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Tribal Engagement in Afghanistan: Challenges and Recommendations

In the seventh year of conflict in Afghanistan, the U.S., NATO, international
community and Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIR0A) remain
frustrated by insurgency and instability. As the Obama Administration commits more
than 21,000 new troops to Afghanistan and the GIR0A seeks to expand its army and
police forces, local security has become a renewed focus. Establishing local security,
however, implies not only an increase in troop presence, but a consensus with the local
population to accept the troops, take ownership of security and become active in their
communities. To promote this policy, the U.S. is looking beyond the limited central
Kabul government to enhance credible local structures, such as tribes. Engaging with
tribes is a delicate policy, one that the Kabul government and international community
have so far avoided. Yet, with the limited reach of the GIRoA and international forces,
they are coming to the conclusion that sustainable security requires local efforts. Thus, at
some level, tribal engagement is a necessary and realistic approach to both security and
stability in Afghanistan.

Empowering local structures, such as tribes, to provide security must recognize
the unintended impacts it will have on the local communities. Granting powers to tribal
leadership effectively concedes that the Afghan state alone cannot maintain a monopoly
of force or justice and requires other structures, such as tribes, to provide it. Once armed,
organized and authorized, such tribal militias will have the ability to either challenge the
Afghan government for control or to resist the government for autonomy. The challenge

of tribes for the Afghan government and international community is frustrating: ignoring



them leaves a gap often filled by insurgents/terrorists, while engaging them undermines
the legitimacy of the Afghan government.

If the United State’s ultimate goal in Afghanistan is to eradicate al-Qaeda and
deny them safe haven in Afghanistan, then engaging with the tribes is a necessary
component for long-term security. The U.S., GIR0A and international community cannot
afford to fight the tribes, the insurgency and al-Qaeda. They will need to determine a
counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy that establishes local security to de-link the
population from the terrorists/insurgents and lays the foundation for broader political
stability. It is this last component of political stability that will prove most difficult for
the U.S. COIN strategy: Pashtun tribes have endured decades of war and are wary of
state-led governance that threatens their way of life.

Yet to de-link the tribes from al Qaeda and the insurgency, GIR0A and the
international community must offer some sustainable alternative. To date, GIR0OA and the
international community believed it was the extension of the Afghan state and the state
provision of services, such as electricity and water, which would win over the local
Afghans. Earning tribal support during an insurgency is far more complex than delivering
these services, however — it requires engaging local communities, discerning their
motivations and understanding their ‘red-lines’ — what they will and will not tolerate. So
far, GIROA has focused too much on promising and delivering services in a one way
from Kabul to the field, requiring little response from tribes or local communities. In
contrast, al Qaeda and the insurgents have maneuver through the tribal system, not

crossing ‘red-lines’ and responding (even dictating) to local communities, while GIRoA



and international efforts at governance have consistently violated or ignored them. The

Pashtun tribes are fighting to preserve a way of life.

Why the Pashtun tribes of Southeast Afghanistan are important to stability

The Pashtun tribes are a large ethnic group spread across southern and eastern
Afghanistan and northern and western Pakistan. Divided by the Durand line — demarcated
by the British to specifically divide the powerful Pashtun tribes — the Pashtun tribal
structure and values have generally resisted modern institutional government. This
resistance to state authority has undermined Afghan central government authority,
challenging not only its reach into the tribal areas, but its monopoly on violence, justice,
economic trade and social welfare. This tribal resistance not only weakens the state vis-a-
vis the tribes, but also entrenches a sectarian attitude in the country, making ethnic
motivations more salient." Indeed in Afghanistan, the sectarian identities remain powerful
among Pashtuns, Hazaras, Tajiks and others. The powerful collective of the Pashtun in
Afghanistan, a slight majority of the population, mean that they have less incentive than
smaller groups to incorporate into a multi-sectarian government.

The tendency for tribal autonomy and lack of central government influence is
also destabilizing given the entrenchment of terrorist and insurgent networks throughout
the area. Al-Qaeda and the Taliban have used their local knowledge of tribes and the lack
of state oversight to launch terrorist attacks and brutal insurgencies against the Afghan

and Pakistani governments. As a consequence, the policy of the U.S. to eradicate al-
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Qaeda? is deeply linked to the stability of the Afghan state and governance in the tribal

areas.

Afghansiaa-Pakistn Border

Durand Line (Not recognized by Afghanistan) with shaded tribal areas, sometimes known
as Pashtunistan.®
Main attributes of Pashtun tribes
Prior to the rise of the Taliban and al-Qaeda in the region, the Pashtun tribes were

a dominant political, security and economic structure. The Pashtun, unlike many other
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Arab or Asian tribes, have maintained a deep commitment to their ethnicity and custom,
with strong sense of identity.* They are one of the largest ethnic groups, and possibly the
largest tribal society in the world, with an estimated 25 million members in Afghanistan.’
Their Pashtun identity derives from a linkage to a common ancestor, but their sense of
identity derives from centuries of shared political, social and economic activities. This
pervasive sense of identity has remained powerful even as other state-centric identities,
such as “Afghan” or “Pakistani,” have developed.

With a strong sense of identity independent of the state, Pashtuns have been a
‘hard case’ for states to incorporate. In addition to this identity, however, specific tribal

structures and values distinguish the Pashtun tribes.

Segmentation. The most important structural quality of the Pashtuns is their segmentary
nature. The segmentary principle dictates that groups are determined in the order of
allegiances: immediate family (sub-section), external family (section), sub-clan (village),

clan, and tribe.”®

This segmentation is constant and does not conform to institutionalized
political power wherein an elder would serve a 4 year term. Instead, the accrual of power
often triggers segments to form against it because it means that one person is becoming
too powerful within the tribe. Understanding this tribal strive for balance, U.S. support to

one leader may not automatically ensure full tribal leadership but could split the tribe. For

example, if the U.S. or international forces promoted a specific tribal elder, his growing
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power may actually trigger other tribal elements to seek greater outside support such as
that of the Taliban in order to off-set elderly power.

Segmentation implies that there is no institutional safety net for tribal leaders and
they must constantly maintain their position with results so that no other tribal member
can gain more allegiances and then displace him.” Working solely with the elder can
therefore be unreliable and unrewarding for the U.S. precisely because an elder’s loyalty

will remain to his constituents and not necessarily to the U.S. or another outside power.

Changing leadership. As the segmentary principle described, tribal leaders are not
secure in their tenure. Past attempts by British or Soviet government sought to find a
single leader to work through and bestow patronage. Yet tribal structures and elder’s
leadership do not conform to singular strong leadership and are, in fact, highly
democratic and under constant change. Leadership is not determined by birth, although
prominent families often retain leadership positions. It is instead determined by one’s
ability to provide for a tribe or sub-tribe, ensuring their survival. This leadership therefore
is based on a form of consensus, wherein the leader garners growing support from tribal
members based on his abilities. Moreover, his ability to lead is not guaranteed and rests
on his ability to maintain this support, gained by a) controlling tenants; b) attracting many
regular guests through lavish hospitality; ¢) channeling resources from the outside world
to one’s followers; d) superior rhetoric qualities and regular sound judgments in the

jirgas; and e) gallantry in war and conflict.? In its own system, tribal leadership is based
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on consent but it is also less structured than modern consensual systems. Thus, a tribal
leader is constantly pursuing the safest, most rewarding method for his tribe, whether it
means supporting the Taliban or taking Coalition support funds or assisting Provincial
Reconstruction Teams (PRTS) in reconstruction. These are short-term survival

calculations rather than long-term agreement on principles.

Equality. Working through a single elder may be the correct way to set up consultations,
to resolve disputes, administer tribal justice and gain acceptance into tribal areas.
However, the elder is not the sole conduit to the tribe. Given his precarious leadership
position, he is also not the primary representative of the tribe to the state (or any outside
power). This fluid structure of leadership implies that every tribal member has an
important contribution, is equal to his other tribal members and has the ability to decide
for himself. As a result, GIRoA and the U.S. should target members of the tribe beyond
their elder. From a U.S. perspective, U.S. forces should broadly engage all members of
the tribe and illustrate that U.S. forces are available for all members, not merely the
“kingmakers” for tribal elders. Elders should maintain their leadership function,
communicating with GIR0oA and U.S. leadership. However, GIRoA and the U.S. must
not choose a specific elder and leave the community; not only could local leadership
change based on segementation, but the sense of tribal equality could be violated, further

distancing tribal members from the formal government.

Justice. Related to the sense of equality is the informal governing system of the Pashtun.

Decisions of importance for the whole community are often decided and enforced



through jirgas. Jirgas are community councils where every free and experienced male
person of the tribe can attend, speak and vote.? Decisions are reached through consensus
among all the members, and once made, are binding. The sense of honor in the tribe
ensures that the decision is enforced, and disputes are brought before the jirga or, if
minor, before the local elder/khan (influential person/leader) for resolution. In dispensing
tribal justice, the role of the local elder/khan is to mediate between the parties, rather than
decree resolution. Moreover, the honor and equality clauses mean that tribes are more
concerned with compensating the victim of the crime, than punishing the offender.’® This
tribal style of justice has often conflicted with modern justice systems, such as those
imposed by the British, which punished offenders.'* The result was that tribes rarely used
the British justice system and protected criminals, resolving disputes through their

informal mechanismes.

Honor. A code of values known as Pashtunwali denotes the set of norms recognized by
Pashtuns and governing their behavior, even in government positions. In general,
tribesmen are intensely focused on their honor and status vis-a-vis others—to the extent
that honor has been described as the “tribal center of gravity.”* In the Pashtun case,
honor is maintained by adherence to Pashtunwali legal and traditional authority.

Pashtunwali norms override religious norms, making appeals to Islamic identity less
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resonant to Pashtuns, as well as modern legal norms, making a western-style justice

system ineffective in Pashtun areas.

Strong independence and anti-institutional forces. The Pashtun system of governance,
leadership, justice and honor is fundamentally different and, in some ways, opposed to
the institutions and processes required for modern state governance. As a result, the 21
century Pashtun is likely very similar to his ancestors whom the British, the Soviets and
the Pakistanis all sought to incorporate — he will likely be grateful to be free of the
Taliban but unwilling and uninterested in following the U.S. or new Afghan state
mandates.®* The traditional response from Pashtun tribes has been to undermine the state
and resist it informally rather than challenge it outright. They have not declared
independence or seceded — and they are likely uninterested in their own modern state
government. While this tribal response is not inherently bad or outright confrontational,
the tribes’ inability to conform and support the state makes them an unpredictable choice

for long- term stability.

Role of tribes in the insurgency

Today’s conflict in Afghanistan focuses on the south and east of the country
where Pashtun tribal structures and values are most prevalent. The Taliban leaders have
exploited their connections to tribal culture in the Pashtun tribal areas to solidify their
leadership. At the outset in 2002, the Taliban initially used their knowledge of and

connection to tribal structures and norms to infiltrate the region. The Taliban gained
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access to communities precisely because they did not appear as outsiders, they achieved it
slowly through traditional religious networks of mosques and kinship links. As their
influence grew, Taliban leaders sought to prevent challenges to their primacy by
undermining and then eliminating the very tribes who they initially courted.

In the place of tribal leadership, the Taliban imposed strict religious Islamic
codes, prizing the role of religious authority in the local mullah over tribal leaders.* In
many areas, the Taliban used violence to intimidate the local population into supporting
the local religious leader, forcing families to attend Friday mosque discussions,
disrupting tribal shuras and promoting religious over tribal identity. The Taliban felt that
they could not trust the tribal leaders to remain loyal, even through appeals to Pashtun
nationalism, threat of imperialist invaders or pure and simple security. Only through
violence can the Taliban now channel tribal resources in men, money and protection
towards them.

In their efforts to detribalize the region, Taliban leaders are now Killing tribal
leaders and usurping their power."® According to one Afghan National Directorate for
Security report “The Taliban’s use of recruitment techniques in the ongoing stage is
becoming sophisticated. They approach tribes, sub-tribes and communities in the village.
They want them to sever their relationship with the government and also preach to the
population to support the jihad against the Americans and the government which they

consider the infidel.”*® In addition to coercion, the Taliban are reported to pay $14/day to
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fight compared to the $4 for Afghan National Army (ANA) soldiers in some areas. *’
Several Pashtun sub-tribal members (Durrani, Ghilzai) along the Pakistan border are also
known to support, raise funds, and recruit militants for the Taliban.'® Additionally,
Taliban leaders are known to threaten reconstruction projects in exchange for security. In
Farah province, the Taliban requests 40% of allocated reconstruction funds, draining
local government of its ability to provide for the tribes'® and forcing local tribal members
to tacitly support Taliban leadership.

Additionally, this Taliban control has disrupted traditional tribal leadership
structures, namely the jirga and shura councils. Traditionally the jirga (community,
provincial or all tribe councils) have neither leaders nor chairman, but operate on the
tribal value of equality where all decisions are reached through consensus. The Taliban’s
systematic killing of tribal leaders and imposition of religious decree has muted these
councils and subsequently violated the tribal value of equality. Instead of discussion and
consensus, political and social decisions are made in accordance with strict Islamic law as
understood by the Taliban.

The Taliban fear that tribes will not remain loyal is evidence of the many
competing power sources in the tribal areas of southeast Afghanistan. Here, the Taliban,
al-Qaeda, local war lords and ISAF troops are all competing for primacy among the
tribes. Rather than support one of these competitors, the response from the tribes has been

to disperse and spread their risk. Tribes place one member of the extended family with
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the Taliban, another in a Pakistani refugee camp, another with the Afghan government
and possibly another as an immigrant in the West.?’ This tactic ensures that tribal
families can claim alliance with the winning party and will shift their support according
to which faction is winning. For the competitors in the tribal areas, this tactic indicates
that tribal support is difficult to cultivate and maintain. For ISAF and U.S. this tactic
indicates that the Taliban are not fully in control of the tribes.

The concluding experience for tribes is twofold. The first is that tribes have been
weakened and tribal members have adapted to Taliban insurgent, mullah and Islamic rule
in their areas. With their traditional leaders killed and jirga structures dismantled, tribal
members find protection, employment and cultural approval through Taliban leaders.
Depending on the strength of Taliban in their area, tribal members may find it difficult to
trust tribal connections or support tribal structures that could be seen to compete with the
Taliban. The second experience is that this weakening by the Taliban is a result of tribal
dispersal. By willfully dividing themselves among the various factions, tribal political
power is further dispersed and unable to challenge Taliban mullahs or militants. Thus, in
addition to strong Taliban influence, tribal structures and leaders have weak connections
and support and would find it difficult to reconstitute a tribal powerbase. This tribal
dispersal coupled with the Taliban’s singular focus on tribal areas has empowered

Taliban over the last seven years.

Role of tribes in Afghan politics
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Despite their recent choice to disperse, Pashtun tribes have a distinct political
ability and historical experience that make them a powerful political force. Even at the
very formation of the new Afghan government in 2001/2, it was clear that a Pashtun
representative would hold the presidency. Hamid Karzai, interim and later elected
president, hails from the Karzai subtribe of the Pashtun and won his majority not only
through Pashtun votes but also a clear understanding among Afghans and outsiders that
Pashtuns are politically acceptable leaders.

Despite the agreed Pashtun leadership at Bonn, the Pashtun’s claim to a
democratic majority remains unsubstantiated. According to several informal polls,
Pashtuns make up between 35-55% of the population.?! In the minds of Pashtuns,
however, they constitute 70% of the population.?? This historiography of Pashtun
majority and leadership stem from centuries of Pashtun political activism in the Afghan
state. The earliest formation of an Afghan state is traditionally heralded by the 1747 tribal
jirga formed by the various tribes to choose a single leader. With the advent of
centralization, however, the interplay between tribe and state in Afghanistan became
increasingly complex, leaving authors to disagree on the relationship. For some, the state
succeeded in several instances, beginning with Amir Abdul Rahim Khan's seizure of
power in 1880. He maintained centralized power by manipulating tribal powers or forced
population transfers to break tribal competitors for power among the Hazaras, Aimags,
Nuristanis and Pashtuns.? For other authors, the current rise of tribal power in this

decade is a historical constant. For them, tribal power always remained outside the state,
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maintaining their own security through arbaki militias and using the state for resources
rather than contributing resources to it.** Regardless of the constancy of tribal strength in
Afghan history, tribal leaders and tribal resources (arbaki) have played a key role in
Afghanistan’s evolution.

With the 1979 Soviet invasion and fragmentation of state power, tribal structures
took on increasing importance at the regional and local level. The Mujahideen and later
the Taliban networks used tribal connections to gain legitimacy, recruit personnel, and
maintain protection. Most recently, the Bonn Process recognized the preeminence of
tribal legitimacy, convening a tribal loya jirga to legitimate the new Afghan central
government and state constitution. Finally, Hamid Karzai derives much of his legitimacy
from his Pashtun tribal affiliations and was indeed chosen as a concession to vocal
Pashtun majority.

Thus throughout modern Afghan history, the Pashtun have seen themselves as
defenders and national leaders of Afghanistan. With the Anglo-Afghan wars in the 19™
century, the weakness of the Kabuli government empowered the tribal aristocracy to lead
the national revolt, securing their power and claims to national leadership.”® Given this
strong tribal history, the term tribe in Afghanistan has been a neutral, even positive
identifying characteristic, often denoting distinguished and old ancestry, belonging to a
genuine people and to be dependable. Indeed current Afghan dignitaries have used their
tribal names as a second name or as a clear qualification for their leadership role.?® Yet

once a tribal leader, such as Durrani, accedes to the national level, he loses touch with the
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local tribes who initially empowered him. From the perspective of Kabul, the Pashtun
tribes are just one of many constituencies. As a result, Pashtun tribes and their leaders
have indicated relatively little interest in joining the central government. From their
perspective, they will defend the Afghan state from outsiders, but have minimal interest

or incentive to support a central government.

Are tribes the key to counterinsurgency?

Given the historical leadership and their strong social structure, Pashtun tribes
appear as natural forces to reject and resist the Taliban. Indeed, many military analysts,
including Central Command Commander General David Petraeus, liken the Pashtun
tribes to the Iraqi tribes of Anbar, who rejected Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and led a
counterinsurgency campaign to defeat AQI.%” Indeed in the eastern province of Wardak,
the Afghan and U.S. governments are experimenting with the Afghan Public Protection
Force (APPF), a paramilitary force using the local tribal structure to staff for local
security forces. Essentially, local leaders recommend individuals for employment in the
APPF, who then come under the Ministry of Interior (Mol) and central government
authority.?® Unlike the Iraq model, the APPF is not lead by a tribal leader or based on
tribal militias. Yet, the goal is the same: that the APPF will gain the support of the local

population and will be able to provide better security given their local knowledge.?
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The APPF is a delicate model because it relies on local tribal support. If the tribal
members of the APPF determine that the Mol or Afghan government are not worth
working for, they may abandon the system and use their training, relationships and
weapons against international forces. The APPF is not the first government attempt to
incorporate the tribes through police. The Afghan National Auxiliary Police (ANAP) was
a failed attempt to provide community policing, using similar local structures and
legitimacy. It is not fully clear why the ANAP program was disbanded in October 2008
only to be quickly replaced by the APPF in March 2009. Some critics point to the fact
that, as a local police force, the ANAP was quickly infiltrated by Taliban militants, while
others point to the minimal training given the ANAP (10 days).*® Today’s APPF receive
three weeks of training in addition to close mentoring support.®! Moreover, the APPF is
confined to a trial program in Wardak province, focusing on developing a viable local
police force before expanding nationally.

The key to the APPF and other tribal structures is to ensure tribal honor and
respect are first and foremost. Conveniently in Irag, the Anbar tribes chose to reject AQI
and wanted to join the government, precisely because AQI violated their honor. In
Afghanistan, however, it is not clear that Pashtun elders or tribal elements have been
dishonored by the Taliban or are pro-actively willing to reject the Taliban and align their
honor with international forces. In the APPF model, the Afghan government has a unique
opportunity to ensure that the APPF remains an honorable institution that respects its

members and grants its members community respect.
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The second key to the APPF or other security forces is to use local leaders to
resolve disputes. The APPF are a security force, to protect the population and deter
criminal and insurgent activity. They are not a justice or prosecuting function. Currently,
justice is officially administered by the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) courts. However, the
Taliban has already begun a roving court system to dispense and enforce justice quickly.
The rapid justice of the Taliban contrasts sharply with the backlog faced by the MoJ. To
ensure the second component of “law and order,” a more effective local justice system
must be in place to reinforce the local security effort. In the Irag model, the Anbar tribal
militia leader and the local elder were one and the same person — he lead security and
justice efforts. For the APPF and Afghan tribal leaders, these functions are separate and
will require greater coordination and cooperation to overcome the gap and room for error.
Given that APPF recruits are drawn from and work in their tribal areas, this coordination
should be possible. The APPF’s success will ultimately rely on the Mol bureaucracy who
oversee the force and the MoJ who oversees justice to allow elder-led dispute resolution.

By choosing tribal-based security and justice, the U.S. and Afghan governments
perform a difficult balance: create security without creating incentives for traditional
tribal autonomy. The choice to empower the tribes will be risky — risks that can be

mitigated through flexibility, constant attention and commitment to tribal success.

Making tribal structure and values work in COIN
Given the tribal structures, values, limited interest in the Taliban, and potential
role in COIN, it is evident that the tribes are an integral part of the Afghan state and can

contribute to the fight against the Taliban. The first consideration, then, must be whether
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tribes can be motivated or incentivized to support and fight for the state. In Iraq, the
Anbar tribes asked specifically for government employment, tying them to the
government. In Afghanistan, however, lack of tribal support for the Taliban does not
immediately translate into tribal support for international forces or the GIROA — the tribes
have not yet reached the point of revolt against the Taliban and so will be harder to
incentivize away from the Taliban.

Developing these incentives must account for the “center of gravity” of tribes:
honor. Tribal members may join the ANA, ANP or other security forces for monetary
rewards. But they will only fight effectively and remain committed if their honor is tied
to the force. As the Taliban have not sparked a tribal backlash by violating the three
critical honors (land, money, women), the tribes may be motivated by gaining increased
independence under a new system. For example, offering an independent justice system,
access to education or control over local resources. The idea here is based on the British
experience, wherein the Pashtun tribes cannot merely be given education or justice
systems without changing pro-actively.** Making their participation in the security
services contingent on the provision of services they claim to want will motivate tribal
commitment to their security and future role in the state.

Once a possible exchange is developed — fighting in exchange for resources — the
international forces will need to begin the slow process of rejuvenating the tribal
structures that have been undermined by the Taliban. International forces will need to
undertake careful inquiries with local leaders, motivating former or weakened elders to

reassert their connections and influence. The international forces must also allow time for
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these elders to garner the popular support necessary — the support appears there,
underneath the Taliban imposition, but requires time and relations to rebuild and reassure.

The elder, however, should not be seen as the sole arbiter between the
international forces and his tribesman. As Pakistan’s experience in the Federally
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) Pashtun region since 1947 indicates, relying on a
single political leader creates widespread corruption and distances the tribes from the
government (by creating “Middlemen™).®® Elders should be seen for their strengths: they
are coordinators, they are dispute arbitrators but they are not political organizers for
collective action nor can they direct action. They should be seen as influencers rather
than directors.

The international forces can certainly offer several incentives that empower the
tribal elder. The key here is that the force must listen to the elder on what the local
Afghans want from their government and be flexible in providing it. Just as the
international forces are testing out the credibility of the elder, he is testing out the
credibility and reliability of the force’s promises. In this relationship-building process,
the U.S. and GIR0A may have to undergo a trial and error method, talking to elders,
relying on them and moving on when they are no longer reliable.®* Although a difficult
and time-consuming method, working with elders provides the most legitimate, effective
and, long-term acceptance from the tribe than outside methods.

Once a relationship is established, the key component of the strategy is to ensure

that the elder, his tribal group and its members become linked to the Afghan state. Like

* Ty L. Groh, Ungoverned spaces: the challenges of governing tribal societies. Naval Postgraduate School,
2006. http://library.nps.navy.mil/uhtbin/hyperion/06Jun_Groh.pdf (Accessed: February 7, 2009), 116.

* David Kilkullen, Accidental Guerrilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2009), 166.
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negotiations, the international forces will need to work with the tribes to identify
incentives for their security assistance. Based on British experience, the international
forces should ask the tribes for an active change in their behavior — actively changing
their actions, not just receiving rewards — in exchange for security assistance. For
example, tribes who agree to form security groups may be given increased access to their
local elected leaders. Often district or provincial governors are not linked with all the
local areas given communications and transportation difficulties. Through international
forces, however, the tribes can be given access to these leaders, who in turn can be
encouraged to support the tribe, building local Afghan political, economic and social
connections that strengthen and secure the area.

There are two key components to this negotiation. The first is that the tribes, their
leaders and the members must recognize that their security work is in support of the
Afghan government. They will see the benefits of the government through the
connections, rewards and honor they earn through their security assistance. The second
component is that the international forces, who engage in the initial negotiation and
management of the tribal security groups, must be extractable. Specifically, the tribes
cannot rely solely on the international forces to train, empower and support. In essence,
the international forces are the band aid, bringing two portions of Afghan governance
back together: elected leadership and tribal leadership — but the band aid cannot become a

crutch.

Giving tribes a stake in the Afghan government
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Once tribes have become a part of the security framework in Afghanistan, the
government must counter tribal tendencies to resist, undermine or ignore the central
government. The true success of COIN is not in its security, but in its lasting political
stability — bringing the tribes into the Afghan government system will be the final and
most essential step in this stability. Mitigating the resistance and the power of the tribes
will be a constant challenge, especially as they prove effective and gain honor and
credibility.

The subtitle above is important in the term “giving.” In establishing relationships
between tribes and the central government, past experience has indicated that the central
government must be prepared to give more than receive with tribal groups.® Several
researchers and anthropologists have determined key guidelines in working with tribal
structures:

Organizational Structural Factors
1. Government policy based on the tribe’s social organization is more likely to be

considered legitimate than those that disregard it.

2. Government policy aimed at segregating or isolating tribes is likely to undermine
the state’s authority.

Normative Structural Factors
1. If the tribe’s perception of the state’s policy is unfair in terms of the tribe’s
customs and culture, then the tribe will likely resist.

2. Customary norms, not religious beliefs, are what impede state authority.*

Given these conditions, the Afghan government and international community must

recognize the “red-lines” of Pashtun culture that will turn them away from the

* Ty L. Groh, Ungoverned spaces: the challenges of governing tribal societies. Naval Postgraduate School,
2006. http://library.nps.navy.mil/uhtbin/hyperion/06Jun_Groh.pdf (Accessed: February 7, 2009), 45.

% Ty L. Groh, Ungoverned spaces: the challenges of governing tribal societies. Naval Postgraduate School,
2006. http://library.nps.navy.mil/uhtbin/hyperion/06Jun_Groh.pdf (Accessed: February 7, 2009), 105.
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government. In that effort, the Afghan government should consider allowing tribal
structures to form the basis of political alliances. This promotion of tribal structures does
not necessarily need to violate democratic principles. It is highly likely that the local and
provincial governors are able to win democratic election precisely because they are tribal
leaders. The key for the Afghan government is to recognize that this leadership is more
than a part of the democratic bureaucracy; it is a commitment by the tribes to link with
the government.

The Afghan government must be prepared to ‘give more than receive’ in this case,
focusing on aid to tribally-led districts and provinces. Rather than pure patronage (or
bribery for supporting the government), aid has been shown to be most effective when it
asks tribal leaders to actively change to earn the contributions. One initial action could be
asking the democratically elected tribal leader to attend structured local and provincial
meetings. This would enhance his standing and prestige in the community by showing his
connection to wealthy patrons, namely the government, and it will effectively connect
him to the government on a structured basis. Side effects may also include improved
governance and a growing reliance on the state structure, rather than a tribal structure, to
provide for the community.

Like allowing tribal structures to form the basis of political connections, the
Afghan government should also consider permitting tribal justice systems to operate
more freely. The current craze over anti-corruption mechanisms often leads to a
prescription for improved and expanded justice mechanisms — the very mechanisms
which could alienate tribal culture. Several countries already operated with dual justice

systems, designating the jurisdiction of the two systems. For example, Islamic courts are
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often permitted to preside over family and civil matters, while the western-style courts
process criminal activity. For Afghanistan, the tribal system has the benefit of producing
stability, responding to local customs, and may produce less of a burden on the formal
justice sector, whose current inabilities leave room for Taliban justice. More importantly,
tribal justice will counter the Taliban roving courts and encourage mediation over
violence.

Maintaining engagement with all aspects of the tribe: political, justice, economic,
etc. should be the central effort of the Afghan government and international community.
Again, ‘giving is better than receiving’ and in the long-term, the Afghan government
should concentrate on giving opportunities.

The most effective tribal incorporation policy, under the Pakistani government,
was based around bringing education, economic and political opportunity to the tribal
areas. Known as the Forward Policy in the 1970’s, it motivated Pashtuns to give up
certain Pashtun connections or Pashtunwali values in order to receive education or
economic benefits.” Opportunities through increased communications, transportation,
education and economic growth will not eliminate tribal structures or values, but it will
erode the need of tribal members to seek power through the tribes. With education, jobs
and transportation, other means of political, economic and social power are available.
The key is not to challenge the tribal structures head on by forcing them into formal
political structures. Offering alternatives reduces the attraction of tribal affiliation and

expands the power of the central government.

¥ Ty L. Groh, Ungoverned spaces: the challenges of governing tribal societies. Naval Postgraduate School,
2006. http://library.nps.navy.mil/uhtbin/hyperion/06Jun_Groh.pdf (Accessed: February 7, 2009), 61-62 and
116.
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The Afghan government and international community, however, must remain
realistic about Pashtun tribes, even in the long-run. Tribal structures and values will not
fade quickly and can easily undermine government strength. Yet whether the government
engages with them or not, the tribes will continue to exist — the Pashtuns have survived
for centuries. In other countries, too, tribes exist under democratic systems in Jordan and
Iraq and are not easily replaced or circumvented. The success of the government will

depend on its decision to prioritize tribal engagement as a fundamental issue of stability.

Conclusion: A tribal strategy for Afghanistan

Unfortunately, the new Afghan government and the international community have
failed to develop a strategy to integrate the Pashtun tribes into the overall
counterinsurgency strategy, despite their position at the heart of the Taliban insurgency.
The GIR0A and their coalition partners have forgotten that local structures, based on
tribal customs and structures, existed for centuries before the creation of an Afghan state.
Forgetting tribal structures misunderstands the motivations, incentives and contributions
of a significant population which will ultimately decide the fate of the GIR0OA and the
attainment of coalition goals for Afghanistan

Without doubt, the Pashtun tribes are critical to Afghan stability. Without them,
there can be no lasting stability in the country and perhaps the region. They are a mutual
center of gravity for both the insurgents and the Afghan government, representing a force
and powerful indigenous culture that will not easily disappear or be replaced.

Developing a tribal engagement strategy, however, brings profound risks and

enduring commitments to tribal support. Promoting tribal structures to challenge the
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Taliban by forming tribal-based security forces is a nascent strategy. It is premised on
weakened tribes choosing to reject the Taliban and aligning their honor with international
forces and Afghan government in exchange for political, economic and security
assistance. Empowered through their increased strength, tribes will pose a political
challenge for the Afghan government, as they resist or ignore government control. The
constant process to maintain tribal commitment to the Afghan state will add to the
burdens of an already overloaded and fragile government. Mitigating the risks of tribal
engagement will be both a burden — and a triumph — for the Afghan government and

international forces in achieving lasting stability for Afghanistan.

Policy Recommendations

Based on the discussion and cautions highlighted above, the GIRoA and
international community must develop and execute a tribal engagement strategy. Such a
strategy hinges on one key word: engagement. It requires people, people with the
resource to build the relationships, make the commitments and demonstrate the respect

necessary to gain tribal support.

Increased civilian and military personnel: For the international community, this means
larger civilian and military deployments to non-permissive environments. While military
forces must concentrate on providing security in the major population centers and in
providing security assistance, the civilians must focus on building local governance and
binding the central government to the tribes through relationships. There is simply no

substitute for relationship-building. Simply stated, relationships matter.
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Focus on local, tribal relationships: The development of enduring relationship between
the Afghan government, coalition partners and the tribes will exacerbate cracks in the
tribal support for the Taliban and al Qaeda allowing tribes to choose an alternative to
these insurgents/terrorists. The development of enduring relationships can win over the
tribal members who fight out of honor, not out of ideology. Moreover, as the number of
civilians and international forces on the ground increase, they will gain more respect
among the tribes as a new element in the social and political landscape. One example of
this can be found in Irag’s Anbar province, where some officers stated that the PRT and
Marines made themselves into another tribe, *® by adopting tribal custom, they provided a
familiar framework for tribes in the area. By becoming part of the political and social
landscape, the Marines and PRTs convinced local tribal members that there was a lasting
alternative to the insurgents and terrorists. By adopting and respecting tribal structures,
they changed the calculations of the local tribal leaders, providing a credible alternative

to the insurgents and terrorists.

Demonstrate Engagement through CERP, QRF and PRTs: Once these relationships
are established, these individuals, whether military commanders, PRT leaders, or
civilians must demonstrate the value of the Afghan government by rewarding tribal
members through a performance-based framework informed by the unique situation of
each tribe. For the international community this reward structure will require flexible
response, with greater contributions to Quick Response Funds (QRF), Commander’s

Emergency Response Program (CERP) funds and other discretionary spending. CERP is

% Author’s personal experience with Embassy Baghdad and State Department personnel.
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already in place, but QRF has not been instituted. Such funds, however, give the
international community an additional tool to engage quickly and demonstrate the value

to the tribes of working with the GIR0A and international community.

Connect Afghan governance from local to national: The ultimate goal of this
engagement and funding is to link the tribes to the Afghan government, rather than to the
international community. This distinction is often difficult for Provincial Reconstruction
Teams (PRTs) and international forces who want to win “hearts and minds” in support of
their own forces. But achieving security that is sustainable once international forces leave
depends precisely on strengthening the ties between GIR0A and the tribes. For
Afghanistan, this focus on governance shifts the mandate of the PRTs away from
reconstruction, towards building engagement between the tribes and the Afghan
government. This requires that the international community reassess their PRT strategy.
Rather than reconstruction, the PRT should encourage tribal elders to talk to their district
governor, using Afghan processes to achieve their goals. For example, schools should be
the result of tribal engagement with GIRoA and should demonstrate the relationship
between the tribe and the Afghan government. Ultimately, PRTs strengthen governance
rather than directing reconstruction projects.

The current effort of the APPF is a good example of demonstrating GIRoOA
governance. Tribal leaders recommend recruits to the APPF who then become Ministry
of Interior (Mol) employees. As a result, tribal members gain respect from their local
tribe by being nominated for a position, they gain a paying job with the government and

they become linked to the Mol command and control structure. With the APPF, tribal
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members remain part of their tribal community, but begin building relationships outside

the tribe and through the Afghan government.

Develop long-term opportunities that reduce tribal relationships: In the long-term, it
is these government relationships that will slowly incorporate tribal members into the
Afghan government. Developing relationships outside the tribe, through educational
opportunities, job opportunities, communication and transportation will lessen the power
of tribal relationships. But this will not eliminate tribal identity or connections, instead
lessening the tribal members’ need to use the tribe to represent them politically,
economically and militarily. Like the Forward Policy of the Pakistani government, the
GIRO0A and the internationals community must plan for a long-term strategy of political,
economic and security assistance in the tribal areas providing opportunities for tribal
members. It is essential for the international community and GIRoA not to challenge the
tribes directly by imposing governance or social structures that do not match tribal
custom — instead, through development opportunities, tribal members will not feel
threatened but will slowly rely less and less on their tribal community in favor of other,

diversified communities.

In the end, a strategy of tribal engagement is neither quick, nor is it cheap. Instead
it is a difficult, time-consuming and relationship-driven approach that will require the

GIROA and international community to make significant commitments to ensuring its
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success. In the end, nothing can substitute for committed relationship building by both

the Afghan government and international community.
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