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State building is asserted as the remedy to state 
collapse. It is heralded as both an immediate solu-
tion to contemporary collapse and the preventive 
medicine against future collapse. It has ascended 
to a new level of importance in the post-9/11 era. 
Analysts deem failed states more of a threat to in-
ternational security than powerful, hegemonic 
ones, reflecting one prominent scholar‘s observa-
tion that ―chaos has replaced tyranny as the new 
challenge‖ of the 21st century.1 Yet, state building is 
exceedingly difficult and complex; its track record 
is mixed at best. This series of four articles, under 
the heading of ―Reconceptualizing State Building 
in Africa,‖ aims to provide a reconceptualization of 
state building. This introduction lays out the ar-
guments to follow in the proceeding articles, in 
order to provide a roadmap connecting the arch of 
the overall series. 

The troublesome record has as much to do 
with how we misconceive state collapse (the prob-
lem) as how we conceive state building (the solu-
tion). Thus the first article, ―Start by Rethinking 
State Collapse,‖ critiques the traditional theories 
of state collapse and offers an alternative way of 
understanding it. It presents seven key points—
the seven deadly sins of state collapse theory. 
Some of these points identify erroneous assump-
tions and misunderstandings that must be shed, 
and some of these points suggest new ways to look 
at the issue. The traditional theories are con-
strained by state-centric dogmas of political sci-
ence that oversimplify the problem (and thus so-
lution). By adopting a multi-disciplined under-
standing that incorporates lessons from 
anthropology, sociology and conflict economics, 

                                                             
1 Ignatieff (2003), p. 299 

we develop a more comprehensive understanding 
of why states fail—and how to rebuild them. 

The second article, ―The Unbearable Lightness 
of Governance,‖ argues for a fundamental recon-
sideration of traditional state building approaches. 
The standard centralized, top-down strategy is 
counter-productive. Instead, efforts must cultivate 
bottom-up, decentralized approaches based on fos-
tering local governance.  

The third article, ―Below and Beyond the State,‖ 
explores the implications of non-state systems (i.e. 
non-state structures, networks and complexes that 
provide economic, social and/or political services 
in cases of state collapse/failure). The emergence 
of such systems is an overlooked and under-
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researched trend. Analysts typically dismiss them 
as temporary, criminal offshoots of anarchy. But 
this is premature and erroneous. These systems 
must be understood as emerging orders that chal-
lenge fundamental assumptions about state-society 
relations. While some are oppressive and violent, 
others are peaceful and democratic. We must stop 
ignoring them and start tracking them. The article 
looks at Somaliland (Northern Somalia) as a case 
study. Though Somalia is assumed to be a zone of 
violent anarchy, Somaliland‘s non-state system of 
―governance without government‖ is organically 
evolving from the bottom-up. It is surprisingly 
peaceful and democratic with ―high levels of le-
gitimacy and local ownership‖ capable of providing 
significant levels of governance, public security and 
social services.2 It is striking how, in the absence of 
international support and recognition, Somali-
land‘s bottom-up, organic, democratic peace 
stands in stark contrast to the violent, internation-
ally-led, top-down state building failures in South-
ern Somalia. There are other similar cases across 
Africa. Thus far we have ignored them to our own 
detriment. However, they could prove to be build-
ing blocks for rejuvenating legitimate, stable and 
representative governments in Africa. 

The fourth article, ―Lessons for State Building,‖ 
identifies the lessons and implications for state 
building. While the previous articles focused on the 
―why,‖ it focuses on the ―how.‖ It suggests ways to 
incorporate these lessons and apply them to the 
design and on-the-ground implementation of state 
building missions. 

As a collective, these articles are meant to open 
new perspectives urging state builders to craft nu-
anced approaches that fuse internationally as-
sisted, top-down methods with organic, bottom-up 
reconstruction. 

Part One: Start by Rethinking State Col-
lapse 

State building is asserted as the remedy to state 
collapse. It is heralded as both an immediate solu-
tion to contemporary collapse and the preventive 
medicine against future collapse. It has ascended 
to a new level of importance in the post-9/11 era. 
Analysts deem failed states more of a threat to in-
ternational security than powerful, hegemonic 
ones, reflecting one prominent scholar‘s observa-
tion that ―chaos has replaced tyranny as the new 
challenge‖ of the 21st century.3 Yet state building is 
exceedingly difficult and complex; its track record 

                                                             
2 Menkhaus (2006/2007) 
3 Ignatieff (2003), p. 299 

is mixed at best. Its troublesome record has as 
much to do with how we misconceive state collapse 
(the problem) as how we conceive state building 
(the solution).  

Simply put, the way we think about state col-
lapse and state building is wrong. We must funda-
mentally change our approach to these issues. That 
is the main goal of this series of articles. This first 
article focuses on state collapse, and argues 1) why 
the dominant interpretations of collapse are flawed 
and 2) what we can do to better understand col-
lapse. It presents seven key points—the seven 
deadly sins of state collapse theory. Some of these 
points identify erroneous assumptions and misun-
derstandings that must be shed, and some of these 
points suggest new ways to look at the issue. To-
gether they present a ―reconceptualization‖ of state 
collapse. 

A starting point is to understand what we mean 
by the term ―state‖ and how we measure its ―suc-
cess‖ or ―failure.‖ The basic purpose of a modern 
state is to provide: 1) security while maintaining a 
monopoly of violence (law and order and interna-
tional defense); 2) representation (a process con-
necting people to their government); and 3) wel-
fare (the provision of social and economic services 
funded through taxes).4 How effectively the gov-
ernment fulfils these core functions defines the 
success or failure of the state.  

So how can we better our understanding of col-
lapse? 

The Seven Deadly Sins of State Collapse 
Theory 

1.  Consider context and do not oversimpli-
fy. 

Many theories oversimplify state collapse by 
placing too much emphasis on a single, all-
encompassing cause.  For example, you will often 
hear that ―globalization‖ has eroded the power of 
the state and made weak states even more fragile. 
Or that the end of the Cold War halted the 
US/Soviet funding of puppet regimes that were too 
weak to stand on their own, thus opening Pandora 
boxes of ―ancient ethnic hatreds.‖ The search for 
such causes is helpful, but to extrapolate a single, 
all-encompassing causality oversimplifies this 
complex phenomenon. Most cases of collapse have 
international and domestic causes. Universal ex-
planations only tell part of the story. Each case is 
different; similar causes do not mean similar re-
sults and visa versa. Moreover, such explanations 

                                                             
4 Milliken & Krause (2002) 
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fail to account for cultural, ideological and per-
sonal motives (e.g. honor, prestige, fear, pride) 
that are ―instinctively uncomfortable‖ to social 
science.5 Instead, we must adopt more context 
sensitive perspectives stressing that there are 
―quite distinct patterns of, and different and con-
trasted trajectories to, collapse.‖6 

2.  Avoid the “great power bias.” 

When studying the history, politics and socie-
ties of Africa, one must take care not to perpe-
tuate the ―great power bias‖ that often distorts 
our analyses. The traditional academic theories 
of international relations and security studies 
(realism, liberalism, Marxism, etc.) explain histo-
ry through the actions of the big governments of 
great power countries: how this government 
reacted to that government and so on. The state 
is the basic character through which history is 
told. But this framework provides distorted, in-
complete understandings of history and is less 
effective when looking at areas of the world 
where the state is a relatively new, weak and inef-
fective (even non-existent) entity. 

Political scientists Tarak Barkawi and Mark 
Laffey provide an excellent argument for how 
this kind of great power bias (which they call 
―Eurocentrism‖) distorts our understanding of 
the ―developing‖ world. This Eurocentrism 
―renders invisible‖ the ―interconnection‖ and 
―mutual constitution‖ of both the West and 
East—or what Thomas Barnett would call the 
―Core‖ and the ―Gap.‖7 In actuality, the two share 
a ―joint role in making history‖ and must be ana-
lyzed in a ―single analytic field.‖8 When we ex-
plain history, we tend to focus on the actions of 
the big governments of the powerful states (i.e. 
the great power bias). The problem is that this 
relegates the weak, powerless states and non-
state actors (i.e. governments and peoples of de-
veloping countries) as marginal, passive actors 
whose impact on history is trivial. In so doing, 
these analyses commit a ―categorical error‖ that 
―underestimates and misrepresents‖ the impacts, 
roles and motives of these actors.9 Before 9/11, our 
security analysis was tailored towards analyzing 
threats from the big governments of the great pow-
er countries (e.g. USSR, China, etc.) while viewing 
weaker countries and non-state actors as ―small 
                                                             
5 Berdal (2003), p. 490 
6 Doornbos (2002), p. 799 
7 Barkawi & Laffey (2006), pp. 346-7. To clarify, the terms 
―West and East‖ are synonyms for, respectively, ―North and 
South,‖ ―developed and developing,‖ or, in Barnett‘s terms, ―the 
Core and the Gap.‖ 
8 Ibid., p. 330 
9 Ibid., p. 332 

potatoes.‖ We did not fully understand the role 
minor states and non-state actors played in history. 
We thus misunderstood the forces behind terror-
ism, fragile states and ―new wars.‖ This is why 
events like 9/11 caught us so off-guard. 

This type of great power analysis is particularly 
problematic when it comes to understanding plac-
es like Africa and Southwest Asia, where the ―state‖ 
has never been a strong institution. Trying to ana-
lyze the histories and societies of these regions by 
focusing on their governments misses much of the 
story. Much of what ―happens‖ in Africa—both in 
the historical sense and the daily life sense—
―happens‖ outside of the government. But tradi-
tional approaches of political science, international 
relations and security studies analyze history by 
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focusing on state governments. You cannot ap-
proach African history in this way because it 
creates a distorted, incomplete view. Two Africa 
experts have similarly remarked, ―it seems to be 
the enduring fate of Africa to be ‗explained‘ in 
terms so ahistorical as to be risible.‖10 

In today‘s security paradigm, the role of minor 
states (e.g. Afghanistan, Pakistan, North Korea, 
Yemen) and non-state actors (terrorists, NGOs, 
international organizations, businesses, drug traf-
fickers, etc.) will often be as important, if not more 
important, than the role of great power govern-
ments. We cannot rest on the self-centered as-
sumption that if we choose the right policies, eve-
rything will play out properly. Afghanistan and 
Iraq continue to prove that the actions of the Afg-
han and Iraqi governments, and even more impor-
tant, the Afghan and Iraqi people, may be greater 
determiners than the actions of the US govern-
ment. While the great power, state-centric frame-
work may have been more fitting for understand-
ing the Cold War, it is more dangerous in today‘s 
world in which our key adversaries are fragile 
states, non-state actors (terrorists, drug traffickers, 
etc.), and the ―problems without passports‖ that 
they breed (terrorism, insurgency, international 
drug cartels, health pandemics, etc.). These prob-
lems do not fit within the old state-centric frame-
work. Fortunately, since 9/11, most recognize the 
need to analyze these sorts of problems; unfortu-
nately we do not necessarily know how. We have 
shifted our focus to these new, non-state problems 
but we are still viewing them through old state-
centric lenses. We must adapt a new framework. 
But how? 

Begin by questioning the basis of the nation-
state form of government itself. Not necessarily 
because we seek to do away with it, but because 
this sheds light on why it works in some cases and 
fails in others. We often demand that countries 
around the world—from Africa to Afghanistan to 
Iraq—develop a strong nation-state government. 
But to do so effectively, we must understand the 
history of the emergence of the nation-state itself. 
Indeed, the assumption that the entire world must 
be divided into sovereign nation-states is a recent 
(and possibly transient) one.11 

3.  Remember that the history of nation-
state formation in the West was violent 
and centuries long and recognize that the 
current era of globalization is harder for 
nation-state formation than any other era. 

                                                             
10 Chabal & Daloz (1999), p. xviii 
11 Clapham (2002) 

The context within which the nation-state 
emerged in the Core (West) is dramatically differ-
ent from its more recent rise in the rest of the 
world. The history of state formation in the Core 
was a centuries-long process involving violence, 
warfare, oppression, state collapse, state absorp-
tion and changing borders. It was like a Darwinian 
survival-of-the-fittest process: strong states con-
quered weak states and/or weak states simply fell 
apart into smaller entities.12 In today‘s world how-
ever, there are international organizations (e.g. the 
UN, the European Union, NGOs, etc.), internation-
al legal systems (human rights charters, the ICC, 
etc.), and stronger international values (democratic 
and human rights standards) that act against this 
Darwinian process. They are committed to uphold-
ing the sovereignty and borders of existing states 
preventing war. 

Globalization also makes nation-state forma-
tion more difficult because it erodes governments‘ 
abilities to provide the basic functions of security, 
representation and welfare.13 Many argue the glo-
balized economy has consolidated itself in the Core 
countries of the West to the systematic exclusion of 
many in the Gap, forcing the Gap to either remain 
excluded from the global economy (which breeds 
poverty, terrorism and rogue tendencies) or reinte-
grate into the global economy through illegal, sha-
dow markets.14 These economies often develop into 
vast networks of authority that undermine state 
capacities and contribute to collapse.15 Many of 
them are bigger and more powerful than the offi-
cial economies and governments, and spread 
across national borders, contributing to regional 
instability.16 

Exceedingly expensive economic and social 
costs also make the state difficult to maintain.17 For 
example, the poorer and sparser a population, the 
more expensive state maintenance becomes until, 
from a simple cost-benefit analysis, the costs of 
maintaining a state outweigh the benefits.18 ―The 

                                                             
12 Jackson (1990) 
13 Strange (1996); Clapham (2002); and Barnett (2004). For 
other studies of globalization‘s effects, see, inter alia, Jackson 
(1990), Kaldor (1996), Castells (1998), Keen (1998 & 2000), 
Reno (1998), Berdal & Malone (2000), Duffield (2001), etc. 
14 Berdal & Malone (2000), Duffield (2001), Barnett (2004), 
Collier (2007) and Picciotto et. al. (2007) 
15 Keen (1998 & 2000), Berdal & Malone (2000) and Duffield 
(2001) 
16 Examples include subversive blood diamond and conflict 
trade networks as well as insurgent forces like the Lord‘s Resis-
tance Army. The DRC also provides excellent examples of these 
sorts of undermining and regionally interlinked economic net-
works. These networks are often bigger and more powerful than 
the official economies and governments. 
17 Clapham (2002), p. 778-9 
18 Clapham (2002) 
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fundamental problem facing state builders in Afri-
ca,‖ historian Jeffrey Herbst summarizes, ―has 
been to project authority over inhospitable territo-
ries that contain relatively low densities of 
people.‖19 

The social costs—obedience, social discipline, 
loyalty, national identification, shared social val-
ues, etc.—are likewise demanding. Societies histor-
ically compensated for the lack/failure of statehood 
through mechanisms such as kinship, spiritual be-
liefs and social values that are ―very difficult to re-
concile with the demands of… states.‖20 Some 
opine that the universality of the state was never 
questioned, while the question of ―whether the 
whole world could afford states‖ was never asked.21  

4.  Recognize that the nation-state model 
may not fit many African societies, so we 
must allow for more “Africanized” varia-
tions of the state. 

The nation-state was not a natural outgrowth in 
Africa; instead, it was forcefully and awkwardly 
imposed by European colonizers. The borders de-
fining today‘s African countries are essentially the 
same borders that colonizers drew to divide and 
command their colonial territories. When coloniz-
ers divided these borders, they did so with more 
concern for the economic and resource output of 
land and less concern for tribal, ethnic and reli-
gious demographics. The borders thus arbitrarily 
cut across demographics, haphazardly dividing and 
grouping different groups amongst each other un-
der new flags of national identity. People were ba-
sically told to subvert their traditional identity to a 
new national identity. This is a rather absurd re-
quest considering that these various traditional 
identities had defined people and societies for cen-
turies, where as the new ―national‖ identity 
(whether it be Congolese, Rwandan, Sudanese, 
etc.) was a relatively new concept. It should be no 
surprise then, that ―national‖ governments often 
turned into seats of power for one group to exploit 
resources and wealth over others.22 Yet classic 
theories rarely account for the impact of nonsensi-
cal borders, and the international community (and 
African governments) adamantly insists on up-
holding these borders. Few want to address the 
border issues because they fear the Pandora‘s box 
it may open. 

                                                             
19 Herbst (2000), p. 11 
20 Clapham (2002), p. 778-9 
21 Ibid., p. 778 
22 This is not to say that conflict is due to ethnic hatred. Conflicts 
have many different causes, and many seemingly ―ethnic‖ con-
flicts are in reality due to economic or other causes under the 
guise of ―ethnic conflict.‖ 

Political scientist Siba Grovogui remarks, ―in-
stead of treating the African condition as evidence‖ 
that the state may not be the best form of govern-
ment for all societies, ―theorists often construe dev-
iations from the Western state model as a sign‖ 
that African states cannot ―live up to the require-
ments‖ of government.23 Instead, she suggests con-
sidering a different perspective: not that African 
societies cannot fit the nation-state model, but ra-
ther that the nation-state model may not fit African 
societies. One should not assume that because the 
modern state evolved to work so successfully in 
North America and Europe, it must be the natural 
evolutionary point of progress for all societies. 

Given all these debilitating factors, is it not pre-
sumptuous to demand African states to replicate 
the success of European states within inalterable, 
arbitrary borders without violence in a mere num-
ber of years? Such demands forget the fact that 
violence and state collapse are normal phases of 
state formation. 

5.  Avoid a strictly internal technical / ad-
ministrative understanding of state col-
lapse. 

Classic explanations of collapse narrowly focus 
on internal technical/administrative causes, such 
as African leaders‘ inability to operate a state (i.e. 
bad governance, neopatrimonialism, etc.). Though 
accurate, this explanation is incomplete because it 
ignores many structural and international causes 
of collapse. Classic theories describe the failure of 
the African state in terms of the inability of Afri-
cans to succeed with the states they were given. 
This flawed logic assumes that: 1) the international 
system of sovereignty is neutral and 2) that states 
work if properly operated; thus collapse is a conse-
quence of the inability to operate the state within a 
supposedly impartial international system. But this 
logic rarely considers the irrational and ahistorical 
form of the given state (or the international sys-
tem). It sticks dogmatically to a one-size-fits-all 
blueprint. But this blueprint is not working: ―The 
puzzle is not how and why [these states] may fail, 
but how and why they exist or persist at all.‖24  

The international system of sovereignty (the po-
litical ―rules of the game‖) and the globalized econ-
omy (the economic ―rules of the game‖) are not a 
neutral setting. Rather, they are active factors that 
can contribute to collapse. In this way, collapse can 
derive as much from outside a country as inside. 
The point here is not to argue against the state per 

                                                             
23 Grovogui (2002), p. 316 
24 Milliken & Krause (2002), p. 763 
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se, nor to locate blame. Rather, it is to broaden our 
understanding of state collapse. 

6.  Collapse and war may represent trans-
formation into a new order rather than 
violent breakdown into anarchy. 

How many times have you heard failed states in 
Africa described as vacuums of chaos and anarchy 
wherein senseless violence begets more senseless 
violence in an unending cycle? Scholars and re-
porters repeat this description so often that we as-
sume that when governments collapse, societies 
automatically collapse as well, falling into vacuums 
of barbaric anarchy. 

Now what if I told you that this is not necessari-
ly true? New research increasingly reveals an over-
looked and misunderstood trend: systems of in-
formal, adaptive orders emerging in col-
lapsed/failed states. These systems provide 
governmental services (i.e. economic, social, 
and/or political services) in the wake of state col-
lapse. What we are witnessing, one scholar ex-
plains, is not the collapse of the state so much as 
the formation of alternative economic and political 
systems to replace the state.25 This trend directly 
undermines the assumption that state collapse au-
tomatically begets violent anarchy. 

One might refer to these systems as ―gover-
nance in the mist,‖ because like the gorillas in the 
famous film, they may appear as a distant visage, 
difficult to see and even more difficult to trace. But 
this is only because we are not looking properly. 
We must counter this lapse, but how? 

7.  Absorb more anthropology, sociology 
and economics and think of war and peace 
as two sides of the same coin, not mutually 
opposed. 

Start by stepping back and looking at how the 
world operates in a broader sense. Do not focus so 
narrowly on the state. This broader perspective 
should incorporate the numerous, overlapping and 
interconnected networks that make the world op-
erate. These networks still include government re-
lations, but to a much larger degree than any time 
in history, they also include business networks (le-
gal and criminal), markets (legal and illegal), social 
networks, religious networks, tribal networks, so 
on and so forth. To grasp these changes, we should 
integrate more anthropology, sociology, busi-
ness/economics (especially of illegal markets) and 
other disciplines. While the purpose of political 
science, international relations and security studies 

                                                             
25 Duffield, Mark (2001), Global Governance and the New Wars: 
The Merging of Development and Security (London: Zed Books) 

is to study government relations, these other dis-
ciplines focus on understanding societies. You can-
not build better governments without better un-
derstanding societies. Thus a multi-disciplined ap-
proach would help fill in the gaps for a more 
complete picture. The military‘s adoption of ―net-
work-centric warfare‖ and ―human terrain sys-
tems‖ are examples of similar approaches applied 
to war fighting. Analysts must apply ―network-
centric‖ approaches to state collapse and state 
building. 

We must also rethink our definitions of war and 
peace. We tend to make a strict distinction between 
them, but this dichotomy is too black-and-white. 
Anthropologist Begoña Aretxaga writes, ―Peace and 
war are not so much two opposed states of being as 
they are multi-faceted, ambiguous, mutually imbri-
cated areas of struggle.‖26 We should blur the di-
chotomy between war and peace.27 War, like peace, 
is a social project. One must deny it ―special status‖ 
and analyze it as one such project among many 
competing others, made and moderated by social 
agents through social processes. Separating it from 
this context ―risks disabling precisely the strategies 
and tools of social organization, culture and poli-
tics through which violence can be reduced.‖28 

Conflict/development expert Mark Duffield ar-
gues that state collapse and the ―new 
wars‖ associated with it represent modes of organic 
social transformation.29 What we are witnessing is 
not the collapse of the state so much as the forma-
tion of alternative economic and political systems 
to replace the state. Many groups are deciding to 
opt out of the modern, liberal nation-state model 
that has failed them. Rather than irrationality and 
breakdown, Duffield sees ―the emergence of new 
forms of rights to wealth, political legitimacy and 
modes of accumulation and redistribution‖: in oth-
er words, new forms of governance that blur the 
line between society and state.30 What analysts 
mistake for ―complex political emergencies‖ are 
actually ―emerging political complexes.‖31 The 
point is not to champion these complexes per se 
(they are often predatory and illiberal), but to high-
light the transformative processes underlying col-
lapse. 

We should thus reassess the strict state-society 
dichotomy. Political scientist Timothy Raeymaek-
ers suggests adopting anthropologist Joel Mig-

                                                             
26 Aretxaga (1997), p. 4 
27 Richards (2005) 
28 Ibid., p. 3 
29 Duffield (2001) 
30 Ibid., p. 140 
31 Ibid., p. 14 
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dal‘s ―state-in-society model.‖ This model foregoes 
the state-society dichotomy, focusing instead on a 
―two-way state-society struggle‖ occurring not ―be-
tween state and society as such, but rather between 
different social forces‖ competing for so-
cial/political/economic control.32 This broadens 
the focus beyond mere institutional/administrative 
failure, absorbs the social transformation and 
―emerging political complexes‖ considerations, 
recognizes state collapse as part of (rather than 
separate from) state formation, and liberates anal-
ysis from the state-centered, great power bias. 

Conclusion 

This research suggests two important consider-
ations. Firstly, participation in the state order is 
not a given. Vast swaths of populations choose to 
opt out of inadequate state systems for alternative, 
non-state systems. Reasons for opting out may 
vary from violent, greedy opportunism to lack of 
other options. Nonetheless, (non)participation in 
the state is a rational calculation, and should not 
necessarily be seen as irrational, immoral or even 
bad. For many, the risks of participating in the go-
vernmental system outweigh the benefits. Analysts 
of Africa suffer from an ―engagement paradigm‖ 
that fails to recognize this.33 

Secondly, collapse is as much a beginning as it 
is an end. It should be viewed for its potential to 
create a new, better system in the wake of the old. 
Unfortunately, state building efforts falter by re-
constructing systems that maintain many of the 
same elements that contributed to breakdown in 
the first place. Fortunately, by shedding the old 
framework, we can avoid going in circles and in-
stead forge a new path towards better states. 

Mark Massey, Jr. works for The Louis Berger 
Group, Inc., an engineering and economic devel-
opment firm focusing on stabilization and recon-
struction programs in conflict countries. He holds 
an MA in International Conflict Studies from the 
University of London’s King’s College and a BA in 
Political Science and History from McGill Univer-
sity.  

                                                             
32 Raeymaekers (2005); Migdal (2001) 
33 Azarya & Chazan (1987) 



VOL. 7, NO. 1 – JANUARY, 2011 SMALL WARS JOURNAL 

8 smallwarsjournal.com 

Unnecessary Evil: 
The Necessary Exclusion of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar 

by Adam E. MacAllister 
 

   Published online 31 January, 2011 

The policy of reconciliation and reintegration in 
Afghanistan is not a new concept, but in 2010 it 
has received renewed emphasis.  This, in large 
part, is due to NATO‘s acceptance of President 
Hamid Karzai‘s withdrawal timeline – a timeline 
that advocates 2014 as the final year of Coalition 
occupation.  Focusing on Afghanistan‘s future 
takes the casual observer in many directions that 
includes an analysis of economic matters, geo-
political alliances, and the daunting potential of a 
reinvigorated extremist presence inside of the 
country.1 Additionally, given the importance of cul-
tural geography, it can be argued that another sig-
nificant factor is being purposefully overlooked.  
The critical factor in question is the close examina-
tion of the key players associated with the current 
Afghan reconciliation and reintegration program.  
And yet, it is believed that ―absent a viable, broad-
based reintegration and reconciliation plan, the 
Afghan conflict will not end within a politically ac-
ceptable timeframe.‖2  

Well articulated by Dr. Amin Tarzi, director of 
Middle East Studies at the Marine Corps Universi-
ty, the current reconciliation and reintegration 
program, originally articulated in the Bonn Agree-
ment of 2001, has suffered continuous ambiguity, 
an absence of clear objectives, and competing, if 

                                                             
1 Foreign investment concerns have been significant since Pres-
ident Karzai expressed his intent to ban all private foreign secu-
rity contracts potentially signaling the abandonment of millions 
of dollars worth of existing development projects.  India and 
Pakistan both have a vested interest in the security of Afghanis-
tan, Pakistan has expressed concern over a growing relationship 
between New Delhi and Kabul which threatens the influence 
that the Pakistani ISI currently maintains over existing militant 
groups that operate from within Pakistan or are financed 
through them.  The return of extreme Islamic militants into the 
mainstream political sphere suggests a possible repeat of the 
Post Soviet collapse of Muhammad Najibullah (last Communist 
President of Afghanistan who was forced to step down in 1992 
by the Mujahideen).  Washington Post articles feature many of 
the specifics and can be obtained through their archives.  Com-
ments concerning the Post Soviet collapse is cited in the de-
tailed work of Shaista Wahab in the book A Brief History of 
Afghanistan (see further citations). 
2 Amin Tarzi, ―Recalibrating the Afghan reconciliation Pro-
gram‖[article online], NDU Press Archive, accessed 24 Novem-
ber 2010; available from 
http://www.ndu.edu/press/recalibrating-the-afghan-
reconciliation-program.html. 

not contradictory, efforts by ISAF and Afghan Gov-
ernment officials.3  This point is made even more 
salient by the recent imposter who posed as the 
number two Taliban leader, Mullah Akhtar Mo-
hammad Mansour, who received an audience with 
the Afghan President and intelligence officials.4  
Consequences of events such as these could preci-
pitate the undesired movement towards personali-
ties for which we are historically familiar.  Specifi-
cally, a reliance on the personality of Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar could be a particularly fateful decision 
by Afghan and ISAF leaders.5 

The reintegration and reconciliation process is a 
critical element in the long-term success of Afgha-
nistan. The process relies upon prudent decision 
making, which potentially runs counter to a socio-
political environment that is seeking immediate 
successes to bolster its strength and legitimacy.  
The purpose of this paper is to inform the reader of 
the historical role that Gulbuddin Hekmatyar has 
played in the history of Afghanistan and demon-
strate why his exclusion from the current reconcili-
ation and reintegration efforts is absolutely critical 
to the long-term objectives of Afghanistan and the 
region.  This is a matter of pragmatism and not one 
of social relativism or mirror imaging.   

There are many who believe that as a foreigner 
it is our obligation to appreciate and accept the 
cultural norms in Afghanistan that cater to survival 
and the attainment of power.  In 1857, Joseph Fer-
rier described this pension for reinvention best 

                                                             
3 Ibid. 
4 Joshua Partlow and Karen DeYoung, ―Taliban impostor re-
veals perils of negotiation: too good to be true,‖ Washington 
Post, 24 November 2010, A6. 
5 Having served in both Afghanistan and Iraq, I have seen an 
arguable parallel between the perceived need to accept, and in 
some cases endorse, figures like Gulbuddin Hekmatyar (HiG, 
Afghanistan) and Muqtada al Sadr (JAM, Iraq) who are both 
outspoken anti-American militants.  I have not found an in 
depth comparison of these two individuals but both figures are 
widely touted as religious/political/militant leaders of major 
factions within the existing construct of the War on Terror.  It is 
argued that both figures require reconciliation prior to the crea-
tion of a truly stable environment.  A basic overview of Muqtada 
al Sadr can be found at 
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/iraq/al-
sadr.htm.    
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when he said, ―they will change their protectors as 
often as it suits them; for fear and the greed of gain 
are the only motives which influence their conduct, 
but they rarely pay their tribute to whichever suze-
rain they attach themselves for the time.‖6  He then 
continued, saying that this trait ―has existed from 
the earliest times, and will certainly be the same a 
thousand years hence.‖7,8   

Know Your Enemy 

Few people know Gulbuddin Hekmatyar‘s name 
outside of the defense industry. Those who do tend 
to remember his early claim to fame as the perpe-
trator of the many attacks against young women 
attending Kabul University who failed to wear ―Is-
lamic‖ veils and consequently had acid thrown in 
their faces.9  Amongst Afghan‘s, he is often re-
membered for the atrocities committed in Kabul 
from 1992 to 1996, where as many as 50,000 Kabul 
civilians were killed as a result of Hekmatyar‘s in-
discriminant artillery barrages during his fight for 
control.10  Even fewer know of him as the cham-
pion of United States support during the anti-
soviet era of the 1980s.  However, it is reported 
that he received over 600 million dollars worth of 
U.S. aid during that time period.11  

Gulbuddin Hekmatyar was born in 1947 (or 
1950 depending on the source), as a Ghilzai Pash-
tun from Kunduz province.  Prior to the murder of 
a Maoist student,12 he was expelled from a military 
school and attended two years at the College of En-
gineering in Kabul University, earning him the 
nickname ―the engineer.‖13,14  Hekmatyar was a 

                                                             
6 Joseph Ferrier, Caravan Journeys and Wanderings in Persia, 
Afghanistan, Turkistan, and Belochistan 
 (London: John Murray, 1857), 204. 
7 Ibid. 
8 My experiences in Afghanistan attests to the truth of this 
statement, without disrespect or even apprehension, the Afghan 
leaders ability to cater to all sides was rooted in survival and the 
desired attainment of power.  Members of the same family 
would fight for both the government and for the anti govern-
ment forces (AAF) in order to preserve the balance which could 
be shifted one way or the other depending on the needs of the 
situation.  Though frustrating, it was a critical understanding 
that often led to mutual success so long as all parties managed 
their expectations and definitions of success.  
9 Michael Crowley, ―Our Man in Kabul? The sadistic Afghan 
warlord who wants to be our friend.‖[March 9, 2010 article 
online], The New Republic Archives, accessed 26 November 
2010; available from http://www.tnr.com/article/politics/our-
man-kabul?page=0,0.    
10Shaista Wahab and Barry Youngerman, A Brief History Of 
Afghanistan, 2d ed. (New York: Checkmark Books, 2010), 241.  
11 Crowley, ―Our Man in Kabul? The sadistic Afghan warlord 
who wants to be our friend.‖ 
12 Hekmatyar was imprisoned from 1972 to 1973 but fled to 
Pakistan during the Daud Coup of 1973. 
13 Biographical data is from a compilation of sources including 
Wahab‘s book, Crowley‘s article, and the Historical Dictionary 

member of the ―Muslim Youth‖ and was an active 
advocate of a revolutionary uprising that supported 
a radical Islamist republic as early as 1970 (which 
was during the time of King Zahir).15  There is an 
important distinction between Islamist and natio-
nalist movements; Hekmatyar and his Hesb-i-
Islami, a militant group established in 1975, were 
of the former.  This distinction offered Hekmatyar 
―considerable support from like-minded groups in 
Pakistan and the Gulf.‖16  He and his organization 
were heavily influenced by the teachings and me-
thodology of the highly-politicized ―Muslim Bro-
therhood.‖ This group, among other things, advo-
cated a centralized command structure, formation 
of cells, secrecy among members, infiltration of 
social and government structures (a concept remi-
niscent of Antonio Gramsci), and most importantly 
the heralding of the organization as an Islamist 
vanguard in Afghanistan.17 

Much of Afghanistan‘s history is categorized 
and understood by the unique forms of conflict 
that follow each other in close succession.  That 
perpetual state of chaos allows individual leaders 
to distinguish themselves and develop a relative 
level of prominence based on the extent of their 
participation.  In an effort to work within that 
framework and develop an appreciation for Gul-
buddin Hekmatyar, an oversimplification of Afg-
hanistan‘s contemporary timeline is necessary.  
Hekmatyar‘s influence will be viewed from the 
monumental paradigm shift of pre versus post so-
viet withdrawal. 

Pre Soviet Withdrawal: The Development of 
a Warlord 

Important to understanding Gulbuddin Hek-
matyar and his influence is a basic comprehension 
of his actions after the 27 April 1978 Saur Revolu-
tion, which was the fateful precursor to the Soviet 
occupation in December 1979.18  The Soviets sup-
ported the 1978 coup against Daud and likely ac-
cepted his murder along with the murder of 30 
members of his family on the 28th of April of that 
year.19  However, the Soviets quickly realized that 
they had opened the door to an uncontrollable rad-
ical Islamist regime that could destabilize the en-

                                                                                                
 
of Afghanistan(see further citations for the specific location of 
the information). 
14 Ludwig Adamec, Historical Dictionary of Afghanistan, 2d ed. 
(London: The Scarecrow Press: 1997), 142. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 143. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Wahab and Youngerman, A Brief History Of Afghanistan, 138.  
19 Ibid., 139. 
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tire Muslim region which prompted their invasion 
on 27 December 1979.  On that same date the So-
viets were successful in killing President Hafizullah 
Amin, the formidable counterweight to the Soviet 
preference of Nur Muhammad Taraki, who became 
the first president of the Communist regime.20   

After the 1978 revolution there was an influx of 
over 80,000 Afghan refugees into Pakistan, which 
swelled the population with willing militants.21  
The President of Pakistan at the time was Zia ul-
Haq and he demonstrated a willingness to accept 
them and bolster their cause with ―financial aid 
and encouragement.‖22  Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, 
who had been developing his militant force in Pa-
kistan since 1975, benefited greatly and was autho-
rized in January of 1979 by Zia to take 5,000 rebels 
―to cross into Afghanistan‘s Konar Province and 
attack its capital.‖23   

In 1978 the United States was providing sup-
port in the form of propaganda and nonlethal 
equipment in the sum of roughly $500,000.24  Due 
to the Soviet Invasion and coupled with the devel-
oping situation in Iran, a change policy was di-
rected under President Carter. By 1979 there was a 
large consortium of nations providing Soviet style 
arms to the anti-Soviet forces.25  In 1980 the Pakis-
tani government, based partially on a need to con-
trol the distribution of such aid, formally recog-
nized 7 major political parties – all of which, coin-
cidentally, had military style militias subordinate 
to them.26,27  To receive aid all refugees and organi-
zations had to register with one of the seven domi-
nate groups. ―Most of the military and financial aid 
from Pakistan, the United States, Saudi Arabia, 
and other interested foreign parties was funneled 
through these seven groups.‖28   

Led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Hezbi-i-Islami, 
in short HiG, was ―the most radical of the Islamist 
groups.‖  Hekmatyar was favored by Pakistani 
leaders who were impressed by his Pashtun affilia-
tion, fierce determination, and organizational 
skills.29  It is said that a third of all U.S. Central 

                                                             
20 Ibid., 153-156. 
21 Ibid., 150. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 152. 
24 Ibid., 157. 
25 Ibid., 164. 
26 Of the 7 political parties, 3 were regarded as traditionalists 
while four were considered radical Islamists; political ends were 
the primary differentiating factor as the traditionalists tended to 
prefer a return to a monarchial system while the Islamists re-
quired a government/society ―reorganized around Muslim prin-
ciples and values.‖ 
27 Wahab and Youngerman, A Brief History Of Afghanistan, 176. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 177. 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) assistance, to include a 
significant quantity of Stinger missiles, went to 
HiG.30  Stated clearly by Michael Crowley, there 
was ―no other Afghan leader [who] had received 
more money from the United States then Hekma-
tyar, yet he showed his Western patrons precious 
little gratitude‖ as he ―claimed to despise the Unit-
ed States as much as the Soviet Union.‖31 It is esti-
mated that 30,000 rebels fought under Hekmatyar 
primarily in the North, East, and South but dif-
fered from other organizations as he did not have a 
geographical center in any region.32  With that said, 
Hekmatyar enjoyed during the soviet era a reputa-
tion amongst the varying groups as the ―most ruth-
less and uncompromising of them all,‖ and to the 
soviets he was a fabled ―bogeyman behind the most 
unspeakable torture of their captured soldiers.‖33 

Post Soviet Withdrawal: The Making of a 
Terrorist 

In February of 1989 the Russians withdrew 
their occupation force from Afghanistan with Pres-
ident Najibullah‘s communist regime maintaining 
control for a further three years before falling to 
the warring Mujahedeen.  During the early 1990‘s 
the Pakistani government sanctioned an Afghan 
Interim Government in exile, which was composed 
of familiar figures from the 7 political parties rec-
ognized ten years earlier.  However, little unity ex-
isted as the Soviet withdrawal allowed traditional-
ists, in particular, to return to their homeland and 
pursue local interests. This was not opposed by 
Najibullah and his government.  At the time, the 
Soviets were still providing 3 to 4 billion dollars a 
year to the communist Afghan government, who 
had purchased weapons and most importantly ―put 
a large number of tribal leaders and even mujahe-
deen commanders on the payroll, a time honored 
Afghan tool to build support.‖34  Hekmatyar, for his 
part, did two things in the early 1990‘s to assure 
disunity amongst the rebels.  The first was when 
―he surprised friends and foes alike when he allied 
himself with General Shahnawaz Tanai, a radical 
Khalqi, in a coup against the Kabul government of 
Dr. Najibullah.‖35  The second was in 1991, when he 

                                                             
30 Ibid., 177-178. 
31 Crowley, ―Our Man in Kabul? The sadistic Afghan warlord 
who wants to be our friend.‖ 
32 Wahab and Youngerman, A Brief History Of Afghanistan, 178. 
33 George Crile, Charlie Wilson‘s War: The Extraordinary Story 
of How the wildest Man in Congress and a Rogue CIA Agent 
Changed the History of Our Times(New York: Grove Press: 
2003), 222. 
34 Wahab and Youngerman, A Brief History Of Afghanistan, 195. 
35Ludwig Adamec, Historical Dictionary of Afghanistan, 143.  
This alliance demonstrated a willingness to compromise beliefs, 
overlook atrocities, and ally with the enemy all for the pursuit of 
power.   
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murdered seven commanders and twenty-three 
soldiers of Massoud‘s Jamiat and subsequently 
withdrew from his position in the exiled interim 
government.36 This only further clarified his singu-
lar quest for power. 

1992 to 1996 was deemed an era of Mujahedeen 
rule, but is better described as a prolonged siege of 
Kabul. At the time varying tribal factions violently 
fought for control of the government and a contin-
ued shift of alliances muddied any semblance of 
unity.  Hekmatyar was regarded as the most horrif-
ic of the protagonists.  He constantly refused power 
sharing agreements that would have made him the 
Prime Minister, as they would have placed him as a 
subservient to first President Mujadidi and then 
Rabbani.  By decree he was in fact the prime minis-
ter from 1992 to 1994, but he never entered the 
office.  After 50,000 civilians were killed and a fur-
ther 100,000 wounded by his hand he did, in fact, 
concede to being the Prime Minister for a brief 
time period in 1996.  The end result of this era with 
regard to Hekmatyar was well articulated by Shais-
ta Wahab when he said: 

The attacks [referring to the indiscrimi-
nant rocket and artillery attacks], as well 
as the failure to take Kabul, finally discre-
dited Hekmatyar among most of his Pash-
tun allies and, more important, persuaded 
Pakistan‘s ISI to begin searching for a 
more effective and popular protégé.37 

After four years of subtle development under 
the direction of Mullah Omar, who was now con-
nected with the Pakistani government and ISI, the 
Taliban movement fought to develop the stability 
that the country‘s impoverished and abused popu-
lation so desperately desired.  Of interest, the re-
maining HiG forces reportedly succumbed to the 
Taliban not through fighting, but because the se-
nior commander under Hekmatyar was bribed 
with 2 million dollars, effectively reducing all mili-
tia resistance outside of Kabul.38  In September of 
1996, the Taliban succeeded in expelling Rabbani 
and Hekmatyar from both Kabul and Afghanistan. 
Both figures sought refuge in Iran as they were no 
longer favored by the Pakistanis.  During this time 
another faction began to weigh in, Osama Bin La-
den fully backed the Taliban reportedly providing 3 
million dollars in support of their cause.39  In 1991, 
Osama Bin Laden and Hekmatyar were connected 
as outspoken opponents to the U.S.-led coalition in 
the Gulf War. Additionally, Hekmatyar also 

                                                             
36 Wahab and Youngerman, A Brief History Of Afghanistan, 195. 
37 Ibid., 209. 
38 Ibid., 216. 
39 Ibid., 215. 

claimed to have helped Osama Bin Laden escape 
from Tora Bora in 2001.40        

The Enemy Of My Enemy Is Still The Enemy 

After Al Qaeda‘s September 11, 2001 attack on 
U.S. soil and the subsequent coalition ousting of 
the Taliban and Al Qaeda from Afghanistan, three 
primary threats have remained persistent through-
out the current insurgency fight.  Those three 
threats have been identified as the Quetta Shurra 
(Taliban), the Jalaluddin Haqqani Network, and 
the Hezbi-i-Islami. Al Qaeda is connected to all 
three and all three are once again enjoying a base 
of operations in Pakistan.  Gulbuddin Hekmatyar 
and his forces have been responsible for a series of 
high-profile attacks within recent years.  The most 
notable being his involvement in a complex attack 
against a combined Afghan and Coalition outpost 
in the Kamdesh region of north eastern Afghanis-
tan in October of 2009.41 Then in September of 
2008 he claimed responsibility for the death and 
mutilation of 10 French soldiers – another attack 
that reportedly massed over one hundred HiG figh-
ters.42   

More applicable to the question of reconcilia-
tion and reintegration are the reported attacks that 
Hekmatyar has claimed were directly aimed at 
President Karzai.  Notable among those attacks are 
the assassination attempt of 2002, and more re-
cently the 2008 bombing of a military parade that 
nearly took Karzai‘s life.43  Regardless, President 
Karzai has offered a broad-based reconciliation 
and reintegration concept that targets all levels of 
the opposition, in order to provide an opportunity 
to anyone who can be swayed by financial and po-
litical gain.   

Appeasement has long been regarded by West-
ern powers as a failed concept that often leads to 

                                                             
40 Crowley, ―Our Man in Kabul? The sadistic Afghan warlord 
who wants to be our friend.‖ 
41 The author was assigned to the task force involved in the at-
tack that left 8 Soldiers killed but was not directly involved in 
the battle.  Simply stated, the anti-Afghan government forces 
(AAF) of varying affiliations attempted to exploit the ongoing 
strategic consolidation of coalition and government forces to-
wards more populated areas.  The losses suffered by the enemy 
were significant; the heroic efforts of the individuals in that 
battle prompted a persistent disunity amongst the AAF for an 
extended period of time and allowed the successful and unim-
peded closure of several distant outposts in the region.  This 
attack is attributed to in HiG in an open source document by 
Michael Crowley(see previous citations).   
42 ―Warlord claims French ambush‖[anonymous article online, 
29 SEP 2008], RFI Archives, accessed 27 November 2010; 
available from 
http://www.rfi.fr/actuen/articles/105/article_1719.asp. 
43 Crowley, ―Our Man in Kabul? The sadistic Afghan warlord 
who wants to be our friend.‖ 
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greater problems. As Winston Churchill said, ―an 
appeaser is one who feeds a crocodile, hoping it 
will eat him last.‖44  This simple allusion does not 
suggest that this effort could be the prelude to the 
next Adolf Hitler, but certain realities must be ac-
knowledged.  Una Moore, writing about Hekma-
tyar in the United Nations Dispatch, said, ―in the 
eyes of ordinary Afghans, he‘s a war criminal unfit 
to live amongst his victims, let alone govern 
them.‖45  Concerning the notion of reconciliation, 
she goes on to write that ―granting him any posi-
tion of influence – and he wouldn‘t likely settle for 
a symbolic post – would have a chilling effect on 
Afghanistan‘s beleaguered democrats.‖46  This is 
made more salient by Michael Crowley‘s assertion 
that ―cutting a deal with Hekmatyar that grants 
him legitimized power could amount to a horrend-
ous moral compromise.‖47 

Conclusion 

Gulbuddin Hekmatyar has cast himself as ―a li-
felong deal-maker, he cares most about one thing: 
power.‖48  He has proven that his allegiances are 
based entirely on benefit.  He has also proven him-
self to be a brutal terrorist whose interests do not 
include the needs or protection of the people or 
Afghanistan.  The only apparent constant through-
out his turbulent life is his staunch anti-American 
opinions.  That said, his condemnation is reactio-
nary and generally extends to all those who chal-
lenge his power and fail to adhere to his unique 
interpretation of Islam.  Despite his known affilia-
tions with them, he bears more resemblance to Al 
Qaeda then many seem to recognize, the only diffe-
rentiating factor is the scope of each organization‘s 
influence.  However, the relationship must be ac-
knowledged as our nation‘s objective, as clarified in 
March 2009 by President Obama, is to ―disrupt, 
dismantle and defeat al Qaeda in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, and to prevent their return in either 
country in the future.‖49 

                                                             
44 Winston Churchill, ―Winston Churchill Quotes‖[quote on-
line], Brainy Quote, accessed 28 November 2010; available from 
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/w/winstonchu100
130.html. 
45 Uma Moore, ―The Bloody Hands of Gulbuddin Hekma-
tyar‖[article online, 26 March 2010], UN Dispatch Archives, 
accessed 27 November 2010; available from 
http://www.undispatch.com/the-bloody-hands-of-gulbuddin-
hekmatyar. 
46 Ibid. 
47Crowley, ―Our Man in Kabul? The sadistic Afghan warlord 
who wants to be our friend.‖ 
48 Ibid. 
49 President Barrack Obama as cited by Amin Tarzi, ―Recalibrat-
ing the Afghan reconciliation Program.‖ The web address to the 
primary source was not provided in Amin Tarzi‘s footnote and 
could not be independently verified. 

Currently, Hezb-I-Islami is the most radical 
right wing entity of the Afghan parliament and en-
joys 9 seats within the legitimate government 
structure.50  Their current efforts to reconcile with 
the Afghan government ahead of the Taliban, and 
prior to the desired national elections of 2011, does 
not constitute pacification as much as an act of 
subversion.  In response to the Taliban imposter 
into the reconciliation process, Mohammad Umer 
Daudzai (Chief of Staff for President Karzai) is pa-
raphrased as saying that ―foreigners should stay 
out of delicate negotiations with the Afghan Insur-
gent group.‖51  This statement was made even in 
light of the 150 million dollars of international 
pledges that were offered in support of the recon-
ciliation and reintegration process announced at 
the 2010 London conference, and in view of the 
fact that in 2009 a new organization was formed 
within ISAF known as the Force Reintegration Cell 
(F-RIC).52  This disparity simply highlights the 
need for the United States to be extremely cautious 
in their approach to the process of reconciliation 
and reintegration when it comes to negotiating 
with the key militant leaders – leaders who are 
driving this conflict at the expense of the Afghan 
people.   

Hekmatyar and his organization represent an 
opportunity for the uninformed or willfully blind.  
Hekmatyar‘s overtures since 2008 have painted 
him as a high-level and willing participant in the 
reconciliation and reintegration process and could 
be the window dressing that offers the illusion of 
success both for President Karzai and President 
Obama.  The most notable historic example of 
creating an alliance of necessity that ended in fail-
ure was the Allied acceptance of Stalin. This al-
liance led to the Soviet occupation and atrocities 
committed in Poland and Germany (just to name a 
few) and the prolonged nature of the Cold War; 
given a reasonable simplification it also represents 
the precursor to the contemporary Afghanistan 
conflict.   

Even more applicable is our own alliance of ne-
cessity with Hekmatyar during the Soviet occupa-
tion of Afghanistan, which was the fateful decision 
that has manifested itself in our current fight 
against extremist Islamist organizations.  To assert 
that such alliances are necessary evils is likely to be 

                                                             
50 Crowley, ―Our Man in Kabul? The sadistic Afghan warlord 
who wants to be our friend.‖ 
51 Joshua Partlow, ―British faulted for Taliban imposter: Afghan 
Official Casts Blame, Karzai aide says foreigners should stay out 
of talks.‖ The Washington Post, 26 November 2010, A1. 
52 Amin Tarzi, ―Recalibrating the Afghan reconciliation Pro-
gram.‖ 
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the logic that dooms the future of Afghanistan to a 
repeat of 1992 through 1996.  
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Karzai‘s initial governing strategy, focused at 
centralizing power within the Government of the 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA), has 
failed.  He perceives that US and international 
community support for his regime is eroding.  
Therefore, Karzai is systematically building a coali-
tion of regional powerbrokers in preparation for a 
post-American Afghanistan.   By strategically re-
shuffling provincial, district, and ministerial posi-
tions, Karzai is gradually reproducing the power-
brokers‘ political and economic patronage struc-
tures he tried for seven years to displace with his 
own.  He is doing so to create the political space 
required to maintain his family‘s influence beyond 
the 2014 elections or to exit the presidency intact.   

Implementing this strategy allows President 
Karzai to achieve his objectives due to three effects.  
First, and most importantly, he begins to break his 
dependence on the international community for 
his administration‘s survival.  Second, he is able to 
leverage remaining international assistance to se-
cure continued powerbroker interest in the short-
term viability of GIRoA.  Finally, Karzai can choose 
to reconcile with the Taliban to reinforce his bar-
gaining position.  This new Karzai governing strat-
egy mitigates the consequences of the impending 
decline in international support, though at the ex-
pense of the Afghan population and International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) counterinsurgen-
cy (COIN) implementation.   

An effective counter to Karzai‘s power sharing 
strategy is a bottom-up, grass roots COIN imple-
mentation that directs international resources to-
ward village-level and civil society capacity.  GI-
RoA, the Taliban, and local powerbrokers have 
very little legitimacy with the population.  Building 
legitimate, accountable governance capacity at the 

village level buys ISAF valuable time for reform 
efforts to take hold.  Rebalancing Afghan society, 
so that the local areas exert more influence and 
checks on powerbrokers and GIRoA, stands to 
make the entire political structure more accounta-
ble.  

Karzai‟s Politics in Afghan Historical Con-
text 

Karzai’s Dilemma 

President Hamid Karzai is now caught in a pa-
radox he cannot resolve without harming his own 
personal interests.  Karzai believes the internation-
al benefactors sustaining GIRoA are undermining 
his authority and ability to govern the country 
through the reform agenda.1  His main patrons, the 
US, its allies, and the international community, are 
expected to drawdown their military forces and 
reduce their funding to the Afghan government, 
the main resources underwriting GIRoA‘s viabili-
ty.2  Afghan public support for and faith in Karzai, 

                                                             
1 ―Afghan president blames U.N., international community for 
vote fraud.‖ Japan Today. (April 2, 2010). 
http://www.japantoday.com/category/world/view/afghan-president-
blames-un-international-community-for-vote-fraud; ―Karzai de-
mands halt to Afghan civilian casualties.‖ Reuters. (February 7, 
2010). http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE6160KM20100207; 
―Karzai May Compromise on Ban of Private Guards.‖ The New 
York Times (October 24, 2010) 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/25/world/asia/25afghan.ht
ml. 
2 Salahduddin, Sayed. ―Afghanistan Boosts Budget Revenue by 
45 Percent.‖ Thomas Reuters Foundation AlertNet. (March 25, 
2010). http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/SGE62O070.htm; 
―Islamic Republic of Afghanistan National Budget 1389.‖ The 
World Bank. (2010). p.4. 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/AFGHANISTANEXTN/Res
ources/305984-1264608805475/6739619-
1282159147458/SY1389Budget.pdf 
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his appointees, and GIRoA in general continues to 
dissipate due to rampant corruption and the inef-
fective extension of public services.  At the same 
time, the Taliban influence has steadily expanded 
from 4 provinces in 2006 to 33 of 34 provinces in 
2010.3  If Karzai maintains the cooptation govern-
ing strategy he adopted in 2004, he will inevitably 
lose the financial resources needed to support his 
governing alliance and the Afghan National Securi-
ty Forces (ANSF).4   

Karzai’s Attempt to Consolidate Power 

Karzai‘s initial governing strategy was the direct 
result of the US war against the Taliban in 2001-
2002, which focused on transnational terrorism 
rather than Afghan domestic reform.  This created 
an unfavorable balance of power in Afghan society 
by relying on the latent mujahidin warlord struc-
ture to defeat the Taliban.  The US reinforced the 
existing mujahidin structure at the same time it 
sought to build a government headed by ex-patriot 
aristocrats and technocrats.5  The US settled on 
Karzai due to his broad connections and ability to 
work across interest groups, but the fact remained 
that his base of support at the time was weak.  Kar-
zai, therefore, adopted a strategy of building a cen-
tral government based on the cooptation of the US-
backed powerbrokers that displaced the Taliban 
since they retained the bulk of the existing military 
power.  Trading militias for government patronage 
and influence was the price of a limited deploy-
ment of US forces.6   

Unfortunately, many of the powerbrokers in-
vited into GIRoA were the same mujahidin-era 
warlords whose corrupt and self-serving rule made 
the Taliban a logical alternative for much of the 
population in the mid-1990s.7  Karzai‘s strategy of 

                                                             
3 Talbi, Karim. ―Shadow Taliban Government Rules Afghans‘ 
Lives.‖ Agence France Presse. (January 26, 2010). 
http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5gWl9
u3ZojrsONNK4l9tiX5TViJyA 
4 Giustozzi, Antonio. ―‘Good‘ State versus ‗Bad‘ Warlord? A Cri-
tique of State-Building Strategies in Afghanistan.‖ Working 
Paper #51, Crisis States Research Centre LSE, Development 
Studies Institute. (October 2004), p.8. 
5 van Grieken, D.D. Collaborating Warlords in Afghanistan’s 
Political Reconstruction Process. (Utrecht: Center for Conflict 
Studies, 2005), p.64-68.; Giustozzi, Antonio. ―‘Good‘ State ver-
sus ‗Bad‘ Warlord? A Critique of State-Building Strategies in 
Afghanistan.‖ Working Paper #51, Crisis States Research Cen-
tre LSE, Development Studies Institute. (October 2004), p.2. 
6 Giustozzi, Antonio. ―‘Good‘ State versus ‗Bad‘ Warlord? A Cri-
tique of State-Building Strategies in Afghanistan.‖ Working 
Paper #51, Crisis States Research Centre LSE, Development 
Studies Institute. (October 2004), p.3. 
7 Rashid, Ahmad. Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamen-
talism in Central Asia. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2000).;van Bijlert, Martine. ―Between Discipline and Discre-
tion: Policies Surrounding Senior Subnational Appointments.‖ 

cooptation resulted in a government bureaucracy 
headed in many cases by illiterate or semi-literate 
powerbrokers and their agents.  This pathology in 
GIRoA bureaucracy was exacerbated by the fact 
that these individuals rose to power based on their 
ability to ruthlessly extract wealth from their locali-
ties and networks.8  As leaders of line ministries 
and GIRoA representatives, they extract massive 
amounts of money from both international devel-
opment projects and the population.  In the end, 
Karzai‘s cooptation strategy institutionalized GI-
RoA as a kleptocracy, empowered predatory po-
werbrokers over local populations, and divorced 
the government from the needs of the population.9   

Karzai‘s new governing strategy seeks to form a 
government regime based on a power sharing 
agreement with Afghanistan‘s regional powerbrok-
ers.  This is consistent with the Afghan political 
culture of the ―politics of relationships.‖10  Howev-
er, by including powerbroker ―rotten apples‖ into 
his governing alliance, Karzai is, to paraphrase An-
tonio Giustozzi, establishing the conditions for his 
government to meet the same fate as the jihadi 
movement in the mid-1990s: the resurgence of the 
Taliban.11  To stem the Taliban resurgence, it is 
reasonable to assume that Karzai is willing to in-
clude the Taliban in the power sharing agreement. 

Karzai‟s Evolving Governing Strategy 

President Karzai‘s strategy is simple: to solidify 
his regime in the absence of international re-
sources through a patronage network.   There are 
two hypotheses as to why Karzai is implementing a 
power sharing strategy.  One assumes that Karzai 
seeks to extend his family‘s political influence 
beyond 2014 and the other assumes he seeks to 
leave the presidency under controlled circums-
tances.  

Hypothesis 1: Continuing the Karzai Regime 

                                                                                                
 
Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, Briefing Paper 
Series. (May 2009), p.7. 
8 Giustozzi, Antonio. ―‘Good‘ State versus ‗Bad‘ Warlord? A Cri-
tique of State-Building Strategies in Afghanistan.‖ Working 
Paper #51, Crisis States Research Centre LSE, Development 
Studies Institute. (October 2004), p.10. 
9 van Grieken, D.D. Collaborating Warlords in Afghanistan’s 
Political Reconstruction Process. (Utrecht: Center for Conflict 
Studies, 2005). 
10 van Bijlert, Martine. ―Between Discipline and Discretion: 
Policies Surrounding Senior Subnational Appointments.‖ Afg-
hanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, Briefing Paper Series. 
(May 2009), p.21. 
11 Giustozzi, Antonio. ―‘Good‘ State versus ‗Bad‘ Warlord? A 
Critique of State-Building Strategies in Afghanistan.‖ Working 
Paper #51, Crisis States Research Centre LSE, Development 
Studies Institute. (October 2004), p.10. 



SMALL WARS JOURNAL  VOL. 7, NO. 12 –JANUARY 2011 

smallwarsjournal.com 15 

Abdullah Abdullah, Karzai‘s challenger in 2009, 
recently argued that the President is setting the 
stage for overturning the presidency‘s 2-term limit 
in the Afghan Constitution.12  To accomplish this 
goal, the Afghan Parliament will have to change the 
Constitution.  Karzai does not have enough allies in 
the Wolesi Jirga to do this without support from 
other powerbrokers.  Given ethnic tensions,13 Afg-
hanistan‘s Tajik, Uzbek, and Hazara powerbrokers 
have no reason to agree to this arrangement unless 
they believe that they can consolidate their re-
source bases through the regime.  Institutionaliz-
ing their rule and fortifying their patronage net-
works through GIRoA can solidify their resource 
bases while avoiding Wolesi Jirga oversight.  Po-
werbrokers would therefore have a continuing in-
terest in Karzai‘s presidency. 

Alternatively, President Karzai might attempt to 
create an environment where a family member 
could replace him.  The industrial base of Afgha-
nistan has historically been dominated by elites 
affiliated with the monarchy,14 and it has been al-
lowed to be dominated currently by elites and re-
gional powerbrokers affiliated with Karzai.15  Po-
werbrokers invested in this system could influence 
the voter base in future elections if members of 
Karzai‘s family can be trusted to maintain the sys-
tem.  The Karzai family‘s ability to maintain inter-
national financing to sustain his patronage net-
work would only enhance a power sharing strategy 
for this purpose.  Divesting power to Afghanistan‘s 
regional powerbrokers could be sufficient induce-
ment for them to support Karzai‘s agenda, espe-
cially in the absence of a clear successor in 2014.   

Hypothesis 2: Controlled Exit from the Presidency 

With a deteriorating security situation and less 
predictable international support, Karzai might 
determine that his best option is to exit the presi-
dency through a negotiated peace.  Former Nation-
al Director of Security Amrullah Saleh is reported 
as stating that Karzai is pressing a deal with the 
Taliban because he has lost faith in the ability of 

                                                             
12 Farmer, Ben. ―Hamid Karzai lines up ultimate showdown with 
Nato with plan to stay in power.‖  The Telegraph. (October 27, 
2010). 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/afghanistan
/7970498/Hamid-Karzai-lines-up-ultimate-showdown-with-
Nato-with-plan-to-stay-in-power.html. 
13 Filkins, Dexter. ―Overture to Taliban Jolts Afghan Minorities.‖ 
The New York Times. (June 26, 2010). 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/27/world/asia/27afghan.html 
14 Giustozzi, Antonio. ―Afghanistan: Transition without End, An 
Analytical Narrative on State-Making.― Crisis States Research 
Center. (November 2008)., p.19-20. 
15 Giustozzi, Antonio. ―Afghanistan: Transition without End, An 
Analytical Narrative on State-Making.― Crisis States Research 
Center. (November 2008)., p.42-43. 

the coalition and GIRoA to defeat the Taliban.16  
The fact that Karzai would openly weep that his 
son, Mirwais, might grow up in exile17 indicates 
that he has contemplated having to leave the coun-
try whether on his terms or not.  Veteran journalist 
and commentator on Afghanistan, Selig Harrison, 
recently suggested that Karzai‘s reconciliation 
overtures are part of a broader power sharing 
strategy to maintain his presidency.18  Similarly, 
Karzai‘s powerbroker allies could lose interest in 
the regime if they cease profiting from it.  His anti-
Taliban supporters would also feel threatened by 
potential Taliban inclusion and require control 
over their own resource bases to protect them-
selves from Taliban expansion. 

To achieve a controlled exit, Karzai will need to 
shrewdly utilize his powers of appointment to es-
tablish an acceptable balance of power among the 
participating powerbrokers.  Absent reasons to 
work with the Karzai regime, the country could 
quickly Balkanize along tribal, powerbroker, and 
ethnic lines, leading potentially to a rapid and vio-
lent collapse of the regime.  Divesting power to 
Afghanistan‘s regional powerbrokers could be suf-
ficient inducement for them to support Karzai until 
his term expires.     

Strategy Indicators 

Karazi‘s recent decisions and actions, while 
perplexing to many observers, are analogous to the 
politics typical of a royal court.  In describing a 
medieval court, Goldberg writes, ―The king re-
warded those members of his court with whom he 
was especially pleased with gifts of money and ter-
ritory.  Royal siblings…were perceived by the sub-
jects of the realm as extensions of the monarch 
himself.‖ 19  That Karzai recreated a similar political 
structure is unsurprising since he comes from an 
aristocratic family.  Foust notes, 

Afghanistan does not have the benefit of 
strong institutions, so governance is based 
on relationships and patronage -- trading 

                                                             
16 Filkins, Dexter. ―Karzai is Said to Doubt West Can Defeat 
Taliban.‖ The New York Times. (June 11, 2010). 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/12/world/asia/12karzai.html 
17 Foust, Joshua. ―You would cry too: In defense of Hamid Karzai.‖ 
Foreign Policy. (September 28, 2010). 
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2010/09/28/you_would_cry_too
_in_defense_of_hamid_karzai 
18 Harrison, Selig. ―A Smart Pashtun Play: Why Washington 
Should Back Karzai.‖ Newsweek. (July 6, 2010). 
http://www.newsweek.com/2010/07/06/a-smart-pashtun-play.html 
19 For an interesting comparison see, Goldstone, Nancy. ―Miss 
the Middle Ages? Try Afghanistan.‖ The Wall Street Journal. 
(October 16, 2010). 
http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/commentary/la-oe-
goldstone-karzai-20101016,0,7203364.story 
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favors, or appointments, for money. In the 
West, it is normally called corruption. In 
Afghanistan though, corruption is, unfor-
tunately, how the system works.20   

When viewed from this perspective, what Wes-
terners consider corruption is in reality a matter of 
managing the realm.  Evaluations of Karzai‘s go-
verning strategy should map how his appointments 
and decrees affect his patronage system.  As a re-
sult, Karzai‘s power sharing strategy can be dis-
cerned through his recent appointments to key po-
sitions, his manipulation of executive agencies, his 
flirtation with reconciliation, and his possible na-
tionalization of private security companies (PSCs).   

Appointments: Consolidate powerbroker control 
over regions 

All ministerial, provincial, and district appoin-
tees serve at the pleasure of the President of Afg-
hanistan, which means they can be replaced to 
meet Karzai‘s patronage needs.  Karzai unsuccess-
fully tried for seven years to displace many power-
brokers‘ networks with his own.  Since he now 
needs their support, Karzai can reproduce the po-
werbrokers‘ patronage structures by strategically 
reshuffling provincial, district, and ministerial po-
sitions.  In this bureaucracy, ―Political power is not 
exercised in a progressively depersonalized, forma-
lized and rationalized way through agreed ‗rules‘. 
Rather, it continues to be exercised in a personal 
and patronage-based manner, but within the over-
all framework of bureaucratic rules.‖21 

In the lead up to and following the 2010 Par-
liamentary elections, there have been a significant 
number of high ranking personnel changes in the 
Ministries of Interior (MoI) and Defense (MoD), 
the district governorships, and the provincial go-
vernorships.  These appointments must be eva-
luated according to how the new appointees‘ politi-
cal relationships align with a Karzai power sharing 
strategy.  Although there has not been a systematic 
study along this line, there is some prima facie 
reason to suspect the moves are part of a calculated 
strategy. 

The appointment of security officials at all le-
vels has historically been subject to political con-
sideration and recent attempts to establish a merit-

                                                             
20 Foust, Joshua. ―You would cry too: In defense of Hamid Karzai.‖ 
Foreign Policy. (September 28, 2010). 
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2010/09/28/you_would_cry_too
_in_defense_of_hamid_karzai 
21 Lister, Sarah. ―Understanding State-Building and Local Gov-
ernment in Afghanistan.‖ Working Paper #14, Crisis States 
Research Centre LSE, Development Studies Institute. (May 
2007), p.6. 

based system have had uneven impact.22  Harrison 
argues that Karzai has already begun the process 
by appointing new Pashtun leadership to impor-
tant MoD positions.23  A recent report commis-
sioned by the Congressional Research Service 
notes this point, but also notes that some observers 
consider the security services to be controlled by 
Tajiks.24  MoI Bismullah Khan, a Tajik, has also 
reshuffled the leadership in his ministry, with 
some indication of a stronger Tajik influence 
emerging there. 

The appointment of provincial and district gov-
ernors is also well known to be infused with politi-
cal bargaining.  Although the Independent Directo-
rate for Local Governance (IDLG) is charged with 
identifying and appointing qualified personnel to 
fill the positions, President Karzai is still known to 
make appointments as a result of political consid-
erations as well.25  The recent appointments of 
governors in the western provinces of Herat and 
Nimruz, known affiliates of Ismail Khan, and the 
strong alignment of the northern provinces‘ gover-
nors with Vice President Fahim Khan would sug-
gest that close scrutiny should be paid to further 
changes in political appointments. 

Establishing and Manipulating Government Enti-
ties 

Constitutionally, the Wolesi Jirga is charged 
with acting as a check on presidential authority.  
President Karzai‘s relationship with it as an organi-
zation is now significantly strained.  Nevertheless, 
Karzai has had some success in preventing the Wo-
lesi Jirga from becoming a unified opponent by 
extending patronage and privilege to individual 
Members of Parliament (MPs).26 It appears that 
Karzai already took advantage of the Wolesi Jirga‘s 
limited oversight of his ministers by appointing 
two key officials more amenable to a power sharing 
strategy than their predecessors, the National Di-

                                                             
22 Wilder, Andrew. ―Cops or Robbers? The Struggle to Reform 
the Afghan National Police.‖ Afghanistan Research and Evalu-
ation Unit. (July 2007). 
23 Harrison, Selig. ―A Smart Pashtun Play: Why Washington 
Should Back Karzai.‖ Newsweek. (July 6, 2010). 
http://www.newsweek.com/2010/07/06/a-smart-pashtun-play.html 
24 Katzman, Kenneth. ―Afghanistan: Politics, Elections, and 
Government Performance.‖ Congressional Research Service. 
(October 13, 2010), p.3. 
25 van Bijlert, Martine. ―Between Discipline and Discretion: 
Policies Surrounding Senior Subnational Appointments.‖ Afg-
hanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, Briefing Paper Series. 
(May 2009), p.11-16; Nixon, Hamish, ―Subnational State-
Building in Afghanistan.‖ Afghanistan Research and Evalua-
tion Unit, Briefing Paper Series. (April 2008), p.25. 
26 Larson, Anna. The Wolesi Jirga in Flux, 2010: Elections and 
Instability I. (Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation 
Unit, 2010), p.5-8. 
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rector for Security (NDS) and the MoI.27 Further-
more, a weak party structure prevents a coherent 
opposition from coalescing.28   

Karzai frequently exercises his strong constitu-
tional authority to marginalize Wolesi Jirga‘s over-
sight.  He does so by creating executive agencies 
over which the Wolesi Jirga has no substantive in-
fluence, such as the Afghan Peace and Reintegra-
tion Program (APRP) and the IDLG.  While the 
opposition to Karzai in the Wolesi Jirga remains 
weak, he has the ability to manipulate appoint-
ments and executive agencies to fulfill his power 
sharing strategy.   

Karzai has further insulated himself from the 
influence of the Wolesi Jirga by appointing the 
members of the APRP and the High Peace Council 
(HPC).  The Joint Order formally authorizing the 
APRP makes the Chief Executive Officer, Secretary 
Stanekzai, ―responsible for implementation of the 
strategic decisions made by the [High Peace Coun-
cil].‖29  Provincial governors are charged with over-
seeing the operational and security components of 
the APRP, with NDS, ANA/ANP, ISAF, and UN-
AMA sitting on provincial advisory boards.30  This 
overall reconciliation and reintegration structure 
allows President Karzai to manipulate the entire 
process since he ultimately appoints the 
HPC/APRP members; the governors; the ANA, 
NDS, and ANP commanders; and the district gov-
ernors who implement the program.   

Most of the APRP members are mujahidin-era 
and regional powerbrokers.31  Notable members 
include Ismail Khan (Tajik), Sher Mohammed Ak-
hundzada (Pashtun), Burhanuddin Rabbani (Ta-
jik), Pir Sayed Ahmed Gilani (Pashtun), Said 
Nur‘allah (Uzbek), Abdul Rasoul Sayyaf (Pashtun), 
Abdul Hakim Mujahid (former Taliban), and Sibg-

                                                             
27 Harrison, Selig. ―A Smart Pashtun Play: Why Washington 
Should Back Karzai.‖ Newsweek. (July 6, 2010). 
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Instability I. (Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation 
Unit, 2010), p.5-8. 
29 ―Afghanistan Peace and Reintegration Program (APRP).‖ 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan National Security Council, D 
& R Commission. (April 2010), p.22. 
http://media.washingtonpost.com/wp-
srv/world/pdf/afghan_report_051110.pdf 
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Islamic Republic of Afghanistan National Security Council, D 
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http://www.google.com/hostednews/ap/article/ALeqM5iqETC
MPbriSHgWTvfFp3qa4_s3eAD9IGTPC00?docId=D9IGTPC00 

hatullah Mojadeddi (Pashtun).32  As noted Afgha-
nistan scholar Martine van Bijlert writes, 

In many ways, the list is a reiteration of the 
myths of the jehad, honouring those who 
made the emergence of the Taleban seem 
like a source of relief …a list like this sig-
nals that ‗reconciliation‘ may well end up 
simply adding the warlords that were ex-
cluded from Bonn to those already allowed 
in 2001 [sic] … This is not a list of people 
that have been chosen for their contacts or 
mediation skills. It is a reconfirmation of 
where the armed – and increasingly eco-
nomic – power lies and where it will re-
main; of what kinds of people are trusted 
by ‗the palace‘, regardless of their impact.33 

High Peace Council members are comprised 
mainly of ministers with equities in the peace 
process, such as the Minister of Interior, the Minis-
ter of Defense, the National Director of Security, 
the Director of IDLG, and the Secretary of the 
APRP.34 

Similarly, the IDLG was formed by Karzai in 
2007 as a concession to the international commu-
nity to extend governance to the provincial and 
district levels.  It is currently headed by a well-
respected technocrat, Jelani Popal.  If properly run 
and resourced, IDLG can be a significant partner in 
generating accountable governance at the village 
and district levels.  However, the IDLG represents 
a potential threat to Karzai‘s power sharing strate-
gy because empowered districts and villages un-
dermine the influence of his powerbroker allies 
and, consequently, his new strategy. 

There is increasing worry that Karzai is politi-
cizing this agency and weakening its efficacy.35  By 
placing a powerbroker at IDLG‘s head instead of a 
technocrat, the agency can quickly reverse any 
gains it has made.  Moreover, Karzai can limit 

                                                             
32 van Bijlert, Martine. ―Warlords' Peace Council.‖ Afghan Anal-
ysis Network. (September 28, 2010). http://www.aan-
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IDLG‘s mission by restricting Popal‘s resources 
and freedom to interact with other service minis-
tries.  As an executive agency, Karzai can easily 
manipulate the IDLG‘s effectiveness. 

Electoral Fraud 

Karzai has been charged with influencing the 
elections process in both the last presidential and 
parliamentary elections.  Although constitutionally 
and politically bound to conduct elections, Karzai 
has fulfilled this obligation with a procedural de-
mocracy that he is able to influence.  Over one-
third of the votes cast for Karzai in 2009 were 
thrown out by the United Nations-backed Electoral 
Complaints Commission (ECC), forcing him into a 
run-off election.36  In response to the international 
pressure, Karzai blamed the international commu-
nity for the voter fraud and unsuccessfully at-
tempted to eliminate international representation 
on the ECC.37   

The 2010 Parliamentary elections were also 
tainted by voter fraud with 25% of all votes being 
thrown out.38  There is no clear evidence at this 
point that candidates supported by Karzai were 
overly represented in the 295 already announced 
election probes.39 Given that Karzai will want little 
resistance from the Wolesi Jirga while implement-
ing his power sharing strategy, it is likely that his 
allies will be well represented in the fraud results.  
In addition, if he does desire to change the consti-
tution to extend his term in office, he will need a 
strong voting base in the Wolesi Jirga. The main 
way for him to accomplish this objective is to guar-

                                                             
36 ―Karzai declared elected president of Afghanistan.‖ Cable 
News Network (CNN). (November 2, 2009). 
http://edition.cnn.com/2009/WORLD/asiapcf/11/02/afghanistan.electi

on.runoff/ 
37 Ahmad, Sardar. ―Karzai appoints new elections chief for Afg-
hanistan.‖ Agence France Presse (AFP). (April 17, 2010). 
http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5hpciHEuDx1

kuA5rnKA5j7GdXysuw; ―Afghan president blames U.N., interna-
tional community for vote fraud.‖ Japan Today. (April 2, 2010). 
http://www.japantoday.com/category/world/view/afghan-president-

blames-un-international-community-for-vote-fraud; Boone, Jon. 
―Hamid Karzai takes control of Afghanistan election watchdog.‖ 
The Guardian. (February 22, 2010). 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/feb/22/karzai-
afghanistan-electoral-complaints-commission. 
38 Abi-Habib, Maria. ―Afghan Vote Tally Reveals New Faces, 
Fraud.‖ The Wall Street Journal. (October 20, 2010). 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB100014240527023040116045
75564103091339366.html 
39 ―120 more Afghan candidates face charges of electoral viola-
tion.‖ Xinhua News. (October 24, 2010). 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/world/2010-
10/24/c_13573123.htm 

antee candidates connected to his patronage net-
work get elected.40 

Reconciliation 

Since the conclusion of Parliamentary elections, 
President Karzai has stepped up the pace of his 
reconciliation efforts.  With ISAF facilitating the 
movement of Taliban envoys to meetings with the 
Karzai‘s reconciliation representatives,41 Karzai 
must understand that a negotiated peace with the 
Taliban is acceptable in principle to the US and its 
international partners.42  The HPC‘s chairman, 
former President and noted anti-Taliban leader 
Burhanuddin Rabbani43 even offered a somewhat 
conciliatory tone stating recently, ―‘We are taking 
our first steps,‘ he said. ‗I believe there are people 
among the Taliban that have a message that they 
want to talk. They are ready.‘"44  In other words, 
Karzai must realize that coming to an accord with 
the Taliban is acceptable and can be worked into 
his strategic calculus.45 

PSCs 

President Karzai‘s recent decree eliminating 
PSCs by January 2011 has been interpreted by 
Western embassies and the international commu-
nity as having ―unintended‖ consequences, such as 
limiting NGO and development agency assistance 
to the population.46  While Karzai has expressed 
concern about PSCs since his 2007 decree,47 he has 

                                                             
40 Coburn, Noah and Anna Larson. ―Patronage, Posturing, Duty, 
Demographics: Why Afghans Voted in 2009‖ Afghanistan Re-
search and Evaluation Unit. (August 2009), p.7. 
41 Shanker, Thom, David E. Sanger and Eric Schmitt. ―U.S. Aids 
Taliban to Attend Talks on Making Peace.‖ 
The New York Times. (October 13, 2010). 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/14/world/asia/14nato.html 
42 ―US, reversing course, backs Afghan peace effort.‖ Associated 
Press (October 14, 2010). 
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2010/10/14/afghan-peace-
council-chief-taliban-ready-talk/ 
43 Riechmann, Deb. ―Afghan government sets up 70-member 
peace council.‖ Associated Press (September 28, 2010). 
http://www.google.com/hostednews/ap/article/ALeqM5iqETC
MPbriSHgWTvfFp3qa4_s3eAD9IGTPC00?docId=D9IGTPC00 
44 Riechmann, Deb. ―Afghan peace council chief says Taliban 
ready to talk.‖ The Washington Times. (October 14, 2010). 
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2010/oct/14/afghan-
peace-council-chief-says-taliban-ready-talk/ 
45 McGreal, Chris. ―Taliban leaders met with Afghan govern-
ment.‖ The Guardian. (September 28, 2010).  
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/sep/28/taliban-
leaders-met-afghan-government 
46 Abi-Habib, Maria. ―Karzai Stands By Private Security Ban.‖ 
The Wall Street Journal. (October 25, 2010). 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB100014240527023038644045
75572412957210650.html 
47 Rimli, Lisa and Dr. Susanne Schmeidl. ―Private Security 
Companies and Local Populations. An exploratory study of 
Afghanistan and Angola‖ Swiss Peace. (November 2007)., p.23. 
http://www.swisspeace.ch/typo3/fileadmin/user_upload/pdf/
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since altered his position from regulating them to 
eliminating or nationalizing them.  Examining this 
change of approach in the context of Karzai con-
cluding a power sharing agreement indicates the 
decision was a calculated tactical move. 

President Karzai recognizes the threat PSCs 
pose to his power sharing strategy.   Estimates of 
PSC employees range from 18,500 to nearly 
40,000 armed men, many of whom are hired by 
Afghanistan‘s powerbrokers.48   By nationalizing 
these companies, Karzai achieves important stra-
tegic objectives.   First, he establishes a new patro-
nage system by eliminating PSCs he does not con-
trol while favoring PSCs that improve his relative 
influence.  Second, this gives regional power bro-
kers a vested (economic) interest in his presidency.  
International aid agencies and NGOs will likely 
have to contract with the MoI for security services, 
adding further funding to his patronage network.49  
For instance, estimates suggest a total of $5.1bn 
worth of US aid is currently earmarked for spend-
ing and it will need to be protected.50  Lastly, na-
tionalized PSCs under MoI authority augment ex-
isting ANSF manpower by nearly 10-20%.  As a 
result, he generates influence over armed groups 
that he currently does not enjoy.  In the end, the 
nationalization of the PSCs expands Karzai‘s pa-
tronage network, provides PSC powerbrokers with 
GIRoA authority to control their territories, and 
creates broader MoI oversight of armed groups. 

Implications for ISAF‟s COIN Implementa-
tion 

The implications of Karzai devolving district 
power back to his powerbroker partners are over-
whelmingly positive for those involved, but largely 
negative for the Afghan population and ISAF COIN 
implementation.   

Karzai Insulates Himself from International Pres-
sure 

The international community‘s reform agenda 
threatens Karzai‘s ability to spread patronage. If 
Karzai is to successfully establish a power sharing 
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The Wall Street Journal. (October 25, 2010). 
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arrangement, he must continue to mitigate the in-
ternational community‘s influence in the districts 
and provinces.  This enables his allied powerbrok-
ers to solidify control with minimal resistance and 
oversight.  Karzai will be unable to manage his 
network if GIRoA‘s financial resources are limited 
by good governance restrictions.  Additionally, his 
reliance on international assistance limits his polit-
ical options since human rights norms are often 
attached.  To establish a power sharing arrange-
ment, he will need to free himself of such restric-
tions.   

Weakening International Support for ISAF’s Mis-
sion 

President Karzai‘s new governing strategy will 
significantly undermine ISAF‘s COIN strategy.  
Though GIRoA is a problematic and in many ways 
counterproductive COIN partner, there are still 
technocratic elements of the administration that 
approach good governance.  The international 
community‘s ability to pressure the Karzai admin-
istration to either remove poor district and provin-
cial governors or strongly suggest good replace-
ments is an important component in the COIN 
strategy.   

However, if Karzai is able to insulate his admin-
istration from the international community‘s influ-
ence, then he can appoint governors and police 
chiefs based solely on political expediency for his 
governing strategy.  The likely result will be the 
installation of GIRoA officials most concerned with 
extracting wealth from the population and consoli-
dating power.  ISAF‘s COIN strategy will be direct-
ly undermined by GIRoA because popular legiti-
macy will have no bearing on Karzai‘s governing 
strategy whatsoever.  

Americans are already questioning their com-
mitment to Afghanistan, and a failure of the COIN 
strategy could easily push them against continuing 
the effort.  International resolve, which has been 
girded by US diplomatic pressure, will wane as ra-
pidly as American resolve.  In short, Afghanistan 
will quickly find itself losing international support 
beyond already committed resources, leaving it to 
the fate Karzai and the powerbrokers involved set 
for it. 

The Villages Pay the Price 

A GIRoA structure where powerbrokers or their 
subordinates control governorships and police of-
fices will result in a return to the feudal economic 
structure that empowered the mujahidin in the 
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1980s-1990s.51  As international resources dimi-
nish, this structure will support the powerbrokers 
that extract wealth from the people to maximize 
resources for their militias.  Recent history sug-
gests that many powerbrokers will rely upon poppy 
production and other illicit activities to underwrite 
their wealth and power.   

As a result, political order in Afghanistan will be 
based upon ethnically and tribally-oriented politi-
cal structures that dominate provincial political 
power institutions.  This power structure will en-
trench the powerbrokers‘ predatory rule over the 
population.  In other words, controlling the district 
becomes the most important GIRoA institution for 
powerbrokers to co-opt, and the people of Afgha-
nistan will soon find themselves unable to resist 
the authority of powerbrokers.   

Countering Karzai‟s Strategy: 

The only effective counter to Karzai‘s power 
sharing strategy is a bottom-up, grass roots COIN 
implementation that enables villages to insulate 
themselves from powerbroker predation. COIN 
implementation based solely upon resourcing and 
extending the reach of GIRoA is doomed to fail.  
GIRoA is a fully formed kleptocracy built upon a 
political culture of patronage, and it is functionally 
incapable of fulfilling its obligations to its people.  
A Karzai governing strategy based upon power 
sharing will only exacerbate these intrinsic GIRoA 
deficiencies.  While reform of GIRoA must be a 
strong element of the COIN implementation, a GI-
RoA-centric COIN framework alone will be unable 
to meet the strategy‘s objectives.  Therefore, reba-
lancing Afghan society so that the local areas exert 
more influence and opposition to powerbrokers 
and GIRoA stands to make the entire political 
structure more accountable.52   

The key to COIN in Afghanistan is to help vil-
lages rise above the subsistence level so that they 
have the resources to govern and secure them-
selves.  A decentralized COIN approach that 
orients resources around enhancing existing legi-
timate political communities, the village or qawm, 
can bring security to the countryside as villagers 
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rise up to protect their own interests.  But as Dor-
ronsoro and Pothier observe, ―District govern-
ments are currently only nominally functional and 
fail to deliver basic services, such as justice and 
education, to the people.‖53 

International assistance should therefore seek 
to rebalance the power in Afghan society at least to 
the degree it had prior to the Soviet invasion.  Res-
toring village level governance structures, such as 
village shuras, business organizations, maliks, and 
community police, will generate immediate divi-
dends with rural communities.  Below GIRoA, 
these elements of society can be relied upon to es-
tablish order and security if they enjoy sufficient 
resources.  As Giustozzi notes,  ―They want, gener-
ally speaking, to reclaim some of the influence that 
they enjoyed in different periods of the past, but 
also, more pragmatically, to exercise some control 
over the activities of local authorities and demand 
the appointment of more professional and/or hon-
est district managers, chiefs of police, heads of de-
partments or even provincial governors.‖54  Until 
the villages rise above the subsistence level, which 
can be accomplished fairly rapidly with proper 
COIN implementation, they will remain dependent 
on some external entity, be it GIRoA, local power-
brokers, the Taliban, or the international commu-
nity.    

CFSOCC-A‘s55 Village Stability Operations con-
cept is an excellent model from which the broader 
ISAF COIN implementation framework can draw 
lessons.  The core concept is to enhance village ca-
pacity for self-protection while building up gover-
nance and development resources.  While the goal 
is ultimately to demonstrate GIRoA‘s benefit to the 
population, many of the resources are temporarily 
provided by ISAF forces.  Exploiting GIRoA pro-
grams that grant the US and international commu-
nity the political space to engage villages, and ap-
plying direct diplomatic pressure to expand them 
further, can redirect the international community‘s 
resources to develop healthier support networks 
for the Afghan population than the patronage net-
works debilitating GIRoA. 
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Conclusion 

President Karzai is implementing his power 
sharing governing strategy to create the political 
environment to secure his future.  These actions 
are illustrated by establishing and manipulating 
government agencies, strategically reshuffling pro-
vincial, district and ministerial positions and flirt-
ing with Taliban reconciliation and reintegration.  
This strategy threatens to undermine ISAF‘s COIN 
strategy by giving malign actors and powerbrokers 
formal control over the districts.   Therefore, the 
US may consider a strategic course correction in 
order to align its national interest vis-à-vis the 
strategic environment that Karzai has created for 
himself.  Clearly Afghanistan is a US strategic in-
terest, but what is its interest within Afghanistan?  
Must the US align its national interests with Kar-
zai‘s governing strategy?  The answer is clearly no.  
Ultimately, the implementation of US strategy 
must consider first the US national interest, but 
must also consider how best to achieve these inter-
ests within the environment of Karzai‘s governing 
strategy.  Two options are immediately apparent: 
1) Operations which achieve US strategic goals 
which counter Karzai‘s governing strategy or 2) 
Operations which achieve US strategic goals 
through an understanding of Karzai‘s governing 
strategy. 

A rapid and concerted effort to counteract this 
strategy is still possible, but ISAF must recognize 
Karzai‘s actions for what they are and change its 
COIN implementation to counter his strategy.  The 
US and the international community can effective-
ly counteract Karzai‘s strategy by supporting vil-
lages to increase their governing capacity.  As Gius-
tozzi concludes, ―It is likely that with some support 
from the international community and particularly 
from donors, who are the ones with the real leve-
rage, such efforts by ‗civil society‘ actors could be 
more successful and have a greater impact.‖56  
However, the US must consider if a pure counter-
ing of Karzai‘s governing strategy aligns with the 
US national interest.  Karzai has chosen his strate-
gy in order to realize his own interests; the US 
should implement a strategy which realizes its own 
interests.   

A change in strategy to align US interests and 
operations is also still possible.  The US still pos-
sesses the time and resources to shape the political 
environment in which President Karzai operates by 
building up countervailing political organization.  
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In this way, the US can still support the elected 
Karzai regime while limiting its ability to complete-
ly control the political system.  Better organized 
and resourced localities will be able to assert their 
interests through GIRoA at all levels, which ISAF 
can support with its own COIN implementation 
and political influence.  A proactive ISAF COIN 
implementation that enhances local governance 
while pushing national level reform will create a 
more viable and responsive Afghan government 
structure.  The end result will be the people of Afg-
hanistan taking greater control over their district 
resources and local government regardless of Pres-
ident Karzai's governing strategy.  Though this 
COIN implementation will require years to mature, 
it sets the foundation for a more successful transi-
tion by ISAF's stated 2014 strategic objective than 
working principally through the Karzai regime. 

LCDR James Sisco is an Afghan Hand current-
ly serving in Afghanistan at ISAF HQ within the 
Force Reintegration Directorate. He previously 
serviced in Afghanistan in 2005-2006 as the mili-
tary liaison for President Karzai.  The views ex-
pressed in this article are those of the author and 
do not necessarily reflect the official policy or po-
sition of ISAF, the Department of Defense, or the 
U.S. Government. 
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“…Partnering is how we operate.”1 

Standing up a professional Afghan National Se-
curity Force (ANSF) is central to establishing a se-
cure and more stable Afghan nation,2,3,4 and com-
bat advising, as provided by US and coalition 
forces, is foundational to establishing a strong 
partnership with our ANSF brethren. Effective 
partnering, in turn, is critical to developing a capa-
ble and enduring ANSF.5 Given historical and 
evolving challenges and the contemporary impor-
tance of combat advising across US military opera-
tions, continuing efforts are necessary for further 
strengthening and preparing combat advisors to 
advise, coach, mentor, teach and partner with host 
nation security forces most recently in Afghanis-
tan.6,7,8 

It is well understood that a strong partnership 
between combat advisors and their host nation se-
curity forces advisee is indispensable to supporting 
the ANSF‘s readiness, willingness and ability to 

                                                             
1 GEN David Petraeus, ―Updated Tactical Directive, ―Headquar-
ters International Security Assistance Force-Afghanistan, Au-
gust 2010. 
2 LTG William Caldwell, IV ―A Call to Action Command Philos-
ophy,‖ NATO Training Mission-Afghanistan/ Combined Securi-
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accomplish their security mission.9,10,11  During the 
U.S. Army Foreign Security Forces (FSF) Combat 
Advisor Course and through the literature, advisors 
assigned to Afghanistan are told anecdotally that 
establishing an effective partnership depends on a 
number of essential elements such as developing 
rapport and respect, building trust, sharpening 
skills of persuasion, exercising patience, effecting 
empowerment, learning some Dari or Pashtu, and 
employing cultural awareness and competency 
while advising, training and conducting opera-
tions.12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20   

However, combat advising courses, journal ar-
ticles, blogs and books have not delivered a com-
prehensive, integrated, evidence-based and prac-
tical approach for advising our Afghan counter-
parts. These sources do not provide substantial 
answers to many key questions relevant to effective 
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advising. What type of dialogue is conducive to 
establishing rapport and respect? How do you ad-
vance an environment of trust? What are the 
means for truly placing control in the hands of your 
Afghan partner? How do you attain an understand-
ing of your advisees‘ knowledge, experiences, be-
liefs, values and attitudes and apply this insight 
and perspective for the purpose of guiding your 
advisee to pursue actions that will professionalize 
the ANSF? 

Enter Motivational Interviewing, ―a skillful clin-
ical style for eliciting from patients their own good 
motivations for making behavior changes in the 
interest of their health.‖ For over 25 years, Motiva-
tional Interviewing has proven effective in encour-
aging people to adopt healthy behavioral change. 
Motivational Interviewing was first described as a 
counseling approach to support substance abuse 
counselors in helping people manage alcoholism 
and other substance abuse addictions. Since then, 
the application of Motivational Interviewing has 
expanded significantly to effectively address the 
behavioral components of a broad range of prob-
lems to include heart disease, tobacco use, di-
abetes, medical treatment adherence, hyperten-
sion, and criminal recidivism just to name a few. 
Motivational Interviewing has been taught to a di-
verse range of practitioners: dentists, health educa-
tors, fitness coaches, nurses, nutritionists, physi-
cians, probation officers and others. Motivational 
Interviewing has repeatedly demonstrated, 
through more than 160 randomized clinical trials, 
its value in supporting practitioners during their 
efforts to effect voluntary behavioral change, inclu-
sive of teaching new skills and assisting with set-
ting and attaining goals, among diverse popula-
tions of people.21 

Based on our experience in delivering and re-
ceiving combat advising, we believe that Motiva-
tional Interviewing has considerable utility in help-
ing advisors guide their ANSF counterparts toward 
specific actions that will create a qualified and self-
sustaining ANSF capable of protecting the Afghan 
population and defeating the insurgency. From our 
observations, combat advisors often face difficulty 
in reaching a consensus with their ANSF advisees 
about what operational goals and objectives should 
be pursued, what problems should be solved, and 
what courses of action should be planned, devel-
oped and implemented to either attain goals and 
objectives or resolve problems. Attempts to consis-
tently and effectively deliver high quality combat 

                                                             
21 Stephen P. Rollnick, William R. Miller and Christopher C. 
Butler, ―Motivational Interviewing in Health Care: Helping 
Patients Change Behavior,‖ The Guilford Press, 2007. 

advising are often met with uneven success. A large 
part of the problem is that military personnel who 
are assigned as combat advisors do not receive 
adequate training and preparation to fully embrace 
and successfully realize their combat advisor roles 
and responsibilities. Combat advisors would be 
more effective in advising the ANSF if they learned 
and practiced Motivational Interviewing during the 
FSF Combat Advisor Course and were encouraged 
to voluntarily implement the approach during their 
combat advising assignment. 

While it is well beyond the intent and scope of 
this article to sufficiently cover the breadth and 
depth of Motivational Interviewing, we do wish to 
impart upon combat advisors a desire to learn 
more about Motivational Interviewing, give in-
formed consideration to using it and, most impor-
tantly, voluntarily incorporate the approach into 
the daily advising relationship with their Afghan 
partner. Over the remaining balance of this article, 
we will briefly describe the intersection between 
the ―spirit‖ and four guiding and interrelated prin-
ciples of Motivational Interviewing and some of the 
essential elements of combat advising. 

Spirit of Motivational Interviewing 

Motivational Interviewing is not a tech-
nique for tricking people into doing what 
they do not want to do. Rather, it is a skill-
ful clinical style for eliciting from patients 
their own good motivations for making be-
havior changes in the interest of their 
health. It involves guiding more than di-
recting, dancing rather than wrestling, lis-
tening at least as much as telling. The 
overall ―spirit‖ has been described as col-
laborative, evocative, and honoring of pa-
tient autonomy. 21 

- Stephen Rollnick, William Miller, 
Christopher Butler 

Replace ―people‖ and ―patients‖ with ―ANSF,‖ 
―clinical‖ with ―advising‖ and ―their health‖ with 
―professionalizing the ANSF‖ and you have a work-
ing definition for the ―spirit‖ of Motivational Inter-
viewing in the context of combat advising in Afg-
hanistan. Through Motivational Interviewing, the 
advisor‘s role is to work alongside their ANSF 
counterpart as an equal partner as opposed to ―an 
uneven power relationship‖ where the combat ad-
visor is the expert and ANSF personnel are passive 
recipients of instruction and direction. Guiding an 
ANSF partner toward a specific course of action 
depends on evoking an understanding of the indi-
vidual‘s own thoughts (attitudes, knowledge, be-
liefs and values) about and good reasons for invok-
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ing the action. Honoring the autonomy of host-
nation forces recognizes that they know best if, 
how and when a new action should be adopted in 
consideration of their own individual attributes 
and surrounding culture, norms and physical con-
ditions. It also recognizes that ANSF are equal 
partners with, and not subservient to, U.S. military 
forces. 

Four Guiding Principles 22 

 
1.  Resist the Righting Reflex 

Many people are naturally inclined to tell others 
what to do or try to directly persuade them to 
adopt a particular course of action. This is especial-
ly true among U.S. military personnel who are 
trained and rewarded for their take charge spirit, 
can-do attitude, and problem solving skills and are 
also doctrinally directed to seize the offensive and 
aggressively defeat the enemy.23,24 Considering this 
milieu, it is not surprising that combat advisors 
would have a strong inclination to reflexively right 
(i. e. direct) the actions of others. And when people 
are told what to do, either directly or subtly, they 
typically demonstrate a natural propensity to resist 
these attempts at persuasion. Moreover, Afghans 
are a proud people and security forces of all na-
tions, including the ANSF, have pride.5,8,15 This 
heightens the importance of resisting the affinity 
toward telling, suggesting or recommending what 
they need to do or should do. We have, on many 
occasions, experienced and witnessed where advi-
sors adopted a directing approach with their ANSF 
counterparts and this led to animosity, disharmony 
and ultimately a failure to pursue courses of action 
and achieve concomitant objectives benefiting both 
U.S military forces and ANSF.  

On the other hand, we have found that a guid-
ing approach, as put forth and comprehensively 
described in the Motivational Interviewing litera-
ture, has been instrumental to creating rapport, 
respect and a productive relationship for our advi-
sor-advisee team. It is important to note that there 
are occasions where a directing approach is war-
ranted and Motivational Interviewing does not 
preclude its application. However, advisors are 
encouraged to exercise good judgment and dis-
cernment when deviating from a guiding approach. 

                                                             
22 William R. Miller and Stephen P. Rollnick, Motivational In-
terviewing: Preparing People for Change, Second Edition, The 
Guilford Press, 1992. 
23 MAJ Mark Weber, ―U.S. Military Advisor, A Need for Guiding 
Principles,‖ Military Review, March – April 2007, 111-113. 
24 Department of the Army, Field Manual (FM) 3-0, Operations, 
2008. 

2.  Understand Your Advisee‟s Motivations 

For their own reasons, ANSF personnel will de-
cide whether to engage in actions that will even-
tually enable ANSF institutions to protect and de-
fend Afghanistan. Rather than advisors explaining 
to ANSF partners what they consider to be the ra-
tionale for building a capable ANSF, advisors 
should seek to understand their advisees‘ own con-
cerns, beliefs, reasons, values and motivations re-
levant to this aspiration. The goal is not ―seek first 
to understand and then be understood.‖ Instead, 
the goal is seek to understand and then assure the 
advisee is understood. Following Motivational In-
terviewing practices, the advisor should build upon 
a more certain knowledge of the ANSF partner‘s 
insight, perspective and motivations to guide and 
support the advisee toward mutually agreed upon 
objectives. We have also found that the very 
process of asking open-ended questions to secure a 
deep understanding of an advisee‘s motivations for 
change helps build rapport, trust and respect. 

3.  Listen to Your Advisee 

The guiding approach, illustrated by Motiva-
tional Interviewing, is a balance of three basic and 
important communication skills: asking, informing 
and listening. As we presented earlier, asking ques-
tions is central to comprehending the thoughts, 
aspirations and motivations of ANSF partners. In-
forming occurs when the advisor shares informa-
tion and knowledge with their advisee. Given that 
combat advisors are deployed to Afghanistan for 
the very purpose of providing advice and support 
to ANSF, it is not surprising that advisors often fall 
into a role where they expend most of their time 
trying to convey answers to problems faced by their 
Afghan counterparts at the expense of eliciting the 
answers from the Afghans themselves. Designing, 
developing and applying effective courses of action 
that can be independently sustained by ANSF de-
pends, to a significant degree, on advisors bringing 
forth answers and contextual understanding from 
their advisees. Good listening, which the authors of 
Motivational Interviewing describe as a complex 
and core skill of Motivational Interviewing, is the 
active process necessary for achieving this end-
state. 

4.  Empower Your Advisee 

Within an advisor-advisee partnership, control 
over decisions and actions should reside with the 
advisee and not the advisor. Our Afghan counter-
parts are equal partners in joint security efforts 
within Afghanistan. Extensive research on the Mo-
tivational Interviewing approach demonstrates 
that individuals are more likely to adopt a specific 
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behavior if they are empowered and guided to con-
template and talk about the behavior in terms of 
their readiness, willingness, and ability to perform 
the action that is under deliberation. More specifi-
cally, a combat advisor using Motivational Inter-
viewing seeks to empower their Afghan partner 
along the behavioral change continuum by helping 
the individual explore and articulate how they 
would like to proceed in accordance with their de-
sire, ability, reasons, needs and commitment to the 
action in question. 

Conclusion 

Combat advising is integral to the advisor‘s 
primary mission, the professionalization of the 
host nation security forces.5 Partnering between 
combat advisors and their ANSF counterparts is 
the decisive ground where advisors are positioned 
to evoke, enable and empower their advisees to 
adopt actions that will lead to ANSF proficient in 
defending and protecting a sovereign Afghanistan. 
Reflecting the well-documented need to strengthen 
combat advisor training and subsequently improve 
the knowledge, skill, ability and ultimately the ef-
fectiveness of combat advisors, Motivational Inter-
viewing should be among the core competencies 
taught to both aspiring as well as experienced 
combat advisors. By design, this article serves as a 
brief introduction to the spirit and principles of 
Motivational Interviewing. It did not cover the ex-
pansive and available base of knowledge, method 
and practice of Motivational Interviewing. Beyond 
encouraging combat advisors to read the Motiva-
tional Interviewing literature and give informed 
consideration to using the evidence-based ap-
proach while advising their Afghan partners, we 
also advocate for the incorporation of Motivational 
Interviewing training within the FSF Combat Advi-
sor Course and medical pre-deployment training 
for Medical Embedded Training Teams deploying 

to Afghanistan. Motivational Interviewing has been 
instrumental to our partnering success and we are 
optimistic and confident that it will do the same for 
combat advisors across Afghanistan who invest the 
time and energy to learn and apply this approach 
while advising their Afghan partners. 
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Can you point out the purpose of the mili-
tary and of the use of military force in coun-
tering an insurgency? After all, the classic 
counterinsurgency (COIN) arithmetic sug-
gested by David Galula is now the conven-
tional wisdom: 80% political action and on-
ly 20% military. 

The principal role of the military is to provide 
security but it is often far from ideal to use soldiers 
to provide civil security. In many countries, this is 
the role of the police force. Unfortunately, in many 
cases when an insurgency emerges, it often does so 
at a point beyond which the police force can con-
tain the situation. If it could, presumably the prob-
lem would not have developed in the way it did. 
But let‘s say that the government has not been able 
to stop the insurgency from developing and the 
insurgency goes on to challenge law and order and 
governance. Let‘s say that the insurgents have got 
to the stage where they control an area where they 
actively challenge the rule of law if not overturn it. 
In such a case the government needs to act. At this 
point extraordinary measures are needed and this 
includes using soldiers to support the police to re-
establish the rule of law, to protect the population, 
and to confront the insurgent. 

Of course, this is not ideal. A soldiers‘ principal 
role is to defend the state from external threats so 
their equipment, training and skills tend to be op-
timized for general war. That said, good profes-
sional armies should be able to rise to the complex 
challenges of a ‗war among the people‘ by a process 
of adaptation and adjustment. Specialist training 
and some adjustment to organizations, equipment 
and tactics are generally required. The faster an 
army can do this, the more effective it can be. The 
initial advantage the insurgent has is that armies 

tend to be large and often conservative organiza-
tions. They can take too long to respond the gener-
al environmental challenges of COIN and the spe-
cifics of insurgent tactics and equipment. So unless 
the institutional mindset is attuned to adaptation, 
the insurgent will have the advantage. It is not for 
nothing that both US and British COIN doctrine 
emphasizes the need for adaptation, in fact ‗Learn 
and Adapt‘ was made one of the British principles 
to highlight the importance of not getting stuck in 
one‘s ways. 

COIN needs its practitioners to be highly un-
conventional in their approach. This is because 
there is nothing ‗conventional‘ about it. As the US 
Field Manual highlights, dealing with an insurgen-
cy creates many paradoxes and dilemmas. Never-
theless, COIN is still warfare. It is intensely politi-
cal and it requires a wide range of responses - not 
just military; political, diplomatic, and develop-
mental as well. Within this broad framework, the 
military role is principally focused on improving 
security but military involvement in internal secu-
rity should be as short-lived as possible. But this 
creates a real challenge because the effect they 
need to create has to be enduring. The intention 
must be from the outset to hand security responsi-
bilities back from the military to the domestic po-
lice force as soon as conditions allow. Key to this is 
developing a capable police force which can main-
tain security in the wider context of the rule of law 
and ministerial capacity which can direct routine 
police operations. This means that we are not just 
looking for troops who are expert in COIN, the 
counterinsurgent really needs an effective host 
country police force as soon as possible. This clear-
ly takes time, resources and clear prioritization 
within the overall effort. 

http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/2011/01/counterinsurgency-as-a-whole-o/
http://www.adevarul.ro/international/foreign_policy/
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/
http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/fastsearch?tag=COIN%20WOG%20intvw%20series
http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/authors/octavian-manea/
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The point at which the army-police transition 
takes place is one of the important indicators that 
the situation is reasonably under control. The key 
of course is to create a sustainable police force that 
can uphold the rule of law. This is what the British 
Government had to do in Northern Ireland after 
the Army‘s intervention in 1969. It took seven 
years to build a police force - the Royal Ulster Con-
stabulary - with the specialist capabilities of intelli-
gence, public order, and armed intervention which 
allowed it to take the lead for law and order and 
counter-terrorist operations. 

What is the main purpose of the counter-
insurgent? 

One issue today is that it is easy to lose sight of 
the broader issues that insurgency poses. This is in 
large part due to the ease with which the media can 
focus on military operations. The underlying logic 
is, however, simple: the counterinsurgent has to 
counter the insurgency, not just the insurgent. 
Dealing with the insurgent alone is not going to 
solve the problem of why the insurgent emerged in 
the first place. The list of possible causes is large, 
but some critical underlying societal, political, or 
economic conditions are likely to be at the bottom 
of it all and the government‘s inability or intent to 
deal with the root cause is the catalyst. General Sir 
Graeme Lamb - someone who has had a profound 
influence on my understanding about COIN - cap-
tures the essence of the approach needed when he 
says that the object of counterinsurgency is to build 
a better life. He is echoing General William Tecum-
seh Sherman‘s view that the purpose of the war is a 
better peace. The whole aim of counterinsurgency, 
therefore, is to give to those that have been victims 
of instability, of political pressure, of physical vi-
olence and intimidation a better life. It is not just 
dealing with the insurgent. That is important, but 
the challenge is to deal with the root causes and 
today this means moving a political process on and 
not simply getting back to the status quo ante. And 
of course at the same time as root causes are being 
dealt with, efforts will be required to provide the 
government with the capacity to avoid the problem 
flaring up again in the longer term. 

This view only really started to shape British 
COIN thinking after 1945. If we look at British doc-
trine during the interwar period 1919-1939 - the 
period characterized as ―Imperial Policing‖ - Brit-
ish doctrine showed no interest in either acknowl-
edging or much less dealing with root causes. As 
we later saw after the war, this was not a sensible 
approach to take because all that happened was 
those unresolved grievances spilled over in the pe-
riod of post-conflict uncertainty and confusion. 

The classic example is, of course, Malaya, where 
the administration was still recovering from the 
enormous damage inflicted by the Japanese occu-
pation when the Chinese Communists took up 
arms to fight for what they saw as unfulfilled prom-
ises on the part of Britain. Not only did the Ma-
layan administration have to deal with security 
threats, it also had to develop its own capacity to 
govern more effectively, a process which required 
re-structuring of government departments at every 
level. 

The critics tend to say that we responded to 
the post-Maoist insurgencies in Iraq and 
Afghanistan using the same techniques as 
in the „50s or „60s. So are we using old tac-
tics for entirely new and different prob-
lems? 

I think it is easy to get too focused on names. 
Terminology is important but the issue is not 
whether a particular problem was ‗Maoist‘ or not 
how the motivation behind it challenged gover-
nance and how it affected the population. I have 
looked at very many insurgencies around the world 
and their root causes, and it is surprising just how 
many exhibit very similar characteristics and beha-
viors against which so-called ‗Classical‘ methods 
can be applied. 

The central issue insurgency throws up is its 
challenge to governance. One of the principal rea-
sons why an insurgency emerges is because of 
some failure or weakness in governance. Sir Robert 
Thompson and General Sir Frank Kitson focus on 
ways to re-establish good governance. Remember 
what Bernard Fall said, that governments are not 
generally outfought by an insurgency, but they are 
out-administered or out-governed. If we look at the 
case of Colombia, in countering the FARC, the re-
markable achievements made by President Uribe 
were made by reestablishing territorial control of 
the Colombian government over its people. This 
meant putting police, mayors and governmental 
officials into every municipality across the country; 
in short, reconnecting the people of Colombia to its 
government. The Colombians built a large counte-
rinsurgency army with all the capabilities you 
would expect in an army optimized for COIN: Spe-
cial Forces, special police and an institutional focus 
on intelligence work. This reinforces the value of 
the approach now laid out in both the British and 
the American doctrines and drawn from hard-
earned experience. 

That said, the argument keeps being drawn 
back to ‗Maoism‘ or post-Maoism when the issue 
should focus more on the relationship between the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graeme_Lamb
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graeme_Lamb
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Grainger_Ker_Thompson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Grainger_Ker_Thompson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Kitson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bernard_B._Fall


VOL. 7, NO. 1 – JANUARY, 2011 SMALL WARS JOURNAL 

28 smallwarsjournal.com 

population, its government and security. The chal-
lenge of Maoist-inspired revolution has diminished 
but today‘s challenges still involve the people, their 
government, and security. Taking that line of ap-
proach, it is difficult to see where the theory of 
population-centric COIN has failed although there 
is a compelling argument to make that there have 
been issues in the application and resourcing of the 
theory. So, while it might be an attractive criticism 
to make, I think it falls short because its propo-
nents don‘t have a ready answer to how the counte-
rinsurgent should deal with the patchwork of local 
needs and challenges, each of which requires a 
range of responses - political, military, diplomatic, 
developmental, economic - in the way so neatly 
described by Robert Thompson, Frank Kitson and 
David Galula. 

So I for one am not put off by terms like ‗Mao-
ist‘ or ‗Post-Maoist‘ and if anyone wants to see why, 
I recommend they have a look at Thompson‘s 
book, Defeating Communist Insurgency. Read it 
and try to ignore the word ‗Communist‘ and Viet-
nam and Malaya. It is interesting that once his 
theory is laid bare, it is much easier to see why it 
remains relevant to the insurgencies we face today. 
I suppose that should not be a surprise because 
insurgency has always presented a multi-faceted 
problem that requires a multi-faceted solution to 
counter it. And that is just what Thompson de-
scribes. In my view, I don‘t think anyone has found 
a better way of analyzing, conceptualizing and then 
addressing the problem, and if they had, I am sure 
we would have heard about it! 

There is a classical criticism to make 
against the COIN discourse that it doesn't 
take into account the strategic context, re-
maining locked into the operational level 
instead. 

I don‘t agree. Let‘s go back to Thompson. He 
was most definitely a strategic thinker who wrote 
taking the strategic-level view and produced stra-
tegic, operational-level and tactical responses. He 
actually linked strategy to tactics. To Thompson, 
the military aspects of the campaign were, rightly, 
secondary to a government‘s political and adminis-
trative responses. Thompson makes a clear point 
that without reasonably efficient government ad-
ministration, no counterinsurgency program will 
deliver the results required. He emphasized the 
importance of effective governance, pointing out 
that government weakness and poor administra-
tion aid the insurgents. Assuming that the govern-
ment has a plan, at the tactical level, Thompson 
then describes an approach of Clear-Hold-
Winning-Won where intelligence-led operations 

seek to clear insurgents from an area, control is 
imposed over the cleared area to protect the popu-
lation and isolate the insurgent, good government 
in all its aspects introduced to win and the area 
won at the point when control measures can be 
lifted. Although Thompson devotes chapters to 
tactical operations they are in the context of the 
overall strategy and the campaign plan that fol-
lows. 

Both Thompson and Kitson have written 
with a “comprehensive approach” in mind. 
Is this philosophy of comprehensive ap-
proach meant to close the gap between the 
tactical and strategic levels in COIN? 

I don‘t buy into the idea that COIN is a tactic. 
Countering insurgency needs a wide range of 
measures to be planned, resourced, sequenced, 
applied and controlled at every level of the cam-
paign. I repeat; COIN is not just a military affair. 
COIN requires much more than tactics alone, and 
as far as I am aware all current definitions of coun-
tering insurgency makes it abundantly clear that 
COIN is a whole of government approach which 
has to be applied at every level. Trying to deal with 
an insurgency through tactics alone, or at the tac-
tical level only is probably going to drag the cam-
paign out and I doubt if it has any prospect of 
reaching a successful outcome. And there is a fur-
ther risk in defaulting to tactics. The campaign will 
start to be seen and defined in military and security 
terms alone. Not only does this allow focus to move 
away from the political issues which need to drive 
the campaign, it limits the campaign to treating 
symptoms and not the root causes of the insurgen-
cy. 

Everything in COIN has a political dimension 
and politics are about governance and power. 
While the military focus must be to protect the 
general population, the campaign has to be under-
pinned by the re-establishment of effective political 
control and good governance and enabling an ef-
fective political process. Military operations may 
meet their military objectives, but if they are con-
ducted without properly assessing their likely polit-
ical effects, the overall outcome may well be unsus-
tainable and entirely counterproductive. The key is 
for military commanders, development officers, 
diplomats and civil servants to ensure that their 
actions do not hamper the political outcome. In 
Bunch of Five, General Sir Frank Kitson hig-
hlighted that: 

there can be no such thing as a purely mili-
tary solution because insurgency is not 
primarily a military activity.….[once an in-
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surgency] has taken hold, politics and 
force, backed up by economic measures 
will have to be harnessed together for the 
purpose of restoring peaceful conditions. 

But Kitson also pointed out the fact that: 

it cannot be said too often that countering 
insurgency involves a wide range of gov-
ernment activity and operations by the se-
curity forces only help matters if they are 
conducted within an overall framework 
that ties the whole programme togeth-
er…insurgency can only be successfully 
countered by a government programme in 
which the activities of the country's securi-
ty forces are closely tied into an overall 
campaign consisting of political, economic 
and psychological measures. 

It is difficult to avoid the obvious conclusion we 
can draw from a wide range of campaigns - success 
in countering insurgency comes through very care-
fully coordinated cross-government action based 
on a well understood framework. The term in use 
in NATO today is ‗the Comprehensive Approach‘. 
The difficulty is that today‘s comprehensive ap-
proach is one reached by consensus, not by the sort 
of clear direction laid out in a unified strategy de-
veloped and used in Malaya in 1950 and then again 
in Baghdad in 2007. Some argue that it is impossi-
ble to have an effective COIN Comprehensive Ap-
proach today because past British ‗successes‘ de-
pended on some form of colonial or post-colonial 
administration. I have a difficulty with this argu-
ment because fails to take account of, certainly in 
the British case, the nature of the colonial adminis-
tration and what it meant in practical terms at the 
time. True, it helped Sir Harold Briggs in April 
1950 that there was a small group of British offic-
ers, policemen, diplomats and administrators 
across the Empire who had learned the hard way in 
successive campaigns. And it certainly helped that 
London could flex its muscles when needed, for 
example surging British battalions out to Malaya to 
deal with the increasing violence. However, unless 
I have completely misread history, the campaigns 
that still capture the imagination today were fought 
many thousands of miles away from London, in 
very remote and challenging circumstances, by co-
lonial administrations under great pressure from 
an insurgency. Reductionists who like to boil down 
the Malayan campaign to the bare essentials to ar-
gue it was easy really ought to read Briggs‘ account 
of what he found and the immense challenges that 
he then had to overcome in Malaya in 1950 when 
he was appointed Director of Operations. Not one 
account I have read said something like ―thank 

goodness for a British-run administration; it really 
made things so much easier.‖ 

The challenge today is that of multinational, al-
liance-based expeditionary operations. None of 
these characteristics invalidate the concept of 
adopting a comprehensive approach. On the con-
trary, they underline its importance. Unity of effort 
is essential in order to overcome inter-
departmental and multinational boundaries and to 
harness the considerable resources and skills an 
alliance generates. And all of this effort needs to be 
harnessed in support of the host government. True, 
each boundary is a potential source of friction but a 
comprehensive approach which harmonizes and 
applies the ends, ways, and means - in other words 
a strategy - is the only effective mechanism by 
which a campaign can be run. 

Why, in any COIN campaign, should all 
energies be directed at gaining and main-
taining control over the population and 
winning its support? There are a lot of crit-
ics, such as US Army Colonel Gian Gentile, 
who believe that COIN is a strategy of tac-
tics: “when we make by rule the population 
as the center of gravity for any COIN, then 
we are trapped in the tactics of population 
centric counterinsurgency,” ignoring strat-
egy. 

The accusation of being stuck in a ―strategy of 
tactics‖ is another attractive headline grabber, and 
it is not one I agree with. However by raising it, it 
does draw attention to one of the inherent dangers 
of not developing a comprehensive approach to 
strategy. And, given today‘s media coverage, it is all 
too easy to focus on what the military is doing. Im-
ages of soldiers conducting operations seem to be 
more compelling than, say, politicians involved in 
politics. The weakness of the argument is that a 
COIN strategy needs effective tactics and, as I have 
already explained, those tactics need to be set in 
the context of a broad campaign plan, itself nested 
within an overall strategy. Without these last two 
components, strategy will undoubtedly become a 
slave to tactical outcomes. The answer cannot be 
anything other than a strategy, a campaign plan 
and the tactical responses - political, security, in-
formation and development - needed to reach the 
operational and strategic outcomes. 

The second aspect of the question is that of 
population-centric COIN. Why secure the popula-
tion? Why bother with all this complicated com-
prehensive approach business if it is so difficult? 
Why not cut to the chase and deal with the insur-
gent? The short answer is chasing insurgents, ne-
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cessary though it is, only deals with one symptom 
of the problem and does not address the root caus-
es that created it. Insurgents tend to live among the 
population, and they need people to provide sup-
port in its many forms. The people may not want to 
provide that support voluntarily but may well have 
to if the government cannot protect them. Hence 
my point about the importance of extending effec-
tive governance back across the population. The 
population is central to the eventual outcome, 
whether the insurgents prevail or the government 
succeeds, and experience backs this up. Security of 
the population and good governance of it are es-
sential if political processes and conflict termina-
tion and resolution are to be instigated. 

Population-centric COIN places the population 
as the vital ground, which means that COIN res-
ponses need to be centered around and focused on 
the population. This means the main effort has to 
be among the local population with a constant 
presence of soldiers and police out on the ground, 
protecting the people where they live and work. 
Careful work which places the population first 
helps to make that all important link between the 
population and its government. In this sense, with-
out wishing to stretch the point, COIN is all very 
Clausewitzian. Hence my earlier point about COIN 
being warfare. COIN is warfare and is very much 
the extension of politics by the introduction of a 
wide range of means. As Kitson said ―the aim of the 
government when trying to counter such a cam-
paign is to regain and retain the allegiance of its 
people‖. And this is central in both Iraq and Afg-
hanistan. If you want a counter-balance look at the 
underpinning logic of the Colombian strategy to 
deal with the FARC. It was to link the population 
back to its government. There are other similar 
examples, such as the 1970-1976 Omani campaign 
to deal with Dhofari Communist insurgents in 
which the Sultan, assisted by a meager British sup-
port was able to connect its government back with 
the people and to deal successfully with the Com-
munist inspired insurgency. 

It is usually said that the Golden Age of the 
British COIN is the Malayan Emergency. 
Which are its key lessons for current doc-
trine? 

The point to make first is that every insurgency 
is different and each set of circumstances differs to 
one campaign to the next. But this doesn‘t mean to 
say that there aren‘t some good ideas that if ap-
plied sensibly would fit either present or future 
campaigns. The golden lessons of Malaya were; 
first, you need a comprehensive plan that deals 
with the political, military and developmental is-

sues. Next, you need unified leadership and a uni-
fied chain of command right down to the lowest 
possible level - to the joint security post, for exam-
ple. In Malaya, the key to success was the Briggs 
Plan which General Templer eventually galvanized 
when he took command of the operation in 1952.  
The Briggs Plan required full civil-military co-
operation under a unified command structure 
through a system of joint committees from national 
to district level. It was very much a comprehensive 
approach. On the security side, the police force - 
once it had been rebuilt - had the task of securing 
the population and gaining information while the 
Army was to operate in the jungle to locate and 
destroy insurgent gangs. Under the Briggs Plan the 
administration‘s role was to extend good gover-
nance to the whole population. 

The difficulty with Malaya is that, as I men-
tioned when we talked about the British colonial 
administration, it has developed an overly simplis-
tic mythology. One aspect is that of ‗Hearts and 
Minds‘, which is interpreted as soldiers treading 
carefully and being very conservative in the use of 
force. Nothing could be further from the truth. 
Sadly, there are some well-documented cases 
where human rights were ignored and violated, 
and some soldiers were rightly court-marshaled as 
a result of what they did. The reality is that it was 
an incredible brutal campaign. ‗Hearts and Minds‘ 
is a comfortable, but ill founded mythology which 
hides the reality of the campaign. 

Professor Ian Beckett once said that Malaya 
created an obsession within the British Army that 
determined its institutional memory well into the 
1980s. This was due in part to Thompson‘s influ-
ence through Defeating Communist Insurgency 
and the principles he laid out, but also because it 
was because Malaya was a success. Not only did we 
eventually get it right - don‘t forget that it took two 
years after the Emergency was declared for things 
to fall or more accurately be forced into place - but 
it was a transferable model. The British response in 
Kenya and Borneo was very much shaped by what 
was seen to be a workable solution in Malaya. One 
can have too much of a good thing and I agree with 
Beckett that Malaya‘s institutional effect waned in 
the 1980s. This was due, I suspect, to the emer-
gence of Dhofar as a case study par excellence par-
ticularly at the Army Staff College, Camberley, and 
coincided with the arrival at Camberley of Major 
General John Akehurst who was the British com-
mander when the campaign was won. I think that 
helped cement Dhofar‘s position as a first-class 
case study and that helped ensure it remained the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_von_Clausewitz
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Briggs_Plan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Briggs_Plan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gerald_Templer
http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/people.cfm?authorID=567
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Akehurst_(British_Army_officer)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Akehurst_(British_Army_officer)


SMALL WARS JOURNAL  VOL. 7, NO. 12 –JANUARY 2011 

smallwarsjournal.com 31 

principal campaign taught to Army staff officers 
until Camberley closed in 1996. 

The British Army‘s latest COIN doctrine, pub-
lished in January 2010 and for which I was the lead 
author, explains why and how efforts must be fo-
cused on securing the local population and gaining 
and maintaining popular support. This is a task for 
the host nation, its security forces, and British 
forces and their allies, in concert with their part-
ners across government. The doctrine explains 
why, as experience has proven, this is not simply a 
military undertaking. Instead it is a battle of politi-
cal wills against the insurgent and his supports, all 
of which requires a multifaceted response which is 
coherent and coordinated. It should be self-evident 
that security forces of all types lead in creating an 
environment sufficiently stable to allow the other 
instruments of governance can be brought to bear 
to improve the lives of the local population. As we 
have seen over the last eight years alone, providing 
effective security is a complex, dangerous, and 
bloody business; it takes time and resources, and it 
tests the resolve of all involved. As every COIN 
campaign has shown, these are enduring characte-
ristics of counterinsurgency. 

Which was the winning formula, the win-
ning mind-set that in the end defeated the 
insurgency during the Dhofar campaign? 

Despite Beckett's comments about Malaya and 
its influence on British thinking, the campaign 
which was actually taught to staff college students 
was Dhofar. Dhofar is a fascinating campaign and 
has many valuable lessons for today. The first key 
point is that it was a COIN campaign outside the 

'classical' model. Oman was not a British colony, so 
everything that needed to be done had to be done 
'by, with and through.' Next, Britain had with-
drawn strategically from East of Suez and there 
was no appetite in Whitehall for a major campaign. 
As a result, resources were deliberately con-
strained. This had the effect of magnifying the im-
portance of 'by, with and through.' The ultimate 
objective was to connect the new Sultan and his 
government with the Dhofari tribesmen, and this 
was achieved in textbook manner, and very quick-
ly. British military support was limited to a handful 
of British officers seconded to the Sultan's Armed 
Forces who fought shoulder-to-shoulder, and Spe-
cial Air Service soldiers who raised local forces 
from the tribesmen and surrendered enemy per-
sonnel. The military action was backed up by civil 
action plans to improve village life through agricul-
tural and veterinary services, shops, civil centers 
and a comprehensive and imaginative information 
campaign. The insurgents were eventually defeated 
politically, societally (because they could not con-
nect with the traditional life-style the Dhofaris 
wanted to lead), and militarily. No wonder it has 
been described as the textbook example of COIN. 

Colonel Alexander Alderson set up the British 
Army Land Forces Stability Operations and Coun-
terinsurgency Center in 2009 and is now its direc-
tor. He was the lead author for the British Army’s 
Counterinsurgency Doctrine (November 2009) 
and his operational experience includes Iraq, Bos-
nia, Northern Ireland and the 1991 Gulf War. He 
holds a Ph.D. in Modern History and is a senior 
visiting research fellow with the University of Ox-
ford and at King’s College London. 
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