the village ask for three things:  justice (albeit swift), security and free 

access to essential services such as clean water, electricity, education and health care. As a 

village leader, since you do not understand what the state means, from whom would you ask for 

                                                 
19 David Kilcullen, “Twenty-Eight articles: Fundamentals of Company-Level Counterinsurgency,” Military Review (May- June 

2006), pp.105-107. 
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these necessary services? Surely, you would ask your khans, the executive power in the real 

world, who had already been providing those types of basic services for centuries. But, 

unfortunately, the contemporary warlords, who seem to forget their traditional responsibilities to 

take care of followers and have been involved in the corruption circles around them, do not 

provide those services satisfactorily any more. Most of them left you behind and fled to the big 

cities. In addition, dealing with them under the current circumstances involves you in the 

corruption. You don‟t want to be exploited anymore. You just want security, justice and basic 

services for your village.  

 What about those people from Kabul, who come to your village once, maybe two times 

in a month, and talk about the existence of a state - whatever that is? But you hear stories about 

the piles of cash from Afghanistan make their way to Dubai every day.
20

 You also know that you 

should pay bribe for virtually all services you ask from Kabul`s officials, who bought their 

positions as the highest bidder.
21

 What about, then,  the foreigners accompanying Kabul`s men? 

These wealthy foreigners look like cows to be milked financially but could they provide security 

and justice 24/7? Their timid behavior and humorous efforts to leave the village as soon as 

possible contradict what they are saying. To what extent could you trust them when you ask their 

help to provide those services 24/7?  

What about Taliban newcomers? They argue that they are fighting for the rejuvenation of 

the structure, to purify it from contemporary earthly sins. Whereas you do not fully agree with 

most of their practices, Taliban can provide you and your village security and justice regardless 

of your ethnic and tribal affiliation since they recognize and vow to defend your Islamic identity 

as the primary one.  More importantly, if you obey their rules, most of which are the ones that 

you have already been practicing in your village, then you and your small village can live under 

their security net. The promise of the Taliban, in fact, perfectly fits for your rural life style. It 

would also be highly enticing for you as a tool to fending off government attempts to penetrate 

and intervene in your village. Who cares about the rest of Afghanistan? You are only in 

charge of your village and your utmost objective is to survive. Likewise, since the superstructure 

orders rulers to be just and merciful, and also provide basic services for the teb`a (the society 

being ruled), you may find a chance to criticize those newcomers religiously if they do not live 

up to what they offer while they are governing. Additionally, the universally accepted rules of 

Islam, which ban any type of corruption, the killing of innocents, stealing from the public, 

torturing indiscriminately and many other sins currently prevalent around you, would guarantee 

your village‟s survival since the Taliban, the lesser evil who promise to institutionalize Islamic 

rule, would deliver enough space for your village to survive as long as you obey.  

As a village leader in rural Afghanistan, which part would you prefer to support, or at 

least pretend to be in favor of? The Taliban or the alliance of CF-supported central government 

and corrupted warlord order?  

This paper clearly suggests that the argument of “every insurgency is local and 

village/district level COIN strategies must be applied to dissolve the current insurgency in rural 

Afghanistan” is theoretically true. For Coalition Forces in rural Afghanistan, the objective of 

reaching to the village/district leaders and to get their full support for COIN seems to be the first 

                                                 
20 Michael O`Hanlon, “Staying Power: The U.S. Mission in Afghanistan Beyond 2011”, Foreign Affairs, October-December 

2010, 63-79. 

 
21 Ibid. 
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and foremost objective since they, as the intra-tribe leaders, are the ones with unique ability to 

shape the ideas and behaviors of the people they are in charge.  It is probable to assert that 

without reaching to the village/district leaders it is impossible to suppress the insurgency in rural 

Afghanistan. 

 

 

First, this paper assumes that the people in rural Afghanistan do not have the notion of 

central authority, or the state, and the state is not a viable player in their real world.  So the 

premise of traditional wisdom that emphasizes the government-based strategy is futile when 

crafting a COIN strategy in rural Afghanistan. 

Is the Coalition Forces (CF) a legitimate player in the world of rural people in 

Afghanistan, or an agent of the outside world? The CF is likely to be a player of the outside 

world since, traditionally, there have been two legitimate players in the real world in rural 

Afghanistan: tribal leaders at the seat of the executive, and religious leaders at the seats of the 

judiciary and legislation. How do we demarcate the borders of the real world in rural 

Afghanistan? Anyplace where the people shape their ideas and practices in accordance with the 

superstructure is the real world.    Since it legitimizes itself by avowing to abide by the 

superstructure and even disseminating the Islamic rhetoric of purifying the corrupted tribal order 

and evicting the foreigner supporters of the corruption, the Taliban can operate without 

difficulty in the real world, which means the Taliban has the privilege to contact with the intra-

tribe leaders, and even with the individuals at the bottom. By being able to reach every individual  

(bottom-to-top approach),  the Taliban is not only able put extra political pressure on the 

village/district leaders  to influence their political preferences, but also able to create alternative 

political space so as to replace the traditional village/district leaders to govern that particular 

village/district, as they did against many tribal leaders.  
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On the other hand, the CF, as a player from the outside world, has been doomed to apply 

a top-to-bottom approach to reach to the village /district leaders. For this reason, it is impossible 

for the CF to employ long term strategies in  the real world of rural Afghanistan since it is  

doomed to be absent from the legitimization of the superstructure. More importantly, even in 

their attempts to reach to the village/district level - let alone individual level , which means that 

the CF should breach the tribal layer that constitutes the border between the outside world and 

the real world,  CF encounter strong opposition of the tribal leaders. In the light of the fact that it 

is a must for the CF to operate on the village/district level, there are two possibilities. The CF can 

try to penetrate into the real world of rural Afghanistan with the consent of the warlords, whose 

sole aim is to seek more political and military power, or without their consent. If the CF decides 

to operate with the consent of the warlords and give them what they want, the CF would then be 

adding more corruption to the system, the first dynamic which alienates people in rural 

Afghanistan. If the CF decides to penetrate into district/village level without consent of the 

corrupted tribal order, then this penetration is an immediate threat for the corrupted tribal order. 

This dilemma, which the CF is currently experiencing in rural Afghanistan, turns it into a passive 

player, rather like “a cow to be milked” by the locals in the real world.   

What about sparking religiously motivated insurgency, as a bottom-to-top approach, 

which worked so well against the Soviets during their invasion in Afghanistan, to shatter this 

highly corrupted and hard to penetrate tribal layer so as to freely operate in the village/district, 

maybe even in the individual level? Unfortunately, the seat of Islamic Insurgency against the 

corrupted tribal order has already been filled by the Taliban. Put ironically, the CF in rural 

Afghanistan would look up for inspiration or down in desperation but not laterally for 

“cooperation” since the extremely corrupted contemporary tribal order and the Taliban, two 

mutants which claim to be representative of the superstructure, that are equally dangerous for the 

CF. It is also worth mentioning the symbiotic relationship of these mutants, namely as long as 

the corrupted tribal order lasts, the Taliban finds enough ground to exploit it. 

The existence of foreign presence in rural Afghanistan is the primary obstacle before the 

divorce of the tribal order and the Taliban.  

In rural Afghanistan, where a strong “skepticism” towards the presence of foreigners – in 

particular foreign military forces – exists, it is likely to establish some form of legitimacy with an 

rhetoric that blends Islamic references with nationalistic reflexes.  The term “occupation,” as the 

misadventure in Iraq has clearly demonstrated as well, has the disastrous effect of giving 

extremist a powerful recruiting tool that they are quick to exploit and a good propaganda theme 

to effectively disseminate. A night letter sent from the Taliban to the locals siding with the CF 

says that; 

Muslim Brothers: Understand that the person who helps launch an attack with infidels is 

no longer a member of Muslim community. Therefore, punishment of those who cooperate with 

infidels is the same as the [punishment of] infidels themselves. You should not cooperate in any 

way –neither with words, or with money, nor with your efforts. Watch out not to exchange 

your honor and courage for power and dollar.
22

  

                                                 
22 Human Rights Watch, “Lessons in Terror”, please see: http//www.hrw.org/campaigns/Afghanistan/2006/education/index.htm 

(accessed 14 November 2010) . 
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According to many in the Muslim world, “the U.S.-led coalition`s very presence in 

Afghanistan fuels an indigenous insurgency. It keeps the flame of transnational terror alive and 

blocks the return of Afghan refugees to their villages.”
23

  

Then it is likely to assert that the presence of non-Muslims in this almost exclusively 

Muslim land of rural Afghanistan constitute a powerful tool for the rhetoric of extremist. When 

the author interacted with the locals in Afghanistan as a Muslim man, he witnessed that many 

describe the U.S.-led coalition as “crusaders” and are inclined to equate it with previous invaders 

such as British and Russians. Furthermore, sensitivity to the non-Muslim military presence in 

their homeland bestows Taliban-led Afghan insurgents common cause with global transnational 

extremist networks such as al-Qaeda. Put differently, the foreign military presence originates a 

“solidarity among Muslim brothers” and constitute a fundamental reason for the cooperation of 

the local insurgents most of whom even cannot accurately show the location of the U.S. in the 

world map and global extremists who seek for proper grounds to challenge “infidels” militarily. 

Foreign military presence functions as a good bridge to combine local considerations with global 

aspirations. 

On the other hand, one should note that the immediate withdrawal of the CF from 

Afghanistan is not the solution. Nevertheless, to keep the presence and visibility of the CF in 

every COIN effort “low profile,” to increase the visibility of Afghans, and to increase the 

number of Muslim troops in the CF may be the proper solutions for now to neutralize very basic 

propaganda theme of the extremists.  

Local Politics vs. Islamic Insurgency: Which comes first?   

Let`s assume that you are company commander who has recently been deployed to a 

rural theater in southeastern Afghanistan with your company.  Before being deployed, you have 

read all available pieces on COIN including David Galula, T.E. Lawrence, Robert Thompson, 

David Kilcullen, John Nagl, Ralph Peters. You have studied FM 3-24 and all other available 

manuals to broaden your vision about this kind of conflict to get familiar with. You have made 

all necessary reading to better understand the history of Afghanistan. You also have studied roots 

and evolution of extremist movements in Islam such as Salafi/Wahhabi thinking.  You have 

watched many movies to get plugged in the situation such as Black Hawk Down,  The Battle of 

Algiers, The Last Samurai, and even Avatar to better understand how to engage with the locals. 

Lastly, you have been given a comprehensive orientation program from the leaving company 

commander and been briefed about the primary local dynamics of the insurgency after your 

arrival. Thanks to the orientation, you have known all locals who to trust and not to trust, you 

have got acquainted with your local web of intelligence,  and more importantly you have 

inherited a good “archive” of your predecessors from the leaving company commander to be 

used as a reliable source when crafting your own local COIN strategy. You have been warned 

that “the intent of the commander” is blurred and there have been no clearly set military 

objectives to achieve at the tactical level. In this cloudy world, you have concluded that 

“innovation” and “initiative” are the most risky words, which would not only distract the COIN 

strategy of your area of responsibility already settled by your predecessors but also would 

endanger the lives of your soldiers. Therefore, to strictly stick to “the archive”, or to follow the 

                                                 
23 Arif Rafiq, “A Muslim Solution for Afghanistan”, Christian Science Monitor, 6 October 2009.  
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footsteps of the previous commanders, is the best way when faced a problem. If things went 

wrong it would be the archive to be blamed, not you.  

The rotation has been completed and the company from which you have taken the 

responsibility has left the theater. You have been in charge for almost a week. You are informed 

that a group of local leaders came for a welcome visit. Though you have visited these leaders 

during the orientation with the leaving commander, this will be your first direct contact with the 

local leaders since taking the command, which means that this will be your first challenge. You 

know from the archive that they have been the most reliable and cooperative partners in your 

area. You also know that your predecessors worked closely with them and they have been the 

principal local constitutes of already settled COIN strategy in your area. Besides, you aware that 

they are the ones who solve all your problem. They are the ones who run local market from 

which your soldiers do shopping. They are the one who work as local contractors in your area, 

who provide water, transportation, construction assistance and many more things that is directly 

related to the comfort of your company.  Put simply, they are your “legs and arms” in this hostile 

region full of with “bad guys.” That is why you, as an astute commander who know that first 

impression is the last impression in TRMEs, endeavor to impress them, or “win their hearts and 

minds.” You have sent one of your soldiers to accompany them to your office, and in the mean 

time, you have reviewed every piece of information about COIN in your mind.  

You are ready for your first challenge. They are in your office. You welcome them with 

very shiny words out of your office and accompany them into your office. As a cross-culturally 

competent leader you stand until last guest seats and prefer to seat with them, not to your official 

seat behind the desk. They insist you to seat your official seat, but you kindly reject this proposal 

by saying that you do not like any obstacle between you and the locals such as the desk, and you 

always want to be among them. You also remark that you do not want to hide yourself behind 

the desk, you always favor openness and sincerity among close friends. What a cool start!  

After an exchange of greeting words, one of the elders in the guest group says through 

interpreter; 

 First, we came here to help you in your fight against the insurgents. We are the local 

leaders who fought with your predecessors against the bad guys in this area. We have been 

defending our people with your help against the threat of the insurgents at all cost, and thus 

helping you as local supporters. We are on your side and your most trusted partners. During this 

fight with the insurgents, my son was killed, my nephew was severely wounded, my niece was 

kidnapped. Many in the group have also paid the price of siding with you by seeing the deaths 

their beloved ones like me (Agitation phase). This is a brutal fight and our fight with bad guys is 

a matter of life and death. This fight turned out to be personal “vengeance” for most of us (The 

stress of determination).  We are here today to  thank for your support in our fight with these bad 

guys. We are very eager to fight with them, but we have some issues you should know from the 

first day (The main theme is coming). 

During our fight we do not want you to see and hear everything. There would be some 

“nasty” issues you would see/hear around. Some people may complain about our handling of 

fight to you. But this is a tough fight as you know and we should be very aggressive enough to 

meet the challenge posed by the insurgents. This is a nasty fight which forces us to follow nasty 

rules. Be assured that we are always on your side (building of trust). But what we are doing in 

this area is not only for the safety of the local people but also for your safety (Covert threat).  
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You carefully listen to the sayings of the elder and take notes to look like “engaged” what 

he wanted to say. Though you cannot fully grasp what the elder try to mean by mainly due to the 

poor translation of the interpreter and the indirect messages given in the speech of the elder, you 

nod him several times and clearly show your confirmation.  To try to decode the ciphers of an 

indirect messages of a speech spoken in a foreign language and received through an incompetent 

interpreter, what a mess! This very first meeting with the local leaders finishes and you 

presumably cannot decide whether it went well or not. As the commander in charge, though you 

need time to figure out what “normality” means in this area, this “early”  meeting and the things 

your guests try to express raise a lot of question marks in your mind.  

Over time, you have come to realize what “nasty issues” brought up by the elder in the 

first meeting means. You realize that the elder who puzzled you in the meeting is the leader of 

the local drug networks, the other elder in the group runs the local smuggling business. Two of 

them are trying to seize the fertile fields of poor villagers. One of them illegally controls the local 

water resources. One has ties with corrupted government officials and embezzles the money sent 

from central government. One is in charge of a tribe, which has been in a kind of feud with 

another tribe and tries to align with you to dominate the rival tribe. One controls the local market 

and created a sort of monopoly to be able to easily rip the locals off.   But all have been fighting 

with COIN forces against the insurgency. Welcome to the real world of insurgency. You realized 

that the tendency to categorize each player in your local theater as “a friend” or “an enemy” is 

wrong. There is no purely “black” or “white” in TRMEs, instead there are tones of gray. Many of 

your local allies fighting against insurgency may seem to be  “the bad guys” bullying and 

exploiting the local population. What do you think: are they “bad guys” or “good guys” for you 

as the local representative of the COIN forces?  This is your first dilemma to address. That is, 

will you try to stop them bullying to the local population, which means that you will intervene in 

the local politics or will you omit these “nasty” issues of local politics and evaluate them with 

their performance in the fight against the insurgency? You have been indoctrinated that your 

utmost aim is to protect the local population in a COIN environment. Will this principal rule in 

the COIN literature be valid in this case? If you decide to protect the local population from these 

guys, will you be strong enough to bear the consequences of breaking “the hearts and minds” of 

your “ local allies in the insurgency?” Does protecting locals from the criminal acts of your allies 

mean risking your soldiers lives? Put simply, which one would be true: to play an active role in 

the local politics at the expense of alienating your old allies in the insurgency or playing three 

monkey ( don`t listen, don`t see and don`t speak) when it comes to the local politics to be solely 

able to focus on your sole objective: fighting the insurgency?  

At first glance, you may think that this scenario is only a fiction and the locals who fight 

with the COIN forces in an insurgency-  the locals for instance in Afghanistan-  are the “angels 

without sin” who solely try to rescue local population from evil insurgents.  Based on my field 

experience, the author should stress that this is a general pattern, which, more or less, has been 

experienced by every tactical level leaders who fight against the insurgencies of Afghanistan and 

Iraq. Following our company commander example, how would you decide: to dive into the 

matters of local politics to protect the population even from the misbehaviors of your allies or to 

play three monkeys to focus on the insurgents and not to risk the lives of your men? If you chose 

the first option and craft your COIN strategy accordingly, the first reaction of this “corruption 

circle around you” will be to visit you for the second time. In this second “unfriendly” visit, they 

will warn you that this “nasty issues,” have been addressed in their first visit and you have 

confirmed their handling of insurgency. Saying nothing to them meant saying “yes” for them.  
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They will try to explain that being silence in the first meeting is being confirming what they have 

said and your interference to their business is the denial of what you have talked in the first 

meeting. They also reemphasize their covert threat: “But what we are doing in this area is not 

only for the safety of the locals but also for your safety”, however this time openly. How would 

you react to this open challenge? Would you dare to follow what you believe in or retreat with 

political maneuvers? Please remember that your answer to this question will be directly linked to 

these three things: the end state of the insurgency in your area of responsibility, security of the 

local population, and security of your soldiers? The author is sure that you will find the right 

answer as the company commander.  

 He should also stress that well respected leaders in your area of responsibility, who can 

play bridge role for you to access to the “silent majority,” never visit you. Since you are the local 

representative of one side of the conflict as the COIN commander, these fence-sitter bridge 

leaders never support you and your cause openly. This said, you should go out, analyze local 

politics, drill down the fundamentals of it and figure out who assume the bridge leader roles and 

how to engage them, but at the expense of losing your “locals good allies” with bad habits. 

Given that you nailed identities of the right bridge leaders whose support can dramatically 

change the nature of insurgency in favor of CF, then the question he would raise is that if you are 

determined enough to contact with them by taking the risk of alienating your local allies.  

At the strategic level, there are three players in the insurgency, insurgents and counter-

insurgents as the active players, and  local populace as the passive player. Insurgency may 

simply be defined as a prolonged political rivalry between these two active players for the 

decisive victory of achieving the political support of the local population. By and large, the news 

on any insurgency is served by the media to the international audience at the strategic level 

mainly due to the need of simplifying the incidents in the insurgency as a play with three players. 

For instance, the western audience read news about the insurgency in Afghanistan beginning 

with the titles, in which these three players are generally the objects or subjects.  Many still think 

that insurgency is a sort of armed competition between good guys and bad guys for the support 

of neutral majority. They also are inclined to categorize each individual as a “friend” or “foe.”   

This inclination of oversimplifying the incidents into a game with three players in the insurgency 

and habit of getting rid of every detail may lead to unintended consequences, the primary of 

which is the underestimation of all other dynamics in the game. “All other dynamics” of a 

particular incident in any insurgency should, in fact, be analyzed by tactical level leaders such as 

platoon and company commanders. Only tactical level leaders, who have been cross-culturally 

competent and have plugged in to the local environment, could analyze “the details” and decode 

“the local ciphers” of that specific incident. The process of decoding the local ciphers of each 

incident is, in fact, directly linked to the success of the COIN in that particular area.  

Let`s assume that an IED attack in which three CF soldiers killed has recently happened 

in the X province of Y district in rural Afghanistan. The western audience reads or watches this 

attack with these titles: “ Three CF soldiers has been killed in an Taliban IED attack in 

Afghanistan” or “ Insurgents killed three CF soldiers in Afghanistan” or “an IED attack has 

claimed the lives of three CF soldiers in Afghanistan.”  This attack, which could be summarized 

and simplified in to a sentence at the strategic level, may, in fact, mean days of investigation and 

hundreds of pages for an astute and competent tactical leader, who aims to decode the local 

ciphers with an systemic approach. For instance, an IED attack cannot be carried out without the 

efforts of leaders, financiers, suppliers, recruiters, trainers and foot soldiers  of the insurgency in 
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that Y district. An accurate analysis of the attack should start with the correct interpretation of 

the aspirations and motivations of each of these constituents of the attack. It is highly unlikely to 

assert that all these actors in the IED attack act solely with ideological reasons. In the light of the 

“cow to be milked syndrome” of the wealthy COIN forces in impoverished insurgency 

environment, the involvement of some would be primarily from economic reasons. The anger of 

an ex-contractor of the COIN forces, whose contract has recently been declined, would be much 

more prevailing  motivation for him then the concept of global Jihad. Or the personal grievance 

of an individual, whose relatives have recently been killed in a drone attack and has been labeled 

as “collateral damage, could be a more powerful motive for him to join to this band. Or this 

attack may be carried out with the full consent and support of a tribe as  a move against the rival 

tribe in  a feud. Or this attack may be planned by a local warlord to get his local opponent 

messed with the CF. Or the location of this attack could be chosen by the elders of the village, 

which aim to get the CF forces concentrated on the rival village. Put simply, economic, socio-

political, psychological motives or interests of individuals or groups such as tribes, villages, local 

political factions, warlords may blend with the ideological motives in this IED attack.   In a 

nutshell, there could be involvement of different aspirations and motivations in this IED attack, 

which the westerners read or watch in the news as the act of insurgents solely carried out by 

ideological reasons. Relying on my field experience, the author would explicitly contend that in 

roughly all attacks he encountered, different motives and aspirations of individuals and groups 

intermingled with the ideological motives. He captured an ex-contractor, whose water-carrying 

contract had been declined, as the placer of the IED in a road to our battalion. He captured a 

villager whose livestock had been killed accidentally by our forces, as an informer who reported 

the movements of our troops. He witnessed the exploitation of our forces by the tribal leaders 

who sought for more power against their rival tribes.  He came across many times that to what 

extent the economic struggle between the “happy minority,” who exuberantly milk the COIN 

forces, and “the frustrated majority”, who seek for the equal share of the corruption flowing from 

the COIN forces, shaped the fundamental dynamics of the insurgency. He witnessed the misuse 

of our troops in a water dispute between two villages.  He witnessed how a fight between rival 

tribes over pastures shaped the local politics in that particular area. He encountered how the 

marriage problem of a husband and wife from different tribes led to local inter-tribe feud and  

predominantly shifted the political stances of the players in the insurgency. Put differently, He 

has witnessed many times that water or land disputes, a honor killing, a marriage, a young lady, 

an economic transaction between two individuals, a decline of the contract, an inter-tribe or 

intra-tribe rivalry, a leader struggle in a tribe, a rivalry between different religious sects, a rivalry 

between different local political groups, and personal grievance shaped the local politics, 

consequently the nature of insurgency in that particular area. Following our IED example, IED 

attack which claimed the lives of three CF soldiers would mean that water or a land dispute, an 

intra-tribe/intra-family feud, a decline of the contract, even a marriage problem may be the 

primary reason of the exact location and timing of the IED attack, or even the attack itself.  

In conclusion, the author wholeheartedly suggests that, all Afghan politics in rural areas 

is local, and in many incidents at the local level, COIN forces are the subject of the game rather 

than being the object. He has witnessed many times that it was the local politics that drove the 

insurgency. It was the actors of the local politics that shaped the environment and aptly made use 

of the fight between the insurgents and COIN forces. Therefore, an accurate analysis of who is 

exploiting whom and for what purposes carries utmost importance when addressing an incident 

concerning the insurgency. In many theatres he has served so far, the rivalry has been among the 
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actors in the local politics, and the COIN forces, or outsiders, were merely pioneers in their local 

chess game. Fully being aware of the complexity of multitude identities, communities, socio-

political, economic and religious networks in a particular geographic proximity in rural 

Afghanistan,  he would suggest that the interactions of the locals who live in that proximity 

shape the local politics, and local politics dominates the insurgency.   In many incidents, the fight 

has been, thus, among the actors in the local politics, which means that it was not a fight between 

the insurgents and the COIN forces as we read and watch in the media. Nonetheless, he has great 

concerns if the CF forces currently have astute, cross-culturally competent and well trained 

tactical level leaders who could easily understand how local politics shape the nature and future 

of insurgency and how important to decode the ciphers of local politics, which always comes 

before “the Islamic Extremism” at the tactical level.  

Local politics vs. Islamic insurgency: Which comes first?  The answer of this paper to this 

mind-boggling question is that: SURELY LOCAL POLITICS.  
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