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Preface

Why another book on Afghanistan? The uniqueness and strength of this volume is its interdisciplinary appeal: it brings under one umbrella experts from the fields of history, sociology, political science, economics and international relations. The diversity of opinion among the contributors reflects the richness of this volume.

The Introduction has two interrelated themes. On the one hand, it provides a summary of the essays; on the other, it shows how the contributors engage with the principal debates. Some of the chapters are historical and thus based on solid archival sources. The other chapters, by sociologists, political scientists and international relations experts tend to be more theoretical in focus and follow a social science approach. We do not know of any volume on Afghanistan with such broad methodological fusion. In fact, the first essay of this edited collection is a joint product of an economist/political scientist, two political scientists and a historian. Overall, the edited collection merges regional/area studies with global studies approaches by fusing local studies against a backdrop of an international studies paradigm. Such an approach opens new vistas in the study of Afghanistan in particular and other regions in general. We hope that the select bibliography will aid further research.

Scott Gates, Oslo, and Kaushik Roy, Kolkata, 2014
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Introduction: Armies, Warfare and the State in Afghanistan from Pre-modern Times to the Present Era

Scott Gates and Kaushik Roy

The Mughals, British and Soviets all failed to subjugate Afghanistan. These failures offer valuable lessons for today. While military technology has changed, the physical geography, social and cultural characteristics have not. These unchanging factors limit the extent to which war and state-building policies can be modified. This constancy over time makes the experiences of the past especially relevant for today. Taking a long historical perspective from 1520 to 2012, this edited volume examines the Mughal, British, Soviet and US-NATO efforts at counterinsurgency (COIN) and state-building in Afghanistan. Our analysis begins in 1520 when Afghanistan serves as a pawn in the Great Game between Mughal India, Safavid Persia and the Uzbek Khanate of Central Asia. The volume ends in 2012, paying witness to the ongoing operations by the US and NATO forces in Afghanistan. Special emphasis is given to ecology, terrain and logistics to explain sub-conventional operations and state-building in Afghanistan. Drawing on new archives and a synthesis of previous COIN experiences and state-building literature, this edited collection addresses several debates on Afghanistan. The volume engages with three important debates in the field. First, whether COIN can be traced back to nineteenth-century imperial campaigns in the colonies; second, how far the principle of ‘minimum force’ is applicable to the case of present-day COIN in Afghanistan; and third, whether the stability–instability paradox in Afghanistan can be linked to the evolution of the ‘rentier’ state or not.

Barnett R. Rubin writes that ‘locational’ rents during the height of the Cold War accelerated the expansion of state apparatus in Afghanistan after 1955. Foreign funding enabled the polity to be autonomous from society. Without capital accumulation, rent extraction and bargaining between the local power holders and the state’s elite, the rentier polity builds up an infrastructure due to inflow of foreign aid. According to Rubin, a rentier polity exercises despotic power through arbitrary coercion, but is unable to develop infrastructural power. Infrastructural power is the capacity of the state to penetrate civil society and to implement decisions taken by the central government throughout the realm. Infrastructural power requires development of apparatuses and institutions for monitoring and surveillance rather than merely coercion. To sum up, a rentier state is not accountable to society and is incapable of penetrating and monitoring a non-capitalist, non-monetized society as in Afghanistan. In such cases, state officials might seek autonomy in their own corporate interests and their behaviour becomes predatory. Rubin notes that the rise of the rentier state in Afghanistan can be traced back to the end of the nineteenth century under Amir Abdul Rahman Khan (r. 1881–1901), who received largesse from the Government of India (GOI).1 The second chapter in this edited volume by Kaushik Roy argues that a sort of nascent rentier regime emerged in Afghanistan due to financial subsidy annually provided by the Mughals to the Pathan (Pashtun) tribes of Kabul and Kandahar regions.

While most Western commentators agree that the origin of present-day COIN can be traced back to nineteenth-century imperial warfare by the Western powers in the colonies, the first two chapters in this edited collection strike a different note. In the first essay titled ‘Continuity and Change in Asymmetric Warfare in Afghanistan: From the Mughals to the Americans’, Scott Gates, Kaushik Roy, Marianne Dahl and Håvard Mokleiv Nygård argue that adaptations and innovations are the hallmarks of warfare. Weapons, logistics, transport and other forms of military technology change considerably from decade to decade. For every innovation comes the diffusion of the new technology, nullifying the advantage held by the first adaptor. A group lacking the means or the ability to exploit a new technology will adapt strategically to stay in the fight. This form of adaptation, the negation of technological advantage, is the essence of asymmetric warfare. This chapter theoretically examines the strategic dynamics of asymmetric warfare while drawing specifically on the case of Afghanistan. In Afghanistan, physical geography, cultural characteristics and historical factors have limited the extent to which insurgency and COIN policies can be modified. This had led to substantial continuity over time, which makes the experiences of the past especially relevant for today. Taking a long historical perspective from 1520 to 2011, this chapter examines the Mughal, British, Soviet and American/NATO experiences with asymmetric warfare in Afghanistan.

In Chapter 2, Kaushik Roy examines several aspects of British COIN that can be traced back to Mughal pacification policy in Afghanistan during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In turn, present-day COIN’s lineages can be traced back to nineteenth-century British COIN. Hence, the seeds of modern-day COIN may be traced back to one of the pre-modern empires of Asia. For almost two centuries, the Mughals were engaged in both conventional war and unconventional operations in Afghanistan. Certain regions in which the Mughal forces operated became important for the British Indian units of the Raj, the Soviet armoured columns, and also for the NATO-US forces in the new millennium. Hence, a brief description of the physical geography of the theatre is necessary.

For all the powers interested in intervening in Afghanistan from the medieval era to the present day, the theatre extends from the River Oxus in the north to the Arabian Sea in the south. The older names of Oxus were Jaihun and Amu Darya. The Oxus makes a curve for its great bend northwards east of Badakshan. Tirmiz was an important fortress north of Oxus under the ruler of Balkh. During 1646–7, when the Mughals attacked Nazar Muhammad, the Uzbek ruler of Balkh, the Mughals garrisoned Tirmiz.2 Badakshan included the districts of Andarab, Kulyab/Khutlan, Hissar/Gissar, and so on. Qunduz was the capital of Badakshan under the Uzbek Khanate. In the Shingan Mountains in Khutlan, rubies have been mined from medieval times. These ruby mines sustained many Afghan warlords during the 1980s. The important towns of Balkh are Andkhud, Shibarghan, Sar-iPul, Fatehabad, and Astana-i Imam (its modern name is Mazar-i Sharif). The important districts of Balkh are Sriram and Gurzigan. Balhab is the principal river in Balkh. In order to cross Balhab, an invasion force (whether Mughal or Soviet) would have to move through the narrow valley of Darra Gaz. There are three stretches of desert within Balkh. From Bamian, the major route connects Kabul with Balkh. The route runs through Gumbazak/Katar Sum Pass. The shortest route between Kabul and Balkh was through Khinjan and Ghori but it was extremely difficult owing to steep ascents and descents and narrow paths.3

Despite being Sunni Muslim themselves, the Mughals faced tough opposition from the Afghans, especially the Sunni Pathans (Pashtuns). Local clan based resistance to a centralizing power comprised the backbone of resistance in Afghanistan. This is not to argue that Islam has played no role in Afghan insurgency. Rather, the point we are making is that Islam in general and jihad in particular are not crucial components of Afghan opposition to external invaders in their homelands. From the medieval era, the control of Afghanistan represented a sort of ‘Great Game’ for controlling the heart of Eurasia. The Mughals, argues Roy in Chapter 2, were more successful than the British in maintaining a permanent presence in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, the Mughals were never able to control western and north-west Afghanistan. British control over Afghanistan during the nineteenth century was more transitory. Moreover, unlike the British the Mughals used Afghanistan as a springboard for projecting power in Central Asia. Road-building, subsidies to the tribes, the construction of military outposts and forts, the establishment of thanas and military recruitment of several Afghan clans were the characteristic features of Mughal COIN. Certain Mughal COIN techniques remained operational even under the British Indian Empire. For instance, both the Mughals and the British through limited military recruitment tried to co-opt the potentially rebellious manpower of Afghanistan. The Mughals realized that border management of the frontier tribes was inseparable from the related and greater Afghan ‘problem’. The Mughal technique of subsidies to placate the Afghan tribes continued in the British period. When the amount of subsidy was cut, rebellions broke out, which in turn cost the imperial powers much more. So, the seeds of formation of a rentier state in Afghanistan could be traced back to the seventeenth century.

The Abdalis/Durranis and the Ghilzai/Gilzai confederacies comprise the two major components of the Pathans. After the Mughal collapse due to Nadir Shah’s invasion, Ahmad Khan, a member of the Saduzoi subdivision of the Abdalis, established a unified Afghan state in 1747. However, in the early nineteenth century, the Saduzoi ruling family was replaced by another subdivision of the Abdalis: Muhammadzai Barakzais. Under Ahmad Shah (r. 1747–72) and his successor Timur Shah (r. 1772–93), the Alikozai, Popalzai and Barakzai subdivisions of the Abdali tribe monopolized most of the power and privileges. The Alikozais became so powerful in Herat that after the reign of Timur Shah they established an independent emirate at Herat.4 In the early nineteenth century, the Alikozais numbered some 10,000 families. Around the same time, the Popalzais numbered to 12,000 families. Within the Popalzais, the Sadozai and Bamizai sub-groups were most powerful, being closely related with Ahmad Shah due to genealogical links. The Muhammadzai sub-group within the Barakzai subdivision numbered 4,000 to 5,000 families in the eighteenth century. But thanks to royal patronage, their numbers rose to 30,000 families during Amir Dost Muhammad Khan’s (b. 1792, d. 1863) second reign (1842–63). In order to balance the overtly powerful Durrani and Gilzai confederacies, both Ahmad Shah and Timur Shah maintained a non-tribal bodyguard of outsiders: the Qizilbash of Persia/Iran. The term Qizilbash technically meant red head due to the red headgear worn by members of the Turcoman/Turkoman tribes who supported the Shia leader Shaikh Haider (d. 1488). The Qizilbash dominated Herat and Kandahar during the Safavid occupation of West and South Afghanistan. In return for tuyul grants, the Qizilbash tribes provided cavalry contingents to the Safavids. Nadir Shah and then the Saduzoi rulers pampered the Qizilbash. As a result, some 12,000 Qizilbash families were settled in Kabul. The policy is somewhat similar to Hamid Karzai depending on the western private security companies for furnishing his personal bodyguards. And when Dost Muhammad Khan took over as Amir of Afghanistan he drastically reduced the power of the Qizilbash and disbanded the special royal bodyguard corps. In the 1830s, there were only 1,000 Qizilbash sowars5 in Dost’s cavalry, which numbered 12,000 sowars. And during the First Anglo-Afghan War (1839–42), the Qizilbash supported the British puppet Shah Shuja.6 Thus, we see that the ‘state’ in Afghanistan represented a fragile fabric based on a complex network of tribes, sub-tribes and clans whose positions and loyalties were continuously fluctuating with time and context – thereby hardly constituting a state at all.

After the Mughals, the British colonial power from India intervened in Afghanistan. The first British intervention in Afghanistan came in the shape of First Anglo-Afghan War, when the British tried to put the Saduzoi expelled ruler Shah Shuja on the throne of Kabul.7 Thomas Rid emphasizes that present-day US COIN has its lineages in nineteenth-century French colonial warfare. Lieutenant-Colonel David Galula’s (b. 1919, d. 1967) writings function as a bridge between the French theorist and practitioners of COIN in nineteenth-century Afro-Asia and modern American practitioners of pacification. Galula had served in Algeria. Rid notes the influence of Galula’s writings in General David Petraeus’s COIN field manual. The three most important nineteenth-century French COIN practitioners were Marshals Thomas Robert Bugeaud (b. 1784, d. 1849), Gallieni (b. 1849, d. 1916) and Hubert Lyautey (b. 1854, d. 1925). These figures’ writings and actions influenced Galula’s conceptual framework. Gallieni emphasized that successful COIN requires a combination of political and military actions. Lyautey emphasized that a successful COIN doctrine must display suppleness, elasticity and adaptability in accordance with the requirements of time and context.8

In Chapter 3, John Ferris assesses British military operations and pacification during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in Afghanistan and the North-West Frontier of India. Like Christian Tripodi, Ferris does not overemphasize the cultural factors in his analysis of frontier management policies. He considers how far these actions can be understood through the modern terminology of ‘counter-insurgency’, and challenges the universality of these concepts. Britain was driven to intervene in these territories because they were located on its frontier, while British decision makers believed that threats or defeats could shake its hold over India. On two occasions Britain attempted to conquer Afghanistan, and to rule the country through puppets. It failed to achieve these ends, and instead turned to a more successful policy, which was to maintain influence in Afghanistan through politics, bribery and latent military power. Ferris argues that in Afghanistan, Britain rarely practiced anything like COIN. The limits to British success in that country, however, forced Britain to rule the north-west frontier region, i.e. the territories between British India and Afghanistan (present-day North-West Frontier Province and FATA in Pakistan). The British GOI did so through several means. In Baluchistan, it followed a policy of pacification, relying essentially on politics and financial aid to local leaders, with a minimal reliance on force. The GOI attempted to pursue similar practices among Pashtuns on the north-west frontier, with mixed success, thus forcing the British in India to rely far more heavily on coercion. From 1920, the GOI also applied airpower to support pacification, though generally with restraint, for fear that inflicting civilian casualties would provoke attacks on British-occupied regions in India. Through these means, Britain managed to establish a stalemate in these territories, which met its minimal needs there. The British experience demonstrates the history of Western pacification and COIN in these territories. It also shows how one can leave Afghanistan and still achieve one’s aims there, even after failing to master the country through force.

Elsewhere, Tripodi writes that there were two partly divergent views within the British Empire about the Russian threat to Afghanistan. While the London Government saw Czarist Russia through the prism of a European balance of power paradigm, British India perceived Russia as encroaching on Afghanistan from its springboard in Central Asia. And any extension of Russian influence in Afghanistan, assumed the strategic managers of British India, would have a negative effect on the fragile imperial rule within the Indian subcontinent. To a large extent, Ferris agrees with Tripodi’s assertion. However, with the aid of hindsight, Tripodi continues that the British failures during the First and Second Anglo-Afghan Wars were actually a blessing in disguise. This was because conquest of Afghanistan would have required troops that Britain could not afford. Furthermore, such a gigantic task would have weakened British hold on India by denuding military reserves from India to barren and unproductive Afghanistan. In 1919, after gaining victory over the Afghans during the Third Anglo-Afghan War, British India displayed strategic maturity by following a ‘hands-off approach’ towards Kabul. This was because the Russian threat had vanished and Afghanistan was only of marginal importance to British India’s security.9 Such strategic acumen was probably not present at least in the official mind of British imperialism in the second and third decades of the twentieth century. One could argue that financial stringency of the Raj plus financial problems of the London Government, demobilization of the bloated British Indian and British armies, requirements for frequent aid to civil duties within India, and rising nationalist pressure within the Indian subcontinent forced London and Delhi to go ‘soft’ vis-à-vis Afghanistan in late 1919.10

The traditional view is that the British COIN until this date had been most successful mainly because of the ‘minimum force’ philosophy. The other characteristics of British COIN were civil–military cooperation, the integration of civil and military intelligence, and a small unit approach to combat the irregulars. For instance, Raffi Gregorian writes that decentralized small unit jungle warfare patrols (a continuation of Tiger patrols of the British Army in Burma during the Second World War) and a focus on intelligence gathering enabled the British to defeat the Chinese guerrillas in Malaya during 1948 and 1951.11 Keith Jeffery agrees that in the history of modern British COIN, the Malayan model is the best. And the chief characteristic of the Malayan model is integration of police and military intelligence agencies under one roof, which prevented excessive militarization of the pacification policy.12 Tim Jones notes that the British Army is a learning organization. For instance, the counter-guerrilla patrolling based on small units emerged from the manuals issued in the Burma theatre in 1944 and reached its logical culmination in the mid-1950s in Malaya.13 In 1954, writes Randall W. Heather, when the British Army gave up its large unit sweeps in favour of decentralized small unit patrols by junior commanders and revamped the intelligence gathering organization, the Mau Mau insurgency in Kenya was crushed.14

In contrast, Soviet/Russian COIN from the nineteenth century to the present day is regarded as most brutal. In between these two extreme poles lie the American and French COIN. French pacification policy in Algeria and Indo-China, runs the legend, failed because of French military officers’ failure to accept political subordination. Being firepower heavy (due to techno-savvy American culture), US COIN creates considerable collateral casualties, which ultimately defeats the policy of winning over the people inhabiting the disturbed regions. The US Army focused on ‘find, fix and destroy’ the insurgents and neglected the broader political dimension. Again, the US failed to raise, train and utilize properly indigenous police in a systematically efficient manner. Both the US and the Soviet/Russian armies used large unit sweeps against the nimble irregulars, which is like using a sledgehammer to kill a fly. Dissenting voices within the US military organization like the Marines in Vietnam and David Petraeus’s lobbying during the Iraq and Afghan ‘surge’ advocated an alternate pacification policy based on small unit patrols and winning the ‘hearts and minds’ of the populace (note the similarities with the traditional interpretation of British COIN). And when such alternate COIN policies have been followed, the results have been good.15 In general accounts, the Russian Army is treated as something worse than the Bourbons. While the Bourbons learnt nothing, forgot nothing, the Russian military commanders seem to have been operating on the principle of learnt nothing but forgot everything. From Kabul to Grozny, the Russian generals were bent to refight the Second World War. With mechanized forces, heavy artillery and air strikes, the Russians conducted a sort of ‘Battle of Berlin’ both in Kabul and Grozny.16

A re-evaluation of the traditional picture is already underway, however. In recent times, both the minimum force philosophy and effectiveness of British COIN have come under attack. In his study of British COIN in Palestine during 1945–47, David A. Charters claims that the British Army’s failure to procure real time intelligence about the Jewish guerrillas and terrorists were the principal limitations. The British Army’s organizational culture was against giving top priority to the collection and dissemination of intelligence. Both in Palestine and in Kenya (like the US Army in Vietnam), the British security personnel suffered from linguistic inability to deal with the locals.17 By making a case study of British COIN in Kenya between 1952 and 1956, British scholar Huw Bennett asserts that instead of minimum force, the British Army used ‘exemplary force’ against the Kikuyus. A deliberate policy of beatings, tortures, murders and forced population movement was introduced to force the Kikuyu civilian population to support the government. Inducing fear among the civilian population was deployed as a strategic instrument. Repression based on indiscriminate use of force was considered the best way of dealing with the Mau Mau insurgency. Mistreatment of the civilian population by
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