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FOREWORD

Ambassador (Retd) Peter Tomsen

Throughout history, military strategists have often stressed the importance of
motivation in warfare in relation to military might. Napoleon looked back in
exile at his military career of victories and defeats to observe: “There are but
two powers in the world, the sword and the mind... In the long run, the sword
is always beaten by the mind”

A thorough understanding of the enemy, including his will to fight, was
highlighted by Sun Tzu, a Chinese strategist who lived in the sixth century
BC: “If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the results
of a hundred battles.” Sun Tzu and Napoleon must have viewed their guide-
lines as applicable to all warfare. They have been especially relevant to guerrilla
wars in modern times, pitting a militarily stronger side against a determined
yet weaker foe on home turf. Vietnam comes to mind in this regard, as does
the nine-year Soviet—Afghan war. In both conflicts, the guerrilla’s main goal
was to mold military and informational operations into a unified, effective
strategy to resist and outlast a superpower’s will to continue fighting an end-
less war.

In the end, the US and Soviet withdrawals from (respectively) Vietnam and
Afghanistan represented more of a policy failure than a military defeat. The
Soviet military in Afghanistan never lost a set-piece battle. After the Vietnam
war, a Vietnamese general in Hanoi famously commented “That’s irrelevant”

xvii
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when a visiting American retired officer stated that the US had never lost a
battle during the war.

Since the initial withdrawal of US Coalition ground combat forces from
Afghanistan in 2012, the outcome of the Afghan war has remained in doubrt,
even though the Pakistani-supported Afghan insurgency—collectively, the
Afghan Taliban, the Hagqani Network and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hisb-e-
Islami Gulbuddin (HIG)—has gained the upper hand in military and infor-
mational areas. The Coalition-backed Afghan National United Government
(NUG) suffers from the same ailments that inflicted the South Vietnamese
Nguyen Van Thieu government when I served as a District Senior Advisor in
the Mckong Delta 1969-70, and later, in 1973, when I returned in the capac-
ity of a ceasefire monitor. Pervasive government corruption, dating back to the
Ngo Dinh Diem government and continuing to the 1975 defeat of the Thieu
regime, reached down to the district level from elites in Saigon. Vietnamese
leaders scuttled free and fair elections. The Vietnamese government’s popular-
ity was higher than the popularity of the Communist insurgency in rural
areas, but that was only a matter of degree. Most of the rural population just
wanted the war to end—a sentiment that appeals to many rural Afghan com-
munities today.

The American experience in Vietnam is not a good precedent for judging
what lies ahead in Afghanistan. The two countries are vastly different, as is the
regional geo-strategic context that has surrounded each conflict. Still, it bears
noting that the South Vietnamese Thieu government lasted three years
(1972-5) following the US withdrawal of ground forces. The Moscow-
dependent Najib regime in Kabul likewise lasted three more years (1989-92)
before collapsing. In both cases, the insurgency had better synchronized,
highly sophisticated information operations, with military strategy. Each
benefited from a secure rear area to prepare and supply military offensives
while—equally important—planning and executing a well-coordinated infor-
mation campaign in the battle zone. In Vietnam, the insurgency in the South
was permanently buoyed by the coming of military age of a quarter million
North Vietnamese every year. They were armed with Soviet-supplied weap-
onry and sent south into a seemingly endless conflict.

In Pakistan, the 3-4 million Afghan refugees have offered a similarly large
pool of highly motivated jihadist fighters, accurately described in Professor
Thomas H. Johnson’s Narratives as comprising the great majority of the
Taliban leadership, as well as Taliban fighters inside Afghanistan. For over

three decades, Pakistan’s powerful military intelligence agency, the Inter-
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Services Intelligence (ISI) directorate, with funding from Saudi Arabia and
support from Pakistani extremist sects, has funneled young Afghan refugees
through a network of radical madrasas inside Pakistan preaching obligatory
Holy War, to be followed by covert military training in ISI-managed military
camps, and subsequent movement to a fighting front, jihad, in Afghanistan.
A roughly equal number of Pakistan Pashtuns in poverty-stricken, uneducated
families on the Pakistan side of the border continue today to make that same
journey under the banner of ISI-created Pakistani religious paramilitary
forces—Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jaish-i-Mohammed, Harakat ul-Mujahidin—all on
the US government’s Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) list.

As indicated in this book, nearly the entire propaganda production platform
for the Taliban’s information campaign carried out inside Afghanistan is
located in Pakistan and overseen by ISI: the magazines A/ Somood, In Fight,
Shabamat, Elhan, Murchal; the monthly pamphlet Srak; and media studios
and video production facilities of Alemarab, al Hijirat, and Mana-ul Jihad.
Afghan Taliban media spokesmen inside Pakistan provide a Taliban interpreta-
tion of events and news releases about developments in the Afghan war to
international as well as to local journalists. The media output of other radical
Afghan insurgent groups operating from Pakistan—the anti-American fire-
brand Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and the brutal Hagqani Network—are also dis-
seminated into Afghanistan and internationally from Pakistan, in most cases
from the Peshawar region where their leaderships live and freely operate.

When I served as American Special Envoy to Afghanistan (1989-92),
Hekmatyar regularly attacked the United States, equating it with the Soviet
Union, in his official newspaper, Shahadat. Shahadat routinely lashed out at
me as well for being “an uninvited guest with cheekiness, stubbornness,” and
“implementing a satanic plan.” Today, Hekmatyar’s media empire inside
Pakistan is considerably larger. In addition to Shahadat, it boasts three maga-
zines, a second newspaper, a website, Twitter and Facebook online operations,
and an official spokesman. Hekmatyar and the Taliban insurgent media outlets
are in close touch with extremist Pakistani and Arab publications, including
those operated by al-Qaeda and al-Qaeda affiliates, sharing and disseminating
propaganda videos and printed materials with each other across Eurasia.

As is thoroughly documented in the pages of this unique book, the ISI-
supported Afghan Taliban, Haqqani Network, and HIG informational cam-
paigns mounted from Pakistan have proven far superior in quality, quantity,
and effectiveness to those organized by the American Coalition and the
Afghan government. In sum (and expanded on later), “the US military and the
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Afghan government have continually failed to offer a credible narrative and
stories that resonate with the Afghan people. The Taliban, on the other hand,
have crafted a strong, simple, and culturally relevant IO (Information
Operations) campaign to energize, coerce, and control the Afghan populace.”

Over the past nearly four decades, since the 1979 Soviet invasion, the
Pakistan-fueled Afghan insurgency inside Afghanistan has transited through
different military propaganda phases. Fluctuating information messaging has
been closely aligned with adjustments in military operations and vice versa. As
is well-documented in Taliban Narratives, the propaganda themes remained
basically the same during the Soviet occupation (1979-89) and the post-9/11
American intervention in Afghanistan (October 2001-present). Taliban
information operations aimed at mobilizing popular support behind the
insurgency, motivating and recruiting fighters, have highlighted:

e The Muslim Brotherhood, Qutbist mandate making it obligatory on every
Muslim to conduct violent jihad to defend Islam (the radical Islamist so-
called sixth pillar of Islam);

o The call to emulate past Afghan defeats of foreign invaders, with a special
accent on ethnic Pashtun historiography, traditions, values, and mythology
toward that end;

o Afghan and Pashtun nationalism;

o Foreign sponsorship of an abusive, corrupt Afghan puppet government;

e Warnings to Afghans working in or supportive of the Afghan government
and foreign occupiers.

The Mujahidin propaganda campaign during the anti-Soviet war changed
along with military objectives when it became clear in ecarly 1988 that the
Soviets were leaving Afghanistan. ISI began preparations to install its favorite
extremist, Hekmatyar, in Kabul. It shifted the great bulk of financial, propa-
ganda assets, and CIA weapons supplies to Hekmatyar. Simultaneously, it
drastically reduced support to major non-extremist Afghan commanders
Ahmed Shah Masood, Abdul Haq, Haji Latif, and Ismael Khan. Together,
moderate Afghan Mujahidin had inflicted the majority of casualties on Soviet
forces during the anti-Soviet jihad. The Soviet departure led ISI to pivot from
a defensive to an offensive posture to eliminate or degrade the moderates. On
9 July 1989, a Hekmatyar commander murdered thirty of Masood’s sub-
commanders in northern Afghanistan. Hekmatyar’s radio station in Pakistan
blamed Masood. ISI maneuvering disrupted American efforts to investigate
the massacre. A month later, Haji Latif, a prominent tribal moderate who had
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been feuding with Hekmatyar, was poisoned near his base in southern
Afghanistan. Many believed that Hekmatyar killed the renowned commander.
ISI funds for moderate Mujahidin information operations dried up. ISI cut
off support to Ismael Khan and Abdul Hagq.

From Pakistan, Hekmatyar’s media promoted him as the top leader of the
Mujahidin drive to topple the Najib regime which the Soviets had left behind
in Kabul. This did not stop Masood from capturing Kabul in 1992 before
Hekmatyar’s forces could get there. ISI assisted Hekmatyar in bombarding the
city, killing thousands. In 1995, Pakistan switched its support from
Hekmatyar to the Taliban as the most promising Afghan extremist vehicle to
expel Masood from Kabul. By this time, an Afghan Muslim versus Afghan
Muslim civil war had replaced the jihad against a foreign invader. The ideo-
logical solidarity that had unified the Mujahidin during the jihad was fast
dissipating, resulting in a battlefield stalemate.

To gain the initiative and in an unusual departure from the Taliban’s radical
Islamist messaging, Taliban propaganda featured the “return” of the secular
and moderate ex-Pashtun king, Zahir Shah, then residing in Rome. Zahir
Shal’s popularity throughout most of the Pashtun tribal belt in the south and
cast gave impetus to Taliban military progress against Masood’s Mujahidin
forces in control of Kabul. Taliban formations carried aloof huge portraits of
Zahir Shah as they marched through Pashtun provinces on the way to the
capital. After Pakistani-assisted Taliban assaults forced Masood to abandon
Kabul on 26 September 1996, the Taliban’s propaganda associating the
Taliban with Zahir Shah quickly disappeared, replaced by a stream of religious
fatwas establishing the rigid new Taliban order based on a strict, Wahhabi
version of Qur’anic law. In early 1997, the Pakistani foreign minister nimbly
compared the Taliban’s advent to the 1789 French Revolution and announced
Pakistan’s diplomatic recognition of Mullah Omar’s Afghan emirate.

In the wake of the disastrous second Anglo-Afghan war (1879-81),
Britain’s commander, Field Marshal Frederick Roberts, had suggested that, in
the future, the British should seck out internal Afghan allies rather than uni-
laterally attempting again to invade the country:

o I feel sure I am right when I say that the less the Afghans see of us, the less
they will dislike us.

o Should the Russians attempt to conquer Afghanistan, we should have a bet-
ter chance of attaching the Afghans to our interests if we avoid all interfer-
ence with them.
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A century later, Soviet commanders in Afghanistan would encounter a
similar Afghan religious—patriotic uprising reminiscent of the Roman writer
Virgil's comment in the Aeneid: “Their rage supplies them with weapons.”
During the Soviet occupation, American Cold War strategists did not need to
coordinate arms supplies to the Mujahidin with an informational PSYOP
campaign. Afghan fury required no American encouragement. As with the
covert weapons supplies to IS, the Pakistanis ran the propaganda war, build-
ing up the al-Qaeda-connected radical Mujahidin groups, particularly
Hekmatyar, at the expense of Mujahidin moderates. Washington lost interest
in Afghanistan during the mid-1990s following the late 1991 collapse of the
Soviet Union.

That left Pakistan with a free hand to shape an extremist sequel to the
Afghan war in the form of the Taliban, while keeping outsiders duped or at
bay about Islamabad’s intentions. US policy-makers ignored warnings from
some scholars and diplomats that “Arab terrorist organizations ... could shift
their bases to Afghanistan” (Tomsen, The Wars of Afghanistan, p. 323).
Outsourcing America’s Afghan policy to Pakistan backfired. Afghanistan
became a launching pad for al-Qaeda attacks on the US, first targeting two
American embassies in Africa (1998), then against the warship USS Cole off
the Yemeni coast (2000), and again on 9/11 directly against the American
homeland.

The post-9/11 American military intervention in Afghanistan in October
2001 drove the Taliban and Osama bin Laden’s Arab forces back to the
Pakistani base areas from which they had emerged after the Soviet withdrawal.
As widely accepted in hindsight today, the Pakistani commitment to cooper-
ate in the struggle against al-Qacda, the Taliban, and Islamist terrorism proved
duplicitous. ISI revamped the Taliban. It reorganized three jihadist fronts on
the Pakistan side of the Afghan—Pakistani border: Mullah Omar’s Afghan
Taliban above Quetta in the west, the Hagqani Network in the center, and
Hekmatyar’s HIG on the western flank. The insurgency’s ultimate goal was to
outlast the American will to conduct the war. A retired ISI director general
predicted that the US would be gone in five years. A group of Pakistani gener-
als decided in a private meeting that it would take ten. The US withdrew its
combat forces after twelve years of inconclusive guerrilla warfare planned and
supplied from Pakistani safe havens. A large-scale sophisticated Taliban propa-
ganda campaign emanating from Pakistan, detailed at length in Za/iban
Narratives, reinforced the insurgency’s gradual expansion to most other
regions of the country.
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As of mid-2016, some 13,000 American-led Coalition troops are training
and assisting the Afghan army and air force and conducting counter-terrorism
operations. The Soviet military in the 1980s had only sporadically conducted
cross-border air raids into Pakistan. The US adopted a more forward posture,
hitting Taliban targets across the border in Pakistan, launching hundreds of
drone strikes inside Pakistan’s tribal arcas, with the silent compliance of
Pakistan’s military. A drone strike on 21 May 2016 killed Taliban leader
Mullah Mansour, traveling by car in Pakistan’s western Baluchistan province,
undertaken without Pakistani clearance. US Special Forces raids have also
periodically covertly penetrated Pakistani territory, including the 2 May 2011
killing of Osama bin Laden, also undertaken without notification to Pakistan.

There is much to be pessimistic about when looking at the situation in
Afghanistan today. The Taliban have yet to take over a city and hold it, but
the movement has expanded into many rural areas, especially in the Pashtun
belt adjoining Pakistan and near Kabul. Haqqani Network suicide bomb-
ings rock Afghanistan’s capital. The Islamic State is establishing small foot-
holds in the east and north-west. It attempts to create more bases across the
Amu Darya in Central Asia. Iran and China oppose the continuing US
presence in Afghanistan, as does the Taliban’s patron, Pakistan. The Afghan
National Unity Government in Kabul is corrupt and inept. Ashraf Ghani is
more concerned about keeping American pressure for reforms at arm’s
length than governing well. The Ghani government’s poor image among
Afghans reduces its potential to become an effective partner in the critical
motivational contest for the Afghan mind. Another Vietnam policy failure
is not out of the question.

On the positive side of the ledger, American and Coalition combat forces
have been withdrawn. The Taliban message to end the American occupation
is less credible. The conflict is now primarily an Afghan war: Afghan extrem-
ists based in Pakistan versus the anti-extremist government in Kabul. The
Taliban are divided vertically and horizontally, tarnished with being the
Pakistani proxy that they are. Soviet ally Najib skillfully divided the Mujahidin
for three years after the Soviet departure had weakened the unifying call to
jihad. It was the conclusion of the US-Soviet negative symmetry agreement
depriving Najib of Soviet arms, not Mujahidin military pressure, that eventu-
ally precipitated his regime’s collapse in 1992. The US-led Coalition has
apparently recognized that Afghanistan is just one theatre in the ongoing
struggle across Asia and the Middle East against Islamist terrorism. It is likely
to remain committed to a non-extremist outcome in Afghanistan.
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Pakistani sponsorship of the Taliban is clearer than ever after the killing of
Taliban leader Mullah Mansour. Rumors that the ISI murdered Mullah Omar
and suppressed news about Omar’s demise for two years after his death had
already stoked angry resentment in some Taliban ranks. The ISI’s dominant
role in choosing first Mansour, then Haibatullah, to be the next Taliban emir,
not to mention selecting their deputies, will likely heighten Taliban annoy-
ance about Pakistan’s interference in Taliban leadership politics.

Inside Afghanistan, the Taliban record in ruling Afghanistan (1996-2001)
has left a bitter legacy among most Afghans, especially the non-Pashtun
minorities who make up a majority of the population. Should the Taliban
again overrun Kabul, the Northern Alliance of mainly Tajik, Uzbek, and
Hazara forces will fiercely resist Taliban expansion north of the Hindu Kush.
Backing from Russia, Iran, and India would assist their capability to prevent a
Taliban conquest of Afghanistan.

The most important challenges that the US, its Coalition, and Afghan
partners must overcome are conveying a persuasive message to the Afghan
population to buttress their military strategy; countering Taliban propaganda;
and harvesting the many opportunities available to exploit Taliban and
Pakistani vulnerabilities. Ta/iban Narratives methodically chronicles how and
why the Taliban have to date “won the information war against the US coali-
tion and the Afghan government”—or, paraphrasing Napoleon’s dictum, the
battle for the Afghan mind. This sobering predicament confronted me during
22012 military briefing on Afghanistan at a military base in the US. T asked a
military officer why the traditional “strategic communications” topic had been
dropped from the agenda. “Because it failed,” he replied. His answer stunned
me. The Coalition’s eleven-year information effort, as depicted in Professor
Johnson’s book, just “did not work.”

A fulsome description and assessment of what went wrong with the US
attempt to win the hearts and minds of Afghans follows here in the pages of
Taliban Narratives. Its conclusions and recommendations are based on field-
work inside Afghanistan over a seven-year period by Professor Johnson and
his two colleagues. They interviewed hundreds of Afghans and compiled
thousands of documents, videos, and other originally-sourced materials. This
book’s incisive analysis of Taliban and Pakistani vulnerabilities will prove
invaluable in informing a future, more successful US strategy to counter the
radical Islamist message, and not only in Afghanistan; for the ideological—
military struggle between the majority moderate Afghan Muslims and the
radical Islamist brand espoused by the Taliban and its offshoots will continue
for decades in the Islamic world.
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In mid-September 2001, I was asked by the Office of the Secretary of Defense
(OSD) to assist in the formulation of the United States’ initial “Information
Operations” (IO) campaign in preparation for the US invasion of
Afghanistan. The stated policy aim of this invasion was initially to pursue and
destroy al-Qaceda, the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks on the United States.
This initial goal would change significantly over the course of the war in
Afghanistan to a primary focus on the destruction of the Taliban as well as
nation-building. For three weeks I feverishly researched and worked on nar-
ratives that I believed would help tell the “story” of why the US military was
attacking al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan. I was especially interested
in the formulation of narratives and stories that I believed would resonate
with the Afghan people in a nuanced way.

I had first traveled to Afghanistan in the mid-1980s during the Soviet occu-
pation, and over the course of years I had the pleasure of visiting and meeting
many Afghans, both rural and urban, during my numerous trips to the coun-
try. Having studied and written on Afghanistan for nearly two decades, I felt
I had a fairly sophisticated knowledge of the country and its people. Yet, not
expertly knowing their languages hindered my deep structural understanding
of certain aspects of the country, cultures, and peoples. Nevertheless, I
immersed myself in data and Information Operation’s ideas that I believed
could be used effectively during our coming invasion of Afghanistan.

I was startled by the frazzled and hectic pace I found in OSD in preparation
for our coming operations in Afghanistan. From endless meetings to running
into numerous expatriate Afghans I had known for years walking and cam-
paigning in the halls of the Pentagon, I was nearly overwhelmed by the sheer
volume and variety of opinions expressed concerning the “best” way to explain
our forthcoming actions to the Afghan people.
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I was also unprepared for the lack of detailed and nuanced, substantive
knowledge among military leaders and OSD personnel concerning the coun-
try and people which the US was about to attack. It was very evident that
since the US had ended its considerable support of the Afghan Mujahidin and
their anti-Soviet jihad (the largest intelligence covert program in US history)
and our goal of “bleeding” the Soviets a decade earlier, our government had
lost most of its legacy of information on Afghanistan. Moreover, the eventual
withdrawal of Afghan support by both “superpowers” created a power vacuum
that the Pakistan military had tried to exploit by using their Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) directive to sponsor the Mujahidin’s attempt to overthrow
the post-Soviet Afghan government. From the relative importance of the
Pashtun community in the governance of the country, to the biases of the
Kabuli Afghan elite to the explicit make-up of the Northern Alliance, I was
taken aback by the lack of up-to-date, relevant data on Afghanistan within
OSD as well as with the military leadership. While I found more sophisticated
knowledge concerning Afghanistan within the intelligence community mem-
bers with whom I interacted, I also found their knowledge of the country
lacking in important aspects, especially considering the immense Afghan
knowledge I had witnessed in this community a decade eatlier. I found myself
agreeing with the many critics who argued that after the Soviets withdrew in
defeat from Afghanistan in January 1989, the US basically abandoned and
forgot about the country. And this had a significant impact on how the US
approached their initial Afghan information campaign.

As the date for the US invasion neared, I had flag officers and senior civil
servants standing over my shoulder as I prepared PowerPoint slides of possible
information leaflets and word documents for possible broadcasts through EC
130E Commando Solo (at the time the US military’s only airborne psychologi-
cal and information operations mission platform). It is actually interesting to
note that while working on this initial Afghan information campaign, I was
told that the initial air operations against al-Qaeda and the Taliban were sup-
posed to commence on Wednesday 3 October 2001. However, because the
initial IO leaflets and Commando Solo broadcasts had not been fully produced
and vetted, the start of the war was delayed until Sunday 7 October 2001.

I spent the majority of my time developing messages and narratives aimed
at the Afghan Pashtun population. While the Taliban at this time were almost
exclusively Pashtun, I believed that the key to our information efforts should
be directed at winning the trust and confidence of the Pashtuns, especially
those rural Pashtuns I expected would eventually be central to our campaign
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against al-Qaeda and the Taliban. In my opinion, the key to a successful
Afghan IO campaign was to separate the rural Pashtun population from the
Taliban and their draconian policies. Indeed, I believed that the best way to
defeat al-Qaeda as well as the Taliban was to make them “irrelevant” to the
Afghan villager.

From my perspective, the Taliban represented a political bastardization of
traditional Pashtun village life. While the 7a/ib (“secker of knowledge, or
student” in Arabic) has been an important fixture in society ever since Islam
was introduced in the seventh century to the area of present-day Afghanistan,
they had never been a formal political entity. For centuries Talibs traveled the
countryside as ascetics, often living off the land and tithings from Afghan
villagers, in search of religious “truth.” The Taliban (plural of Talib) would
later become an extremely important part of the Afghan social fabric, run-
ning religious schools (madrasas), mosques, shrines, and various religious and
social services, and serving as Mujahidin when necessary, but the Taliban had
never represented an explicit Afghan political movement until 1994.
Moreover, the vast majority of the Taliban foot soldiers had lived most, if not
all their lives in refugee camps in Pakistan. Many had never spent time in an
Afghan village and were not familiar with many of the key aspects of rural
Afghan village politics and culture, including Pashtunwali (literally the “way
of the Pashtun”: the unwritten rules that drive and significantly influence a
Pashtun’s life, honor, and conflict resolution, especially in rural Afghanistan).
The violence of the Afghan civil war after the superpowers left Afghanistan, and
the criminality of supposed Mujahidin turned warlords who raped, plundered,
and extracted from the war-weary Afghan population between 1992 and1994,
resulted in the political formulation of the Taliban, which was not only a reac-
tion to the criminal warlords, but also represented a reactionary Deobandi (a
revivalist movement within Sunni, primarily Hanafi) Islamist movement. Many
of the early Taliban leaders and soldiers had fought the Soviets in the Yunas
Khalis’ Hezb-e-Islami (“Party of Islam”) party (HIK) or Harakat-i-Inqilab-i-
Islami (Islamic Revolution Movement) led by Mohammad Nabi Mohammadi.

Due to their combination of fundamentalist Deobandi Islam and
Pashtunwali, although many of the Taliban’s domestic policies were often
based on local customs in the guise of religion, not all Taliban policies were
locally based. The Taliban’s hostility to orchestrated music and Sufism, for
example, was in stark contrast to rural Afghan cultural norms and practices.
The Taliban also strictly segregated the sexes (known as purdah). While this
is an established practice throughout much of rural (particularly Pashtun)
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Afghanistan, Afghan urbanites, especially Kabulis, were extremely concerned
when the Taliban attempted to push the practice onto the whole country.

According to Islamic scholars and legal experts, most of the Taliban, even
senior leaders and clerics, lacked even basic understanding of Arabic and
Shar’iah law; therefore, the Taliban’s legal code did not adhere to the Islamic
legal system that many other Islamic governments practiced. Sdill, in
Afghanistan religion had always been an important contributor to political
and social decisions, which is why many Afghans embraced the religiously
guided Taliban when they first surfaced to fight the corrupt and greedy war-
lords. I suspected that the eventual Taliban messages and IO would be heavily
focused on their religious beliefs and tenets, but I also realized that the US
would gain no credibility by trying to respond to their Islamist messaging. I
therefore argued with many involved in our Afghan information campaign
that we would have to cede such messaging and IO to our eventual Afghan
partners. Of course, the Afghan government never seriously did this during
the years to come.

By 2001, while the Taliban were relatively successful in pushing their stated
policies onto Afghans, they were never successful in creating jobs, creating or
maintaining infrastructure, or establishing meaningful ties with the interna-
tional community. This inability to bring prosperity and hope to the nation,
their draconian policies toward women, along with banning traditional
Pashtun pastimes (like music, movies, kite flying, the keeping of pigeons, etc.)
caused a significant erosion of Afghan support. In light of this, I attempted to
develop narratives that played on these facts.

For example, the first leaflet I developed was aimed at the rural Pashtun
community (Figure 1.1). It consisted of a picture I found on the Revolutionary
Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) website that depicted a
Taliban member of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the
Prevention of Vice, or “religious police,” who patrolled the urban and some
rural areas enforcing Taliban dress codes and other religious, cultural, and
moral “edicts,” beating a woman with a car antenna for wearing a burka that
revealed the woman’s ankles. In the forefront of the picture was a young child
viewing the beating with fright in his eyes. Under this disturbing picture I
wrote a caption that read: “Is this the future you want for your women and
children?” On the reverse side of the leaflet was a picture of al-Qaeda mem-
bers with the caption: “Drive out foreign terrorists.”” Here I wanted to play on
the relatively xenophobic nature of many Afghans® and to suggest that the US
war was aimed at foreign terrorists rather than the Afghan people.
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An Afghan man’s honor and pride (zang) is intimately tied to how the
women of his family are viewed and treated. It is basically unimaginable for an
individual outside the immediate Pashtun family to touch a woman, much less
hit or beat her, especially in public. This would be in direct and enormous
violation of a Pashtun’s honor and esteem (ghariat), the most important per-
sonal values of a Pashtun, and would demand an immediate act of revenge
(badal) to regain that honor. This was exactly the reaction I was attempting to
engender by this IO leaflet, as well as other IO messages I produced.

I developed this leaflet to be used explicitly in Pashtun areas of Afghanistan,
but I also believed that the message would resonate with other Afghan popula-
tions. A few weceks after the war commenced, the leaflet was reproduced on the
front page of the Washington Times, where it was presented as the first leaflet
dropped into Afghanistan by the US forces.* To my frustration, in the caption
that I had carefully crafted to head the leaflet in both Pashto and Dari, the Dari
was presented above the Pashto text. While this might seem inconsequential,
my response was that to present the Dari translation over the Pashto on the
leaflet and then drop it into Pashtun areas was a significant faux pas.
“Pashtunwali presents an ethnic self-portrait of the Pashtuns according to
which the Pashtuns are distinct from other ethnic groups not only due to their
language, history and culture, but also due to their behaviour.” Pashtuns take
their Pashto language very seriously, and presenting it in a way that appeared to
make Pashto “subservient” to Dari was a major blunder. Indeed, presenting a
Dari translation on the leaflet, in and of itself, was a major mistake in my view.
The leaflet was explicitly developed to be used in rural, predominantly Pashtun
areas of eastern and southern Afghanistan. While possibly relevant, I never felt
it would be a successful messaging instrument in non-Pashtun areas.

Many have questioned the utility of using leaflets at all in Afghanistan,
because of the high illiteracy rates. I was well aware that the literacy rates for
the rural Pashtun in the areas I expected the leaflet to be dropped—eastern
and southern Afghanistan—was low (5 to 10 per cent), but I expected those
literate members of a particular Pashtun village to read it to other community
members. This is very similar to how shabnamah or “night letters” as well as
other types of written information have been delivered to Pashtun communi-
ties in these areas for generations. Moreover, I wanted to produce leaflets that
could tell a “story” through their visual presentation alone. I believed this
leaflet accomplished that goal.

In Fall 2002, I met with a Special Forces ODA team sergeant who had been
deployed to southern Afghanistan and we talked about my experience work-
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Figure 1.1: Leaflet designed by the author®
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ing on IO products; he presented me with the actual leaflet that I had
designed and was dropped into the country. To my amazement, he claimed
that he had personally witnessed Taliban members scooping up the leaflet
soon after it was dropped from US aircraft and burning it. I viewed this as an
indirect metric that the message I was attempting to send via the leaflet and
its narrative was a success. If the Taliban were committed to destroying it, I
assumed that it was sending a message which they did not want heard in the
Pashtun villages.”

My experiences working in OSD on Afghan messaging and narratives
heightened my interest in the role of messaging and propaganda generally in
Afghanistan. They were also the initial impetus for this book. Over the next
few years I gathered responses from numerous students at the Naval
Postgraduate School where I teach: when they returned from Afghan deploy-
ments they had interesting information and stories to tell, not only about US
messaging but also about the Taliban’s use of a variety of tools and instruments
to influence the thinking and emotions of the Afghan rural population.

Purely on the mechanical or process side of Information Operations, I was
told of the significant confusion between 10, Psychological Operations
(PSYOP), and Military Information Support Operations (MISO). In the US
military, the role of an Information Operations team is to “integrate, synchro-
nize, employ, and assess a wide variety of information-related capabilities.”
Thus, IO’s function is coordinating and facilitating, not doing; unfortunately,
throughout the US government, this is a confused topic (there are numerous
examples of secretaries of defense, general officers, commanders, and other key
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personnel routinely using the terms IO, PSYOP, MISO interchangeably). This
confusion and misunderstanding of roles impacts on mission effectiveness,
particularly that of PSYOP/MISO.’

The basic and significant issue becomes unity of messaging and effort. The
Taliban do not separate messaging functions: their influence operations/
propaganda/strategic messengers, as will be seen below, are often the same
people, but this is not necessarily the norm. The US military (and more fre-
quently the Taliban) separate those functions into specialties, and the IO
officer’s job is to coordinate and synchronize those efforts along with the other
capabilities under IO. This sounds good in theory, but it is extremely compli-
cated in practice. Every US Brigade Combat Team (BCT), and the echelon
above, have information cfforts: they are independently planned and run by
cach individual unit’s IO officer/team; therefore by default the efforts are not
synchronized. This is not the case with most Taliban messaging, which is
highly coordinated in relative terms. For example, Taliban mullahs regularly
coordinate their #hutba (Friday sermons) in Loya Kandahar.'® Further confus-
ing the issue is that capabilities under IO, specifically MISO, require very high
levels of mission/messaging approval. MISO/PSYOP personnel are trained
in this approval process, and US military personnel are also trained to conduct
MISO missions. IO officers are not trained to do cither, because they are not
supposed to be involved; but that does not stop commanders from attempting
to task IO officers with messaging, and it does not stop some IO officers from
attempting to message. These IO officers might know the target audience’s
culture and behavioral patterns very well and might create a product that
effectively influences behavior; but there is no way for DOD to know that,
because the IO officer is not trained to do any of this.

The culmination of this confusion is in DOD officers’ training and under-
standing of influence activities. The vast majority of DOD personnel, even the
highest ranking, receive little to no training on the different roles and respon-
sibilities of IO and PSYOP/MISO. Many times, commanders just hear an IO
officer say, “Yes, sir/ma’am, we can message this now;” and the PSYOP officer
says “Well, sir/ma’am, we need to get authority; ensure that this message does
not conflict with other messaging in the area, and is approved.” Commanders
do not necessarily understand the process; they just understand that their
mission is not occurring as they want it to. The Department of the Army is
now including some additional IO/PSYOP training at the CGSC in Fort
Leavenworth, but this is just one component—and the other components
receive even less training."!
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How are military commanders supposed to use weapons/tools correctly if
they are not trained in them, if they do not understand the artifacts’ roles, and
they are routinely mislabeled? As suggested above, and will be elaborated in the
further chapters of this book, the Taliban, as well as other Afghan insurgents,
for the most part do not face these process or organizational problems. As we
shall see, while some Taliban information operations or propaganda are highly
centralized and controlled by explicit Taliban organizations, much of this
information is decentralized to local commanders and is highly dispersed.

I have also interacted with Naval Postgraduate School students holding
explicit and valuable information concerning the Taliban’s information cam-
paign. In 2005 one of my students while deployed in Afghanistan had com-
piled a sizeable collection of Taliban night letters or shabnamah. For decades
the Taliban and the anti-Soviet Mujahidin before them had used this messag-
ing instrument to instruct and threaten Afghan villagers. I immediately
started to collect Taliban night letters through field research and other means
and to analyze their explicit messages and narratives. Chapter 5 presents a
discussion of the importance of Taliban night letters and an examination of
some of the narratives and stories portrayed. Appendix B (available online at
www.hurstpublishers.com/book/taliban-narratives) presents a summary of
hundreds of night letters across a variety of variables (producer, target audi-
ence, message, ctc.) to help engender further research concerning this long-
tested and frequently-used Afghan messaging technique.

In addition to Afghan field research, I also collected a variety of Taliban
messages and narratives while I served in 2009 as a Senior Political and
Counterinsurgency Advisor to General Jonathan Vance, Commander of
Canadian Forces in Afghanistan (now Canadian Army Chief of Staff).
During this time I collected Taliban taranas (poetic chants), poetry, DVDs,
periodicals, and text messages. I later gathered data on Taliban messaging
through Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. Much of this data will be discussed
in the chapters that follow.

My introduction to faranas was especially interesting. In Fall 2008, I was
interviewing Taliban and Kandahari tribal elders in a hotel in downtown
Kandahar. During a break in one of my sessions, I visited the small hotel lobby
and witnessed people “blue-toothing” information between cell phones. On
further enquiry, I was informed that people were sending Taliban
chants/“music” to cach other’s cell phones. I later found out that this was a
regular exercise in southern Afghanistan (Loya Kandahar), but to my surprise

I found no NATO/ISAF or US military personnel who had any idea or
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knowledge of this practice! In fact, I found that the US and its allies were
totally ignorant of this Taliban messaging technique. I asked numerous US
and Allied PSYOP and IO officers and found that no one had even heard of
Taliban zaranas. Chapter 7 offers an analysis of selected Taliban examples.

The majority of the research presented in this book was conducted over the
years 2004-11. During most of these years I conducted considerable field
research in eastern and southern Afghanistan, focusing on Taliban messaging.
While some might argue that the data and analyses presented in this book are
dated, I would vigorously argue that Taliban messaging has not changed sig-
nificantly over the intervening years and that the findings presented here are
still valid and have important implications for US and Kabul policies.

Many of the findings from these research field trips mentioned above will
be elaborated in the chapters below, but a number of these findings need to be
described in more detail to help present a context for what is to follow."

A central thesis of this book is that information operations and their related
stories and narratives should ultimately drive both an insurgent’s and counter-
insurgent’s operations and policies. While data gathered and interviews con-
ducted during my research trips clearly suggested that this was the case for the
Taliban, we found that this was not true for the United States, the Afghan
government (GIRoA, Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan)
or their NATO/ISAF allies. We found that US IO and PSYOP messages were
generally too broad and not focused on Afghan cultural nuances, such as
Pashtunwali. In contrast, the Taliban’s messages are precise, focused and local-
ized, recognizing political and social cleavages in Afghanistan. There is no
question that Afghan local politics and the local disposition of the people in
the area are very important and that the Taliban play on these dynamics in
their messaging.

The Taliban claim patience among their attributes, and impatience among
the NATO vanities. They speak of fighting for generations as an honor and a
reward from Allah. In fact, this is a common trope of Taliban stories. This is
an especially troubling dynamic for Kabul and the international forces.
Religious rhetoric is a seemingly important tactical option in the IO campaign
that the US and its allies should not have completely relinquished to the
insurgents (such rhetoric probably represents 90 per cent of the Taliban’s IO
battle space).

Another important IO dynamic that was identified by many Afghans we
interviewed was that the Taliban are effective at influencing civilians simply

due to their daily interaction with people. Mullahs preach about people’s daily
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problems face-to-face and provide an emotional context that resonates with
the rural Afghans. Radio programs and billboards—regular US and Afghan
government IO instruments—can never have the same effect as such a truly
effective whisper campaign. Direct engagement with the population is an
extremely significant factor which obviously plays upon the strong Afghan
tradition of oral history. Additionally, many Taliban fighters are locals, which
of course makes it easier for them to empathize with people because they
know the language and culture, as opposed to the international forces’ dis-
tanced approach. Furthermore, the ability of the Taliban to establish shadow
governments and a semi-permanent presence in some areas also helps promote
their message. The Taliban have been successful at enforcing justice and
Shar’iah law, while highlighting the government’s inability to impose law and
order. The result is that the local populations are increasingly turning to
Taliban courts because they are viewed as more effective and fair when com-
pared to the corrupt official system."

Taliban and insurgent forces have exploited the presence of communication
technologies, such as cell phones and text, photo and video imaging capabili-
ties, to expedite the speed of their message transmission. Insurgent websites,
such as the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (Taliban website) (http://www.
alemarahl.org/english1/) and the joint Hezb-e-Islami (Khalis)-Tora Bora
Military Front (http://toorabora.com/Pokhto/Filmona/konar.34.htm) were
important operating websites during our field research. Each site posted news,
battle reports, interviews, commentaries, and the Tora Bora website had five
video clips posted, including one that showed a rocket strike against an
American CH-47 helicopter in Kunar province. The Tora Bora website also
had a significant portion of warrior poetry posted, which is further evidence
that the Taliban and other militants were utilizing and exploiting cultural
norms to enhance their [O-PSYOP capabilities. This is discussed in detail in
the chapters that follow.

The Taliban websites, which are available in several languages at any given
time,'* have taken on an increased sophistication (visually). This was most
noticeable in the English version of the sites, which now feature colorful ban-
ners and relevant photographs attached to “featured” news reports. The web-
sites are updated several times a day and change URLs frequently to avoid
long-term disruption from Western cyber attacks.

In conclusion, let me suggest that a central assumption and a major finding
of the rescarch reported here is that the Taliban has won the information war
against the US Coalition and the Afghan government. The Taliban’s messag-
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ing, as will be demonstrated below, is concise, to the point, and uses an effec-
tive information discipline that is in tune with the target audiences they wish
to influence. Much of their messaging is also supported and funded by the
Pakistani military, especially the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) directorate.
The US as well as their Kabul allies, on the other hand, have blundered greatly
in their messaging by basically failing to present narratives and stories that
resonate or can be understood by their targeted audiences.

In other words, the United States and its allies have lost the “battle of the
story” in Afghanistan. Despite its conventional and technological superior-
ity, the US military lost the battle for the most valuable terrain of all, the
trust and confidence of the Afghans themselves; much less their “hearts and
minds,” that we never had a chance of winning in the first place. Moreover,
and intimately connected to the Taliban information campaign, the US and
Afghan government have failed to meet the rural Afghan population’s basic
expectations of improving their lives through good governance and effective
security, stabilization, transition, and reconstruction efforts. And this has
proved fatal in a war that turned out to be primarily a Taliban rural insur-
gency wrapped in the narrative of jihad. The Taliban quickly learned how to
wage a sophisticated and effective information campaign against the “cru-
sader” invaders and the Afghan “puppet” regime. This was in stark contrast
with the initial view of the Taliban in 2001 as a bumbling, technologically
backward enemy with few connections with the Afghan people. The Taliban
have proved to have an adept understanding of guerrilla warfare strategy and
tactics in which “the guerrilla fighter is primarily a propagandist, an agitator,
a disseminator of the revolutionary idea, who uses the struggle itself as an
instrument of agitation.”"

While primarily assessing the messaging, delivery means, and central nar-
ratives and stories of Afghan insurgents, especially the Taliban and Hezb-e-
Islami Gulbuddin Hekmatyar (HIG), this book also assesses US PSYOP and
IO operations and compares them to the Taliban’s campaign. In my briefs to
senior officials responsible for US information and PSYOP operations over
the last fifteen years, I have suggested that we include in our messaging allu-
sions to Afghan poetry, folktales, legends, and oral traditions—essentially the
kind of sources that the Taliban use in their information operations—but I
was basically or at least implicitly told that this was “too hard.” Such a response
and position, I believe, is one of the central reasons why our efforts were
unsuccessful in Afghanistan. We ultimately proved too “lazy” to develop
Afghan-resonating stories and narratives that could have complemented our
operations and policies in the country.



PREFACE

Finally, let me suggest that many of the analyses presented in this book are
extremely relevant to information operations that could be conducted against
the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), who have adopted a sophisticated
information campaign. There is no doubt that the Islamic State militants pro-
duce an abundance of highly professional, crafted propaganda in the form of
narratives that advertise not only the unforgiving brutality of their operations
but also the promise of an “idyllic, pure Muslim life” in areas under its control.
They have become masters at producing and disseminating videos, photos,
music, messages on social media, electronic magazines, and newspapers to a
civilian population living in every Islamic State-held territory. The importance
of their messaging is clearly evidenced when the Washington Post reports that
“senior media operatives [of ISIS] are treated as ‘emirs’ of equal rank to their
military counterparts. They are directly involved in decisions on strategy and
territory. They preside over hundreds of videographers, producers and editors
who form a privileged, professional class with status, salaries and living
arrangements that are the envy of ordinary fighters.” The development of
counter-narratives is critical to defeating ISIS, and this book suggests some of
the ways in which this could be achieved.

In the Acknowledgments section, I name scores of people who have made
this book possible; I alone, however, am responsible for any errors in fact or
judgment.

XXXVi



INTRODUCTION

“Wars today cannot be won without media. Media aims at the heart rather than the
body, [and] if the heart is defeated, the battle is won.”

Alemarah or the Voice of Jibad ('Taliban official website),
editor Abdul Satar Maiwandi'

“The Muslim community is a subtle world we don’t fully—and don’t always attempt
to—understand. Only through a shared appreciation of the people’s culture, needs,
and hopes for the future can we hope ourselves to supplant the extremist narrative. We
cannot capture hearts and minds. We must engage them; we must listen to them, one
heart and one mind at a time—over time.”

US Navy Admiral, Michael G. Mullen, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 20092

“When I took a decision or adopted an alternative, it was after studying every rele-
vant—and many an irrelevant—factor. Geography, tribal structure, religion, social
customs, language, appetites, standards—all were at my finger-ends. The enemy I knew
almost like my own side.”

T. E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia)?

“The medium is the message.”
Marshall McLuhan*

Throughout the history of warfare, armed groups have organized, recruited,
and extended the duration of conflict by tapping into a myriad of socio-eco-
nomic grievances, ethno-cultural values, customs, and tropes to help unify
their ranks and cultivate powerful doctrines able to withstand opposing
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efforts to break warrior morale and spirit. The conscious and sometimes sub-
conscious effort by armed groups to create and maintain this arsenal of cul-
tural ammunition, referred to here as “narratives,” plays an essential part in
combat, directly influencing the level of morale, espriz de corps, and honor
among warriors. The trend of implementing narratives to tap into reservoirs
of culture and manpower, especially among contemporary rural-based insur-
gencies as seen in Iraq, Syria, Burma, and Afghanistan, has largely been mis-
understood and under-analyzed.

The primary purpose of this book is to assess the information operations
and associated narratives and stories of Afghan insurgents: especially the
Taliban and to a lesser extent Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin Hekmatyar (HIG),
two distinct Afghan insurgent/jihadist organizations.” A secondary, but more
implicit research goal is to suggest why the Taliban have been so much more
efficient and effective in presenting messages that resonate with the Afghan
population than have the United States, the Afghan government, and their
allies. Chapter 10 explicitly assesses the information and PSYOP campaigns
of the United States and compares them to those conducted by the Taliban.

Franz Boas, an carly-twentieth-century German cultural anthropologist,
suggested that culture, which is intimately related to a society’s narratives, is
“the system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviours, and artifacts that the
members of society use to cope with their world and with one another, and
that are transmitted from generation to generation through learning.”® This
definition highlights several important concepts that will be central to the
assessment of the stories and narratives of the Taliban:” first, culture is the
shared belief of a self-identified group of people, such as the Taliban; second,
culture has a psychological component as well as material manifestations
(such as produced artifacts); and third, culture is essentially adaptive and is
transmitted through certain processes to others. This operationalization of
culture suggests the importance of artifacts as instruments used to transmit
Taliban worldviews, or to borrow David Edwards’ terminology: the underly-
ing structure of the Taliban’s® “moral systems” as portrayed by narratives.’

A narrative often represents a kind, or series, of “story(ies)” and reflects
foundational beliefs that articulate a group’s views toward the world. As
Turner notes, a “[s]tory is a basic principle of mind. Most of our experience,
our knowledge, and our thinking are organized as stories.”"® This is true for
peaceful citizens as well as violent insurgents and jihadists. There is ample
evidence that such artifacts have an effect on our capacity to recall events, to
motivate our action, to modulate our emotional reactions to events, to cue
certain heuristics and biases, to structure our problem-solving capabilities, and
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ultimately to influence our very identity: the underlying structure of the
Taliban’s “moral systems” referred to above, as portrayed by narratives.!!

Stories are the “frames” of the narrative or moral systems of a culture or
group of people. As well as Turner’s insights,'? there is further abundant litera-
ture on this concept.’? The framing of stories associated with narratives has a
critical importance as to how Taliban messages resonate to greater or lesser
degrees with target audiences.'

To help us understand the gravity of enemy narratives, messages, strategies,
and their methods of implementation, this book will present research and
analysis on the narratives developed and utilized by Afghan insurgent groups.
Throughout the analyses presented, we will actempt to reveal the explicit
“story” of the Afghan insurgent information operation artifacts. To do so, I
spent many years gathering a plethora of insurgent propaganda material,
including statements, shabnamah (night letters), websites, publications,
DVDs and video segments, insurgent “symbols,” and audio files such as insur-
gent-inspired music and poetry of the Taliban and, to a lesser degree, HIG. In
arcas where appropriate, examples of other conflict narratives and stories will
be used to help provide insight into the powerful use of genres like mythology,
lure, music, legends, and poetry in a conflict environment. Efforts have been
made to research, analyze, and recommend particular cultural legends and
myths within an Afghan-centric framework."”

It is important to understand how insurgents in Afghanistan identify them-
selves, putting aside the obvious limitations of studying their self-produced
information materials; it is useful to observe how insurgents attempt to bol-
ster their legitimacy and promote recruitment efforts and community influ-
ence. Uncovering how groups such as the Taliban, a decentralized, primarily
but not exclusively Pashtun, organization whose roots originate in the south-
ern province of Kandahar, recruit and promote themselves becomes critical,
especially as insurgent groups begin to expand and operate in non-traditional
battlefields across Afghanistan.'® Equally important is how such groups can
garner support for activities such as IED-emplacement and explosive acquisi-
tion through similar messaging campaigns.'”

An important goal of this book® is the assessment of narratives, stories,
and associated strategies that the Afghan Taliban have employed to garner
support from the Afghan people. To uncover how Afghan insurgent groups
tap this wellspring of influence, the research presented here will assess how
the Taliban have framed (or “reframed”) their ideology post-2001 and what
this means for their movement, its organizational structure, and its strategic
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imperatives. This has allowed for further investigation into the Taliban’s mes-
sage campaign and discovering the power of the stories repeated by them.
This rescarch basically secks to understand what makes Taliban narratives, as
well as their stories, resonate with their target audience: the Afghan, espe-
cially rural Pashtun, population.

The research presented here also has direct policy relevance to ongoing
conflicts in Syria, Iraq, and other conflict regions, by providing a fresh lens for
analyzing and ultimately countering insurgent/jihadist narratives. By shedding
light on Taliban rhetorical techniques, the research implicitly provides a “style
guide” of sorts for constructing counter-narratives that should “connect” with
target audiences. In assessing Taliban narratives, this rescarch will attempt to
answer several broad questions, including:

1. Do Taliban narratives and stories provide an insight into the conceptual
metaphors and other rhetorical techniques that are common in
Afghanistan?

2. Does an analysis of Taliban narratives reveal some of the major contours of

the Afghan/Taliban (Pashtun) worldview?

Narratives and storvies: some theoretical considerations

It is apt to begin this book on Afghan narratives by addressing the basic ques-
tion of what makes a good narrative. Due to the importance of stories to a
group’s narrative, it is important to understand what makes a good story. Who
better to answer this question than accomplished practitioners of the art of
storytelling? Fortunately, many successful writers have recorded their
thoughts on this matter. Anthony Trollope, the nineteenth-century British
novelist whose autobiography was published posthumously in 1883, argues
that “stories charm us, not simply because they are tragic, but because we feel
that men and women with flesh and blood, creatures with whom we can sym-
pathize, are struggling amidst their woes.”" Stephen King strikes a similar
chord in his book On Writing:

Book-buyers ... want a good story to take with them on the airplane, something that
will first fascinate them, then pull them in and keep them turning the pages. This
happens, I think, when readers recognize the people in a book, their behaviors,
their surroundings, and their talk. When the reader hears strong echoes of his or
her own life and beliefs, he or she is apt to become more invested in the story.?

Catherine Ann Jones, a successful playwright and screenwriter,” offers the
following observation: “Stories written by formulas rarely move us, and con-
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sequently fail. They are too generic, not about specific people. This is why true
stories are so popular. Knowing the story is true, that it really happened to
someone, means it could happen to you.””

Annette Simmons, who specializes in group dynamics in the workplace, has
written a number of books that focus on the goals and proficiencies of inter-
personal communications. In her book Zhe Story Factor™ she persuasively
argues how stories demonstrate authenticity, build emotional connections,
inspire perseverance, and stimulate the imagination. Nestled in the middle of
this book is an absolute gem of a chapter called “The Psychology of Story’s
Influence.” In this chapter Simmons articulates what she calls “the physics of
story.” She argues that stories are particularly powerful tools of persuasion
because they allow you to “tap into your listener’s momentum.” It is a strategy
of pulling instead of pushing; a push strategy “creates another push back.” (In
other words, it creates resistance.) The goal is to get your audience pulling with
you, to create a win—win situation: “Most methods of influence introduce a
power struggle where one—influencer or influence—‘wins” and the other
Toses.” Story has a quality of graciousness that bypasses power struggles.”

A common thread that emerges from the writings of these accomplished
storytellers is this: stories will connect if they are about seemingly real people,
convincing characters with whom the reader can identify. The Taliban, how-
ever, are not writing novels or screenplays; it would be more apt to say that
they are producing propaganda and influence documents. According to Garth
Jowett and Victoria O’Donnell, “Propaganda is the deliberate and systematic
attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to
achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist” In
their book Propaganda and Persuasion, Jowett and O’Donnell propose a “ten-
step plan of propaganda analysis [that] includes™:*

The ideology and purpose of the propaganda campaign.
The context in which the propaganda occurs.
Identification of the propagandist.

The structure of the propaganda organization.

The target audience.

Media utilization techniques.

Special techniques used to maximize effect.

Audience reaction to various techniques.
Counterpropaganda (if present).

© N0 0N AW RPN

Effects and evaluation.

—_
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Many of these variables will be used in our analysis of Taliban narratives
and stories.

Some Taliban messaging artifacts, especially night letters, contain historical
narratives designed to be read aloud to Afghans who cannot read themselves.?®
Therefore, it makes sense to view them, in part, as speeches. In the introduc-
tion to his anthology Lend Me Your Ears: Great Speeches in History, former
White House speechwriter William Safire offers “ten steps to a great speech”
welcome, structure, pulse, occasion/forum, focus, purpose, phrase, quotation,
theme, and delivery. The third step, pulse, is worth further mention.
According to Safire, “A good speech has a beat, a changing rhythm, a sense of
movement that gets the audience tapping its mind’s foot... If there is one tech-
nique that orators down the ages have agreed to use, it’s anaphora, the
repeated beginning”? This raises the possibility of analyzing the Taliban
propaganda—night letters, statements, poems, music—with an eye to catalog-
ing the various rhetorical devices employed. In this vein, this book will exam-
ine Taliban poems, songs/chants, and other types of media.

One common rhetorical device is the use of metaphor. Colorful meta-
phors are often used to embellish the written and spoken word. George
Lakoft and Mark Turner have written extensively about the role of meta-
phor in human cognitive processes. In their classic study entitled Mezaphors
We Live By, they assert: “Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of
which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.”?®
Lakoff and Johnson introduce the useful concept of the “conceptual meta-
phor,” one example being “argument is war.” In other words, the language
we typically use when discussing argumentation is the language we use
when discussing war. Other cultures might have a different conceptual
metaphor for argument:

Imagine a culture where an argument is viewed as a dance, the participants are seen

as performers, and the goal is to perform in a balanced and aesthetically pleasing

way. In such a culture, people would view arguments differently, experience them
differently, carry them out differently, and talk about them differently... Perhaps the
most neutral way of describing this difference between their culture and ours would

be to say that we have a discourse from structured in terms of battle and they have
one structured in terms of dance.”

Understanding the conceptual metaphors used by the Taliban and other
insurgent and jihadist groups can provide a window into their worldview and
can also facilitate replication of their common patterns of thought and dis-
course in a counter-narrative strategy.
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Aristotle’s Rhbetoric is a logical place to turn for further information about

rhetorical techniques. William Casebeer (citing an unpublished research

paper by Thomas Coakley) makes use of concepts from this classic text:

Ethos: these are appeals the speaker makes to the audience to establish credibility.
Essentially, ethos is what a speaker uses—implicitly or explicitly—to ensure that the
audience can trust him or her. An example in advertising is an athlete endorsing an
athletic product. In war, examples include a history of adherence to law of armed
conflict (LOAC) and an assertiveness of willpower.

Pathos: these are appeals the speaker makes to the audience’s emotions. An example
of this would be an advertisement for tires that emphasizes safety by portraying an
infant cradled within the circle of the tire. In war, pathos might be displayed by
showing the “average” guy on the adversary’s side that the US position is better.

Logos: these are appeals to facts. More doctors recommend toothpaste X than any
other brand. In war, there is no greater logic than firepower, but as insurgencies
demonstrated throughout the 20th Century, firepower (logos) alone will not win
wars, and will win very few arguments.*

Casebeer posits seven “narrative strategic principles” as a starting point for

narrative analysis. Aristotle is at the heart of the third principle:

Considerations of ethos, logos and pathos are simplistic. But they are better than
not bothering to evaluate the storyline at all. Relative to a target population, an
“E/L/P analysis” can provide a baseline for predicting and controlling narrative
flow over the course of a conflict.”

Patrick Hogan’s book on The Mind and its Stories presents four

hypotheses:

1.

2.

“Emotive terms are prototype-based in both eliciting conditions and
expressive/actional consequences.”*

“Prototypical narratives—including literary narratives—are generated
largely from prototypes, prominently including the prototype eliciting
conditions for emotions.”?

“Romantic union and social or political power (including material prosper-
ity) are the two predominant prototypes for eliciting conditions of
happiness.”**

“Cross-culturally, there are two prominent structures of literary narrative,
romantic and heroic tragi-comedy, derived respectively from the personal

and social prototypes for happiness.”*

In the seventh chapter of The Mind and its Stories, “The Structure of Stories:

Some General Principles of Plot,” Hogan argues that plots are typically “telic”
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in nature. That is, they “involve a person and a goal.”* They also have a “causal
sequence connecting the agent’s various actions with the achievement or non-
achievement of the goal”

Donald Polkinghorne provides a complementary perspective. In Narrative
Knowing and the Human Sciences, Polkinghorne’s central argument is “that
narrative is a scheme by means of which human beings give meaning to their

experience of temporality and personal actions.”® Polkinghorne suggests:
Narrative meaning functions to give form to the understanding of a purpose to life
and to join everyday actions and events into episodic units. It provides a framework

for understanding the past events of one’s life and for planning future actions. It is the
primary scheme by means of which human existence is rendered meaningful ¥

Narrative and audiences

Ruston defines a “narrative” as:

a system of stories that hang together and provide a coherent view of the world.
People use narratives to understand how their world works. Narratives contain
patterns that fit the data of everyday life (events, people, actions, sequences of
actions, messages, and so on), explaining how events unfold over time and how one
thing causes another.*

It is important to distinguish the terms “narrative” and “messaging.” Simply
put, “narratives” are a system of cognitive standards within which “messages”
are interpreted. For example, American IO Afghan messages make perfect
sense to Americans because they are framed within an American narrative that
reflects American values. In order to message an Afghan audience effectively,
however, messages must be crafted in a way that resonates with Afghans’ own
narratives and stories. This requires an intimate knowledge of the target cul-
ture and norms. The Taliban had and have an inherent advantage over the US
and its allies, because they craft messages on their “home turf” and with
Afghan narratives.

Corman et al. identify two messaging models that were relevant to the
information campaign in Afghanistan. From the time of the Cold War, the
United States has utilized what is known as the “message influence” model. In
this model, one “mind” attempts to influence another “mind” using a series of
messages. The goal of the “transmitting mind” is to make the “receiving mind”
understand the information in the same way as the originator. Failure of the
“receiver” to interpret the message correctly is attributed to noise sources that
cause distortion in the message transmission.*



INTRODUCTION

An important implication of the message influence approach to communi-
cating is that noise can generally be overcome by either minimizing noise or
by repetition of the message until it is perceived “correctly” A major problem
with this model is that “meaning cannot simply be transferred, like a letter
mailed from point A to point B.”#

This notion about message repetition is especially apt for the Taliban infor-
mation campaign. Throughout the chapters that follow, the reader will find
many narratives and stories presented time and time again. The reason for this
repetition bordering at times on monotony is because the Taliban are consist-
ently playing on tropes that most Afghans, but not all Afghans, readily accept;
moreover, they represent mechanisms that correlate with Polkinghorne’s
central argument that stories and narratives represent an attempt to give
meaning and relevance to an Afghan’s life and actions. Stories are always inter-
preted within a persistent structure of norms and beliefs (narratives) that will
affect the ways that stories and messages are interpreted.

There is an abundance of research that suggests that messages and stories
are much more effective when repeated:

Psychological studies have suggested that repetition can have a positive effect on

someone’s reception of and agreement with a persuasive argument. J. T. Cachiappo

and Richard Petty® were two pioneers in this field in the late 1970s and 1980s.

They concluded that low to moderate levels of repetition within a message tend to

create greater agreement with the message, along with greater recall. *

Corman et al’s second model is known as the “pragmatic complexity
model” Rather than focusing on messaging and repetition, this model seeks
to alter the fundamental structure of interpretation (the “narrative”) among
the receivers. In this model, fewer messages are preferred, and actions that
undermine the existing narrative are more important. Rather than repetition,
messages should vary on a central strategic theme and exploit the nuances and
cultural opportunities in the target audience.

Information Operations (10) and PSYOP

This book focuses on the Information Operations (I0) and PSYOP of both
sides in the conflict: both the Taliban and other Afghan insurgents, as well
as the US. Hence, it is useful to introduce a few salient points about IO
and PSYOP.

The critical challenge for IO and PSYOP programs is to persuade a target
audience to engage in a particular behavior that may or may not be culturally
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normative. IO and PSYOP often use persuasion during situations where
“behavior has been modified by symbolic transactions (messages) that are
sometimes, but not always linked with coercive force (indirectly coercive) and
that appeal to the reason and emotions of the person(s) being persuaded.”®
Persuasion attempts to win the “hearts and mind,” or as we prefer the “trust
and confidence,” of the target audience. These programs frequently rely on the
power of verbal and non-verbal symbols and depend heavily on the credibility
of threats and promises made by the communicator.** When individuals are
induced to abandon one set of behaviors and to adopt another, it can be said
they were successfully (or unsuccessfully) persuaded.” This is the definitive
goal of IO and PSYOP.

H. C. Kelman wrote an important article on persuasion which describes
the concept of means control as a situation where the persuader is successful
because of his or her ability to dispense rewards or punishments.* Persuasion
pivots on the relative impact of messages. It relies on symbolic transactions
between message sender and receiver.

Within the non-verbal realm, there is often room for disagreement as to
whether a persuasive act was symbolic.” This fact can be exacerbated within
an IO or PSYOP campaign that is conducted among a population with
extremely low literacy rates and whose non-verbal behavior may differ from
that of the communicator; and this is the predominant situation in
Afghanistan. Language isa critical part ofa persuasive transaction, with non-
verbal behavior serving to reinforce or give credence to the verbal messages.
There are subtle nuances buried within the linguistics of every culture that can
work to a persuader’s advantage if he can master the inflective architecture of
a foreign tongue. As we shall see in Chapter 10, this was a significant challenge
for US efforts in Afghanistan.

Coercive persuasion was a term coined by Edgar Schein after his study of
Chinese POW indoctrination. He defined coercive persuasion as “producing
ideological and behavioral changes in a fully conscious, mentally intact indi-
vidual”' Another definition of coercive persuasion is offered by Martyn
Carruthers: “Coercive persuasion attempts to force people to change beliefs,
ideas, attitudes or behaviors using psychological pressure, undue influence,
threats, anxiety, intimidation and/or under stress. It is often called mind con-
trol and brainwashing”>* Although most instances of persuasion in IO and
PSYOP are not intended to be coercive, nevertheless incorrect or irresponsi-
ble messaging techniques can result in coercive communication and intimi-
date or create fear in the receiver.

10
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IO and PSYOP persuasion efforts often revolve around response-shaping
and changing processes. The concept of attitude becomes an intervening vari-
able in the persuasion equation and is often confused with behavior. Attitude
is just one factor of the behavior equation. There are two other fundamental
variables that are often overlooked or marginalized: the concepts of values and
belief. The trifecta of attitude, values, and belief are inseparable, and a change
to one element will affect another and have some impact on behavioral out-
comes.>® Attitudes are often unstable and fluid; they can change simply during
the process of thinking.* Attitudes affect persuasion in four major ways: the
orienting of attention to a message; how extensively a message is processed;
whether the message is processed in a biased manner; and the resulting behav-
ior (which can be either deliberative or spontaneous).”® For example, people
are more likely to give their attention to something to which they already have
an accessible attitude, and so ultimately influence behavior around that
object.

Another important concept in IO and PSYOP is “perception manage-
ment,” which includes all actions used to influence attitudes and objective
reasoning in foreign audiences. Perception management is also a significant
aspect of public diplomacy, PSYOP, Public Information, Deception and
Covert Action.”’

There are four overarching PSYOP objectives of the US in Afghanistan: to
isolate the Taliban and other Afghan insurgents from domestic and interna-
tional support; to reduce the effectiveness of the Taliban and others’ forces; to
deter escalation by Taliban leadership; and to minimize collateral damage and
interference with US operations.®® In order to obtain these goals, PSYOP
must influence behavior. Messages can be aimed at neutral or friendly parties
or adversaries, but in all instances IO and PSYOP should project strategic
influence.” Hence IO and PSYOP attempt to leverage influence to reinforce,
reinterpret, or shape foreign perceptions of the US’s character and actions.®
This intent to influence and shape perceptions is very difficult, and for the
most part has been only modestly effective for the US, as we shall see below.*!
The Taliban, on the other hand, have been very effective.

Propaganda obviously plays a large role in IO and PSYOP. Propaganda is
a specific type of message aimed directly at influencing opinions of people
rather than impartially providing information. The word “propaganda” is
translated from Latin to mean “things which must be disseminated.” The
concept of propaganda has acquired a negative connotation referring to false
or misleading information. It does not necessarily need to be the case, but
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incomplete, poorly reasoned or unbalanced perspectives can have negative
impacts on the message purveyor. The volume of information also contrib-
utes to the reputation of propaganda that usually contains a political mes-
sage; a propagandist wants the message heard in as many places as possible
and as often as possible in order to drown out alternative ideas or reinforce
an idea through repetition.

Commaunications and media literature

To be effective, media like IO and PSYOP must present cohesive messages. In
order to be “effective;” the media must use proper language that resonates with
its target audience. As suggested above with 10 and PSYOP, to be effectual
media must frame narratives with “stories.”®* Readers who perceive a media
story to have a positive slant will usually assume a positive disposition toward
that issue. The same applies to stories with a negative slant: readers will adopt
a negative disposition and assume that the rest of the public has a negative
disposition toward that topic).®

Petty, Priester, and Brinol present an instructive “Elaboration Likelihood
Model of Persuasion,” which argues how media can ignite attitude change.**
Their main premise is that “it is not the amount or direction of the informa-
tion per se that produces persuasion, but rather, people’s idiosyncratic reac-
tions to this information.”® As we shall sec below, this corresponds closely to
the Taliban IO strategy, when they exploited premises of Afghan narratives
such as Pashtunwali, and the typical Afghan’s view of a proud history of repel-
ling invaders as an integrated tactic to help define many Afghans’ perceptions
of their environs. Hence, an effective message needs to alter people’s “psycho-
logical barriers™ to the information, rather than merely increasing the
amount of exposure to the content. Through cognitive dissonance, people are
naturally inclined to warp new, incoming information in a way that suits their
previous disposition. Thus, there is a need to prevent cognitive dissonance
from occurring, so that people will not be inclined to warp the message which
the source is sending. The media or any message purveyor, such as the Taliban,
needs to “reinforce a people’s already existing attitudes rather than producing
new ones.”?’

Petty, Priester, and Brinol suggest that there are five independent variables
(or “inputs to the persuasion process”) that the media can control:

e Source
o Message (can appeal to logos or pathos)
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o Recipient (can be of any level of intellectual prowess, regardless of their cul-
tural or ideological background)
e Channel

o Context (where the message is presented).®

Many of these same variables will be used to assess the effectiveness of
Taliban as well as US IO and PSYOP.

A central argument of the media persuasion literature is that after there has
been an attitude change, for a behavioral change to occur the subject must pull
this newly consolidated information from memory and act on it. But for this
behavior to stick (i.e. for it to be repeated), there cannot be any negative reac-
tions or negative environmental factors presented post-behavioral action;
there must be positive reinforcement for the new attitude and behavioral
change to persist into future situations. These points seem very relevant to the
Taliban messaging campaign, in part because rural Afghanistan is a “memory-
based” society.

Conclusion

The research presented in this book conceives of an insurgency and counter-
insurgency as primarily an information war supported by military kinetics or
actions. It will be argued that the warring side with the best resonating story
or narrative has a tremendous “leg up” on its opponent and will probably win
or at least stalemate the conflict. A stalemate for an insurgent, according to
Mao, is basically a victory.®” The purpose of this chapter was to present a series
of theoretical considerations especially relevant to what makes a “good” story
and narrative. These theoretical considerations will be used both implicitly
and explicitly to assess the inherent values of Taliban information messaging
and operations. In so doing, this book will examine a wide variety of Taliban
information strategies and actual artifacts. Most of these artifacts, the focus of
the following chapters, effectively use historical narratives, symbology, and
iconic portraits. They are often engendered in emotions of sorrow, pride, des-
peration, hope, and complaints to mobilize and convince the Afghan popula-
tion of the Talibans worldview. These narratives and stories represent
culturally relevant and simple messages that are communicated in a narrative
and often poctic form that is familiar to and resonates with the local people.
This style is virtually impossible for the US and NATO to counter, because of
Western sensitivities concerning religious themes that dominate the Taliban
narrative space, not to mention the lack of Western linguistic capabilities,
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including understanding and mastering the poetic nature of local dialects.
Nevertheless, there are some general lessons that should have been considered
by the West. The US and ISAF should have carefully studied Taliban propa-
ganda and attempted to learn from the Taliban’s information operation strate-
gies. Quite simply, the Taliban clearly know what resonates with the Afghan
population, and the narratives and stories presented below will clearly reflect
this. They understand relevant cultural referents and themes, and of course
local traditions. We quite simply do not.
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AN OVERVIEW OF TALIBAN AND OTHER
AFGHAN INSURGENT STORIES AND AN
ASSESSMENT OF THEIR MASTER NARRATIVES

Introduction

David Kilcullen’s book The Accidental Guerrilla argues that “the insurgents in
Afghanistan treated propaganda as their main effort in 2005-2006.”* He char-
acterizes the Taliban’s propaganda as a classic armed propaganda, which basi-
cally utilizes intimidation as a behavioral control mechanism. The coalition
failed to recognize that this armed propaganda was in fact an Information
Operation (IO), and not merely “a supporting activity.”> A major flaw in
Western assessments of the Taliban’s communications ability is to draw the
conclusion that the group’s IO campaign is poor or ineffective: Foxley, for exam-
ple, argues that although the Taliban have “developed to embrace modern tech-
nology [its] methods remain crude home-grown™ and therefore ineffective.
However, one could, and we believe should, argue the contrary. The
Taliban’s IO is effective because it is indigenous and relies on traditional tools
like shabnamah (night letters), taranas (chants), poems, and a variety of other
culturally effective artifacts. After all, an insurgency is the product of its own
culture, with the Taliban being very much part of the Afghan, and especially
Pashtun, culture. Kilcullen writes that shabnamah are a good example of the
Taliban’s armed propaganda: they use them to threaten people who do not
comply with its rules and it makes “examples of people who do not cooperate:
dozens of provincial level officials were killed between 2005 and 2006 as an
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armed propaganda tool™ after receiving such letters. With shabnamabh, the
Taliban were thus able to send the message that it could reach anybody at any
time. This book will argue that the Taliban’s IO campaign is even more effec-
tive, in part because it uses tools that are deeply rooted in the Pashtun culture;
thereby it ensures that people will understand the extent of the Taliban’s mes-
sage and take it seriously.

Afghan insurgent groups enhanced and modified their propaganda cam-
paign after 2005 by using a variety of delivery mechanisms. These modes of
delivering their messages to target Afghan audiences now extended signifi-
cantly beyond the rather simplistic, traditional Afghan systems such as shab-
namah. Groups like the Afghan Taliban regularly exploit digital technologies
such as the internet and telecommunications to convey their messages; but
more importantly, the Taliban have consolidated and streamlined their stra-
tegic communication effort by focusing on Islamic, cultural, and nationalistic
themes to solidify the movement’s master narrative.

The Afghan Taliban utilize a wide range of message dissemination tech-
niques and platforms, including printed materials, pirate radio broadcasts,
official spokesmen, text messaging, their official website, independent but
associated websites in Pashto and Dari languages, social networking sites such
as YouTube, Facebook and Twitter; as well as conventional means such as
shabnamah, graffiti, propaganda videos, using preachers (da’is) to infiltrate
areas and call for jihad, kburba (Friday sermons), poetry, taranas (poetic
chants), and presence patrols and pattak (ad hoc security checkpoints). The
Taliban even briefly entertained creating an app in April 2016, “Pashto
Afghan News—Alemarah AMK; a portal into the group’s Pashto webpage,
but it was removed and banned from the Google Play app store within 48
hours of its appearance.®

The Taliban’s messaging campaign and its related stories remain relatively
simple in the sense that they reinforce easy-to-understand grievances, promote
anti-Western sentiments, delegitimize the Afghan government, and attempt
to sow fear among the local neutral/undecided population, as well as govern-
ment supporters, by threats of violence and intimidation. The Taliban mirror
avariety of messages that are typical of contemporary Afghan and/or Islamic
narratives, but also use a toolkit of messages unique to the Taliban movement,
separating their voice from the litany of insurgent and criminal syndicates
operating in Afghanistan.

The Taliban identify themselves as the “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan
(IEA), and view themselves as both protectors of Islam, righteous and uncor-

16



OVERVIEW AND ASSESSMENT

rupt, the suitable alternative to the current Afghan regime, and the only legiti-
mate authority able to implement social justice through the implementation
of Shar’iah law. Islam, and a Muslim’s duty to protect it, is one of the central
themes the Taliban use to influence people and gain recruits; it is a powerful
motivator among rural Afghans. The Taliban have been able to use Islamic
rhetoric effectively to help legitimize their actions, and to help fuel Afghan
anger against the foreign forces. Domestically disseminated Taliban messaging
varies in the sense that it is often tailored to address local grievances (village/
district level) and needs.

Background

Afghan insurgent groups have quickly broadened their ability to disseminate
propaganda to the Afghan population and foreign audiences by using the
internet effectively and by exploiting the increasing availability of digital tel-
ecommunications networks.® However, the Taliban continue to use tried and
trusted means as well: including low-cost and low-tech delivery systems such
as Taliban mullah preachers (da’is) to infiltrate local areas and call for jihad,
kbutba (Friday sermons), and official spokesmen able to be reached 24/7 by
local and international media outlets. Slickly produced DVDs showing inter-
views with Taliban commanders, battle footage, and misdeeds carried out by
foreign forces and the Afghan government are widely available for sale in
Afghanistan’s urban cities and bazaars.

While recognizing that the means by which the Taliban distribute their
messages is important and a focus of this chapter, the central objective is to
make a specific assessment of the Afghan Taliban master narratives and what
themes and stories the Taliban have used to support these narratives. As sug-
gested above, narratives serve as a means for societal or group members to
interpret and understand their contextual environment. Narratives employ
“frames” or stories that represent sub-stories within the larger narrative con-
text. Frames in the form of stories then set the stage for the larger narrative
message. In other words, frames act primarily as a mechanism for consistent
expression and integration of other stories.

It is important to understand how the Taliban in Afghanistan uniquely
identify themselves, putting aside the obvious limitations of studying their
self-produced information materials; it is equally useful to observe how insur-
gents attempt to bolster their legitimacy and promote recruitment efforts.

It is critical to understand how groups such as the Taliban recruit and pro-
mote themselves, especially as insurgent groups begin to expand and operate
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in non-traditional battlefields across Afghanistan.” The Taliban are primarily
a decentralized militant and political organization, whose roots originate in
the southern provinces of Loy Kandahar; the contemporary Taliban move-
ment is an umbrella organization of various militant networks, marginalized
tribes and clans, criminal gangs, some of whom pledge allegiance to the core
clement of the former Taliban government, originally to the late Mullah
Mohammad Omar and the so-called Quetta Shura. The years 2015-16 saw
an explicit fragmentation of the Taliban after Mullah Akhtar Mansour pub-
lished in late August 2015 that Omar had died in April 2013.% The death of
Mullah Omar opened up new tribal and leadership rivalries within the leader-
ship ranks of the Taliban. The killing of Mullah Mansour on 21 May 2016 by
a US drone strike in Baluchistan, Pakistan and the selection of Mullah
Haibatullah Akhundzada as the new supreme leader, or emir, of the Afghan
Taliban will probably heighten Taliban rivalries. Moreover, the role of the ISI
within the Taliban ranks, and how many Taliban view this, will be significant
to the future maneuverings of the Afghan Taliban. The ISI played a central
role in the selection of Mansour® and also surely played a critical role in the
selection of Haibatullah. How this will impact on Taliban rivalries and fac-
tionalism is yet to be determined.

It is interesting that the Taliban named their 2016 summer offensive
operations in Afghanistan after their founder and first supreme leader of the
group, Mullah Omar; and the Taliban’s announcement clearly serves as an
information operation statement. As we shall see, the Taliban will use nearly
any occasion to spread their narrative and story. Below is the actual
announcement of their 2016 Spring/Summer military operations. Note in
the Taliban declaration assertions of the “obligation” to fight jihad, the “valor
and bravado” of the Taliban, apostate Kabul leaders (“internal servants”), past
Afghan military victories against foreign invaders, as well as instructions to
Afghan villagers. These are topics and themes often found in Taliban narra-
tives, as we shall see in the following sections and chapters of this book:

[ Translation]

“O Prophet, strive against the disbelievers and the hypocrites and be harsh upon them.
And their refuge is Hell, and wretched is the destination.” 66:9

The Islamic Emirate’s armed jihad against the American invasion has completed
fourteen years and is now in its fifteenth year. Jihad against the aggressive and
usurping infidel army is a holy obligation upon our necks and our only recourse for
re-establishing an Islamic system and regaining our independence.
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With the advent of spring it is again time for us to renew our jihadi determination
and operations. Hence the Islamic Emirate’s leadership eagerly announces this
year’s Jihadi Operation in honor of the movement’s founder and first leader, the late
Amir ul Mu'mineen Mullah Muhammad Omar Mujahid (May Allah have mercy
upon him).

Under the leadership of the late Amir ul Mumineen Mullah Muhammad Omar
Mujahid (May Allah have mercy upon him), Mujahidin pacified 95 per cent of our
nation’s territory from wickedness, corruption and oppression, and vanquished the
maligned and wicked. Then following the invasion, through holy jihad, they
defeated the vast multinational coalition arrayed against them, forcing their retreat
and #nter alia filling the annals of Islamic history with deeds of valor and bravado.
So we pray to Allah Almighty that through the deceased’s blessed name, Operation
Omari, He Almighty will consecrate this Operation with strategic victories and
cleanse our beloved country from the presence of the remaining foreign invaders
and their malignant and corrupt rebel servants.

Operation Omari began across Afghanistan at 5 am today (local time) on the 5% of
Rajab ul Murajab 1437 (Lunar Hijri) which corresponds to 24™ of Haml 1395
(Solar Hijri) and 12 April 2016 (Gregorian). The fact that the 5* of Rajab ul
Murajab year 15 (Hijri Lunar) was the day on which—under the leadership of
Khalif Omar al Farooq—the Muslim armies fought and annihilated the vast infidel
Byzantine army in the Battle of Yarmouk, so we pray to Allah Almighty that He
bless our Operation Omari in a similar fashion and ordain it with great Islamic
victories on the battlefield and the unconditional defeat and withdrawal of the
foreign invaders and their internal servants.

Operation Omari—which was initiated and planned by the Islamic Emirate’s lead-
ership, the leaders of the Military Commission as well as the Emirate’s military
planners—focuses, with hope of divine assistance, on clearing the remaining areas
from enemy control and presence. Similarly the Operation will employ large-scale
attacks on enemy positions across the country, martyrdom-secking and tactical
attacks against enemy strongholds, and assassination of enemy commanders in
urban centers. The present Operation will also employ all means at our disposal to
bog the enemy down in a war of attrition that lowers the morale of the foreign
invaders and their internal armed militias.

By employing such a multifaceted strategy it is hoped that the foreign enemy will
be demoralized and forced to retreat from our nation. In areas under the control of
Mujahidin, mechanisms for good governance will be established so that our people
can live a life of security and normalcy.

Simultaneously with the present Operation the scholars, elders, and leaders of the
Islamic Emirate will open a dialogue with our countrymen in the enemy ranks to
give up their opposition to the establishment of an Islamic government and join the
ranks of the Mujahidin so as to safeguard them from the shame and failure of this
World and the Hereafter. During the planning of this Operation, the Mujahidin
have been unequivocally instructed to implement their operations in such a manner
that takes pains to protect civilians and civil infrastructure.
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During the span of Operation Omari, in areas including villages and cities where the
Islamic Emirate has established its rule, the lives and property of the dwellers will be
safeguarded, as is its duty. Therefore we call upon the dwellers of these areas, be they
the professional classes or businessmen, not to fall prey to enemy propaganda and not
to feel threatened by the Mujahidin. As it is our duty to protect and assist the wronged
and helpless, so we will pay particular attention to the freedom of prisoners.

The Islamic Emirate calls upon all the people of Afghanistan and the Mujahidin,
that in similar vein to last year’s successful Operation Azm, they should fully and
in high spirits participate in this year’s operations as well so that with the help and
mercy of Allah Almighty this present Jihadi Operation serves as the killing blow to
the invading foreign forces and their allies and thus our nation is freed from the
present invasion.

And nothing is hard for the Almighty Allah.

Leadership Council of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan
5% Rajab ul Murajab 1437 Lunar Hijri

24" Haml 1395 Solar Hijri

12 April 2016 Gregorian'®

The story portrayed in this announcement is:"!

The Taliban are about to commence a great, new operation named
Operation Omari after their late and great supreme leader and Amzir ul
Mu'mineen, Mullah Mohammed Omar. The only way that Afghans can
keep the invading infidels, most of whom they have already defeated,
and apostate Afghan Government from destroying Islam and the
Afghans’ way of life is to join the jihad. Joining the jihad is an obligation
of all Afghans. This year will see the Mujahidin fight with divine assis-
tance like the most powerful, pious, and influential Muslim caliphs in
history. The Taliban will not only defeat their enemies, they will also
bring honest and uncorrupted government to Afghanistan, reinstitute
Shar’iah law as well as avoiding the harming of civilians or the destruc-
tion of Afghan infrastructure. The Taliban plan to attack infidel and
apostate leaders in urban arcas by assassination and other means and
bog down the enemy troops in the rural areas of the country. Over the
course of the struggle, sanctified by Allah, Afghans presently fighting
with the infidels and apostates and their leaders will join rank with the
Mujahidin. The Taliban’s supreme goal is to protect and defend the
Afghan people and repel the invaders from Afghanistan.
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For years, the difficulty in managing an umbrella front consisting of many
sub-groups has challenged senior Taliban leadership—many of whom reside
in nearby external sanctuaries in Pakistan’s tribal areas—and it is most evident
in the reissuing of Taliban created field manuals, or Layeha. While the Taliban
are said to consist of a litany of various committees, commissions, and shuras,
the Taliban in effect consist of a few overall governing committees broken
down along political, military, and religious responsibilities; while provincial
and district level organizations are broken down loosely along military, politi-
cal, and legal lines of operation.

Equally important is how such groups can garner support for activities such
as IED-emplacement and explosive acquisition through similar messaging
campaigns.'” The Taliban tailor their messages to a variety of important actors,
segments of society, and even the international community. An overview of
these audiences and the Taliban’s adjustment in communicating with each
supplements the overall analysis presented which defines what the Taliban are
saying, how well they are saying it, to whom, and through which means they
are communicating.

Key elements of the master narrative: What the Taliban are really saying

The Afghan Taliban movement continues to view itself as a viable alternative
to the current Afghan government structure, and refer to themselves as the
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA): a strategic interpretation that we sus-
pect is meant to invoke a level of authority and legitimacy among its followers.
Although it is clear that the IEA’s strategic objectives are to evict foreign
troops by force from Afghanistan, overthrow the US-supported Kabul gov-
ernment, restore the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, and implement Shar’iah
law, the Taliban thereby utilize a strategic communication toolkit designed to
delegitimize the current government and garner local support for the short-
comings and perceived failures of US and NATO policies in Afghanistan.
These overarching themes include:

e Taliban victory in cosmic conflict is inevitable;

e Islam cannot be defeated;

o Taliban are “national heroes” and willing to sacrifice all for Allah and country;

o Afghans have a long and honorable history of defeating invading foreign
infidels;

o Foreign invaders as well as their Afghan puppets are attempting to destroy
Afghan religion and traditions;
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o All Afghans have an obligation to join the jihad against the foreigners and

apostates.

In the broadest sense, the Taliban target three distinct social identities
which most Afghans share: religious (Islamic), cultural, and political. These
three social identifiers are defined further through various dispositions (see
Figure 2.1) and each identity is targeted by a variety yet finite number of
themes to inform/educate, convince, persuade, and/or coerce the Afghan
population into supporting the Taliban movement by disengaging from the
Afghan government structure and services and those services provided by US
and NATO forces.

The Taliban messaging strategy navigates these three identities and taps a
series of recurring themes such as Pashtunwali (“Way of the Pashtun” social
code),”® elements of pride and honor (which also extend to non-Pashtun
Afghans), the call for justice, exploiting themes of victimization, independ-
ence, and resistance (to “foreign invaders”). The Taliban message campaign
articulates these social values through a host of means depending on which
audience is being targeted. In general, the Taliban messaging campaign seeks
to delegitimize and discredit the previous Kabul regime of President Hamid
Karzai and the present regime of President Ashraf Ghani Ahmadzai and
NATO forces in Afghanistan. A powerful aspect of the Taliban strategy is the
movement’s intelligence collection effort at the local level. This effort helps
pinpoint specific grievances and accusations pertinent throughout the local
community, and the Taliban incorporate these anecdotes into their messages
to help increase their influence.' This is an area where the US and its NATO
allies have had particular problems in generating an information strategy that

truly resonates with the local population.

Religious concepts

Religious narratives have been a foundation of the conservative Afghan
Taliban movement since its earliest inception and formation during the tem-
pestuous civil war period that engulfed Afghanistan between 1991 and 1996.
The Taliban continue to use Islamic piety, based loosely on the strict dog-
matic Deobandi interpretation of Islam, to construct a jihadist image that
evokes righteousness and greater justification to their violent anti-govern-

ment military campaign. Deobandi Islam, a conservative Islamic orthodoxy,
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Figure 2.1: Taliban narrative targets

| Islamic | | Cultural | | Political |
! ! !
| Legalists (moderates) | | Ethnicity | | Islamism |
Ulema | Nationalism |
(conservatives)

Salafists (extremists) |

Overlapping tenants | Pashtunwali |

| Pride and Honor |

| Justice |

| Victimization |

| Foreign Oppression/Occupation/Need for Independence |

Islamic appeal: Broad
domestic, regional and
international appeal

Cultural appeal:
Narrow, tailored to
local audiences

Political appeal: Broad
domestic appeal

(transnational jihadists/
Islamists)

follows a Salafist egalitarian model that secks to emulate the life and times of
the Prophet Mohammed. Within the religious narrative, Islam is used as the
primary vehicle and utilizes specific language to target a wide variety of audi-
ences, including local, regional, the global Islamic community, and interna-
tional audiences.

Jihad: According to the Taliban, jihad is war and is obligatory for all
Muslims, particularly Afghans, and must be undertaken against all enemies of
Islam such as “infidels,” apostates, and those (civilians) who support them. The
Taliban produced a zarana, or chant, called “Da Kufar sara Jang dai” (Fight
with Infidels), which was published on the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan’s
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website, clearly articulating how the Taliban incorporate religious rhetoric
effectively into their messages. Here is an extract:

I and you will definitely win the war over infidels

I and you will definitely win the war over infidels

I and you will win if it is today or tomorrow

I and you will win if it is today or tomorrow

Iand you will deﬁnitely win the war over infidels

I and you will definitely win the war over infidels

I and you will win if it is today or tomorrow

I and you will win if it is today or tomorrow

O Brothers, please keep your patience high and make your hearts’ passion fresh
O Brothers, please keep your patience high and make your hearts’ passion fresh
We will win starting from Iraq, Palestine to Arianna

We will win starting from Iraq, Palestine to Arianna

I and you will win if it is today or tomorrow

I and you will win if it is today or tomorrow

I and you will definitely win the war over infidels

I and you will definitely win the war over infidels

I and you will win if it is today or tomorrow

Iand you will win if it is today Or tOMOIrow

The fight is tough but it is easy for God

The fight is tough but it is easy for God

As Moses did, we will also win from Pariah [international forces]"

The Taliban appear to be careful in how they pick the topics to be por-
trayed in their zaranas and other message venues, to give an explicit reflection
of the values held dear by most Afghans, and by Pashtuns in particular. Simple,
culturally relevant information communicated in local dialects projects these
messages into the popular Afghan consciousness through topics that resonate
deeply with local Afghan communities. The themes portrayed by Taliban
chants are relatively unadorned and to the point. The themes are presented
through the use of symbols and iconic portraits engendered in emotions of
sorrow, pride, desperation, hope, and complaints. Each of these themes and
topics is presented in a narrative, and often poetic, form that is familiar to and
resonates with the local people.

Islamism: The Taliban’s perspective that all Muslims have a duty to protect
it is onc of the central themes that the Taliban use to influence people and
gain recruits. It is a powerful motivator among rural Afghans, who have long
believed in jihad when Islam is perceived to be threatened.'® The Taliban have
been able to use Islamic rhetoric effectively to help legitimize their actions and

to help fuel Afghan anger against the foreign forces. Most Afghans accept

24



OVERVIEW AND ASSESSMENT

Allah’s divine will, and believe that Allah will punish the oppressor (foreign
invader) because Allah is fair and just.

In rural Afghanistan, and even in some urban areas, mullahs hold a near
monopoly of power over religion, and they instruct people about what is right
or wrong. This association between mullahs and Afghanistan’s rural popula-
tion has developed into a powerful patron-client relationship, and in rural
Afghanistan such relationships help define Afghans’ day-to-day life. This was
not always the case. Before the Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghanistan,
mullahs served their communities according to the communities’ needs and
desires. The Taliban, however, have used the mullahs to present a coordinated
narrative to the people. It is even reported that in southern Afghanistan, espe-
cially Kandahar, Taliban mullahs coordinate their Friday sermons (khutba) to
focus on a particular religious, social, or political issue.”” Undoubtedly, the
Taliban have been able to manipulate religion, and have used this manipula-
tion as a powerful weapon in their jihad against the Afghan government and
its international allies.

Incidentally, aside from sectarian warfare after the Mazar uprising in 1997
between Pashtuns and Uzbek and Hazara militiamen, anti-Shi’a statements
and derogatory ethnic targeting have been a missing element of the Taliban’s
view of jihad since 2001." However, 2015 did witness some Taliban atrocities
against Hazaras.”” But nevertheless, recent Taliban statements have rarely
identified Shi’a as enemies of Afghanistan or “heretics,” as radical insurgents
in Iraq did during 2004-12, and as Pakistan-based insurgent and terrorist
groups have done. In fact, the Afghan Taliban have largely attempted to
bypass sectarian and religious divides by using Islam as the unifying factor,
particularly the role of jihad. Mullah Omar has repeated this message since
being expelled from power in 2001.

e “You should understand that the American plan is never limited to the
occupation of Afghanistan and Iraqg, but they want to change the whole
map of the world by having invaded Afghanistan and Iraq in the heart of
the Islamic World. But the Afghans, as defenders of the Islamic Ummah and
destroyers of colonialist plans, have a well-known history behind.” Mullah
Omar’s Eid message, 8 September 2010

e “I also call on the entire Muslim nation and the Jihadist movements in
the world to be aware of the plots of the enemies to cause disagreements
between them. They must completely unite their efforts for the liberation
and defense of this ruled nation, the victim of injustice.” Mullah Omar’s Eid
message, 19 September 2009
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e “Our religion enjoins us to avoid indulging in any kind of activity involving
prejudices based on ethnicity. The only bond which binds us is the bond of
Islam. Every Muslim is a brother and a friend to one another. We consider
every Muslim as a revered soul. Islam views Muslim as a single community.
A saying of the Holy Prophet Muhammad (Peace be upon him) related in
Abu Dawood instructs as follows: “Whoever fights for the prejudices of
tribe and tribalism, is not one of us.” Mullah Mohammad Omar, Fid Adha
Eve statement, published 12 July 2008.

Shabeed or martyrdom: The Taliban have ascribed the term shabeed, or
martyr, to any of their fighters killed in combat against international or
Afghan government forces, not just those who commit suicide bombings. This
belief is based on the trust that those who become shaheed will be rewarded in
heaven for their action. This is a particularly useful mobilization tool for
recruiting suicide bombers from the madrasa networks in Pakistan, including
many in North and South Waziristan.

By 2007, over 80 per cent of all suicide bombers in Afghanistan were said
to traverse through North and/or South Waziristan before conducting their
attack.” In nearly all Taliban and Afghan insurgent literature, obituaries of
Taliban shabeed can be found. Taliban music and poetry has also venerated
shabeed, especially suicide bombers or the deaths of “famous” Taliban com-
manders killed in battle. The usage of shaheed is not limited to the Taliban,
nor is it a new phenomenon. During the Soviet—Afghan war, many Mujahidin
fighters were eulogized as shaheed following their deaths in combat.?!

In 2011, a Taliban-produced book entitled Convoy of Martyrs was trans-
lated after US forces discovered a copy in the Orgun-e area of Paktika prov-
ince. The book includes advice regarding jihad in accordance with the Qur’an,
culogizes fifteen Taliban fighters killed in combat, and concludes with some
warrior poetry. This type of propaganda is prevalent among Taliban periodi-
cals, the website, newsletters, interviews with Taliban spokesmen, and even
the official Taliban website.

Shar’iah: Restoring Shar’iah remains a key objective of the Taliban-led
insurgency, and is equally represented in the Taliban strategic communication
campaign. Simply put, Afghan villagers typically will not ask the Kabul gov-
ernment to help them resolve their disputes because the government is viewed
as ineffective, complex, inefficient, and corrupt. This feeling is especially
prevalent relative to Kabul’s justice system. Some communities view the
Taliban as able and willing to resolve disputes quickly and without any persua-
sion, such as bribery. Taliban leaders conveyed their intentions regarding
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Shar’iah during an interview taken at an overrun district (Waigal) in north-
castern Afghanistan’s province of Nuristan province in late June 2011:*

e “Thanks be to God, the Mujahidin are now in charge of this area, and the
people’s problems are solved under Shar’iah law. The tribe(s) welcomed us,
and now they bring us their problems and we deal with them. They under-

stand that implementing Shar’iah is one of their duties.”

“Smoking is forbidden here; our religious department will punish those
who shave and those who intoxicate themselves. Schools and hospitals are
open, under Shar’iah law.”

“We will respect the Islamic rights of all people of the country including
women; we will implement Shar’iah rules in the light of the injunctions of
the sacred religion of Islam in order to efficiently maintain internal secu-
rity and eradicate immortality, injustice, indecency and other vices; we will
strictly observe the law of punishment and reward and auditing in order
to bring about administrative transparency in all government departments,
The violators will be dealt with according to the Shar’iah rules” Mullah
Omar Eid message, 8 September 2010.

Islam: To conclude our survey of religious concepts, Islam is a common
influence in that almost everyone in the country (99.5 per cent) is a Muslim,
but it would be wrong to infer that this brings unanimity of opinion. While
Islam is not a monolithic entity, and in Afghanistan encompasses a wide range
of opinions, from reformists, foreign-educated progressives, radicals, Sufis,
Salafists, Deobandis, Talibs, to conservative judicial scholars, it is important
to note the connection between Islam and jihad, especially in southern
Afghanistan. As suggested above, using the call of “Islam under threat” is a
prominent theme of Taliban messaging; and the Taliban recognizes that this
kind of messaging encourages public and communal action.

“Our religious and historical enemy has cunningly launched a propaganda drive,

spending huge amounts of money in order to gradually strip our young generation

of their Afghan and Islamic identity.” Mullah Omar Eid message, 16 November
2010

Cultural concepts

Pashtunwali:** This term has been variously described as a system of law and
of conflict resolution, a body of custom, and a mindset that dictates the way
in which Pashtuns operate in their society. It helps define how Pashtuns
behave toward each other and how Pashtuns deal with outsiders in order to
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maintain their identity as Pashtun. The Taliban regularly play on notions of
Pashtunwali in their messaging, in an effort to invoke certain tribal mores
such as those mentioned below.

Pride and honor: Among Afghans, zang, or pride and honor, and ghariat
(esteem and pride derived from courage) are the highest personal value. Any
infringement on or loss of one’s zang—any disgrace or embarrassment—
prompts a call for an immediate act of revenge. Afghans view the improper
trespassing into a village or houschold, the killing of one’s family members,
the touching of women outside one’s own family, and the hooding and shack-
ling of Afghan males in front of their family members and neighbors as
enormous violations to one’s honor. Revenge-secking individuals will usually
combine anti-government actions with local Taliban 72ahaz (fronts) to “right
their wrong.”

This boosts the insurgency’s reservoir of manpower with supporters who
may not necessarily be ideological/religious fanatics, but rather ordinary
Afghans. Afghans refer to these Taliban as 7ajburi (forced) Taliban, an indi-
cation that these fighters were “forced” into the ranks of the insurgency to
defend their honor or to “right” the wrongs of the corrupt local government
who habitually abuse and harass local rivals and adversaries (see Appendix A
for different “types” of Taliban). The Taliban are apt to exploit these griev-
ances and knowingly tap into this wellspring of supporters for violent activity.
References to “errant” air strikes, night raids, compound searches and images
depicting the inappropriate touching of women by Coalition forces are the
Taliban’s most overt messaging to potential supporters, a rallying cry for
Afghans secking revenge, or badal (“payback” or restitution): another highly
important tenet of Afghan culture.” They also refer to their enemies in a simi-
lar light. The members of the Afghan National Army (ANA) and the Afghan
National Police (ANP) are dismissed as munafig (hypocrite), and others in
the Kabul administration are called ghulam (slave/servant), ajir (agent) and
gawdagai (puppet).

The Taliban regularly evoke anger as the vehicle needed to avenge dishonor
and redress insults to one’s pride. Figure 2.2 is an excellent example of how the
Taliban try to evoke anger and exploit Pashtunwali and Pashtun concepts of
honor, in addition to their trope of the “victimization of Afghans by foreign
invaders.”?® This Taliban leaflet shows a female African—American soldier
“patting down” or frisking an Afghan woman, but it is very hard to tell from a
distance if the American soldier is a woman or a man. The Taliban are obvi-
ously suggesting that this is an American man touching an Afghan woman,
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which would be inconceivable and the ultimate violation of an Afghan’s honor
(namus), pride, and esteem (ghariat).”” Such an action to an Afghan, especially
rural Pashtun, would demand immediate revenge.

The translated leaflet caption says it all: “The US evil soldiers are defiling our
Muslim sisters, as you can see in the picture.” This leaflet portrays not only a
culturally powerful message in the frame of the narrative of Pashtunwali, but is
also a superb Taliban recruiting tool. This leaflet, in many respects, could be said
to be sending the same message but in a more powerful and effective fashion,
and of course to a different target audience, as the author’s first leaflet developed
for OSD that was described in this book’s Preface. Also note the leaflet’s tropes
concerning past historical Afghan victories against foreign invaders, which we
have already scen are a common theme of Taliban narratives.

Cultural values and traditions are used by the Taliban to shift public loyal-
ties away from the government. The Taliban narratives attempt to make an
emotional connection with Afghans through the explicit use of examples from

Figure 2.2: “The US Evil soldiers are defiling our Muslim sisters, as you can see in the
picuture. Despite this our Mukahid Nation keeps quiet. Afghan Muslim Mujahid
Nation! Your grandfathers beat the British forces; your father beat the super power
Russians! How long will you keep quiet against US? Join the Jihad today against the
defilers”
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Afghan history, and through appeals to Afghan nationalism and Afghan col-
lective memories. The Afghan public is generally proud of their history and
their ancestors’ performance in defending Afghanistan against foreign invad-
ers over the centuries. This analysis clearly suggests that the Taliban attempts
to use and manipulate Afghan culture and traditions. For example, the use of
gila (complaints), a traditional tool that is tied to Pashtun lifestyle, is often
used in their messaging to appeal to subtle Afghan emotions.

Leaflet story: The evil, infidel Americans—a supposed superpower—
regularly defile and dishonor our Afghan women. There is an obligation
for all Afghans to end their silence at this horrible act and join the
Mujahidin and the jihad to regain the honor of our nation, just as our
fathers did against the infidel Russians, another superpower.

Resistance and independence: The Taliban repeatedly target local audi-
ences, and to a smaller degree regional Pashtun communities, with themes of
resistance and independence. Both themes are not only prevalent among the
informal Pashtunwali social code, but also represent an effective communica-
tion tool to help create a collective Afghan identity based on shared historical
values of repulsing foreign invasions and evoking personal feelings of prestige
and honor in the military efforts to resist these incursions. Aside from Islamic/
religious rhetoric, the themes of resistance and independence are noticeable
in nearly every form of Taliban propaganda and unquestionably represent a
cornerstone of the Taliban’s overall strategic communication strategy.

“America never ever imagined its defeat, due to its technological advancement, but
now everyday it welcomes the coffins of its soldiers and is facing great life and
monetary losses. A few years back no one would have conceived that US and its
allies would face such resistance in Afghanistan, which would compel their presi-
dent to beg other countries to provide economic assistance, military equipment and
soldiers to combat the resistance; furthermore no one is prepared to bring to light
this unique development.” Mullah Omar Eid message, 30 September 2008

Justice: The greatest challenge facing successive national governments in
Kabul over the past century has been the ability to impose an effective central-
ized legal code/judicial institutions upon local communities. Historically,
local Afghan communities have had their own non-state institutions for regu-
lating behavior and resolving problems. In post-Taliban Afghanistan, the legal
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system consists of three competing parts: the state legal codes, Islamic reli-
gious law (Shar’iah), and local customary law. Customary, religious, and state
sectors define their own exclusive shares of authority, but also ally with other
actors—a complex relationship that is hindered by insecurity, corruption, and
competing interests. The Taliban exploit the central government’s inept and
inefficient system by offering their own roving form of justice, typically in the
sense of a mobile court system, which brings Taliban affiliated gaziyan
(judges) who are usually bolstered by a Taliban-aligned Islamic scholar
(ulama). The Taliban utilize this theme especially among domestic audiences,
and consistently seek to delegitimize the authority of the central government
with this theme.?®

“Use your judgment, is it democracy or is it Bomb-cracy, Qatal-cracy, or Kharab-

cracy? Filling jails with people is what they call their presidency. It is a shame that

even though some sold-out Afghans witness everything, they call invading forces
as friends.” Taliban video by Alemarah studio, “Destruction and Reconstruction”

Victimization: Taliban narratives regularly play on the notion that the
Afghan people are being systematically victimized by foreign occupiers, who
not only want to corrupt and destroy Islam and the Afghan way of life, but
also the Afghan people. The Taliban spend considerable time and effort on
their attempts to expose US and NATO’s collateral damage. The death of
innocent civilians resonates enormously for Afghans, who still have vivid
memories of terrible and destructive Soviet bombing campaigns. Their official
website, Alemarah, has an entire section devoted to issues involving the death
of Afghan civilians by US and NATO forces. Such issues are also a prominent
focal point of Taliban videos and DVDs that are widely available in
Afghanistan and Pakistan.

“Today, this nation is entangled in a complicated trial and an imposed war on the

charges of their professing (Islamic) ideology. Every day, men and women of this

nation fall prey to the bombardment of the invaders and their children become

orphans; miserable people are displaced internally due to the operations and fear
of bombardment of the enemy.” Mullah Omar Eid Message November 16, 2010.

Political concepts

Nationalism: A key element among insurgent communications is the widen-
ing scope of their target audience to include all Afghans (including sympathiz-
ers, supporters, and undecided/neutral), avoiding any notions of a purely
Pashtun-centric messaging strategy.”” The communiqués offered by the
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Taliban’s former Supreme Leader, Mullah Mohammad Omar, depict the evo-
lution of widening the jihad against the government and foreign forces by
appealing to all Afghans; later they go as far as asking support from neighbor-
ing countries and from Muslims around the world. This trend began soon after
the Taliban government was toppled by Coalition forces in 2001, and has
remained consistent ever since:

e “Beinga leader of Muslims, T accept that jihad against US troops is our duty
and everyone who assists Americans in executing their mission is liable to
death.” March 2003

e Mullah Omar issued a statement saying, “the Americans have tightened

their grip on the northern alliance, and the cities of Mazar-e Sharif, Herat,

and other northern areas.” He also called on “the people and the command-
ers in the north to free themselves of America’s oppression and help the

Taliban.” 23 October 2004

“The people of Afghanistan and the Taliban should unite against US

and allied forces and intensify their jihad against the foreign occupiers.”!
6 November 2005
“Finally I appeal to all Muslims to help their Mujahidin brothers in fighting

against the forces of evil, by putting aside their personal interests and desires
for power. Now you know your religion and Afghanistan are in danger, so
pursue the path of bravery, righteousness, nobility, dignity and generosity
by following the footsteps of pious religious leaders and leaving cowardli-
ness, haughtiness, stinginess and the ways of dishonesty by joining Jihad.”
Mullah Omar Eid messages, 17 December 2007

“The current Jihad and resistance in Afghanistan against the foreign invad-

ers and their puppets, is a legitimate Jihad, being waged for the defense of
the sovereignty of the Islamic country and Islam.” Mullah Omar Eid mes-

sages, 8 September 2010

“Some internal and external enemies are now speaking of disintegration
of the beloved country. They should know that the patriotic countrymen
and the Islamic Emirate will never allow anyone to put into practice their

wicked plan.” Mullah Omar Eid messages, 16 November 2010

Collective memory: Similar to nationalistic appeals, the Taliban and other
insurgent groups consistently tap into past conflicts in Afghanistan and urge
the recollection of these historic memories in comparison to the current con-
flict. Coalition forces are usually compared to the Soviet or British army and

even German Nazis. Afghans are typically reminded of the hardships faced
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during the Anglo-Afghan wars, the Soviet invasion, and the success in resist-
ing Genghiz Khan and Alexander’s army. The Afghan government is typically
compared to unfavorable Afghan rulers and regimes, as the passage below by
the late Mullah Omar implies:

o “[There is] no difference between Shah Shuja, Babrak Karmal and the rul-
ers of the present Kabul Administration. All are equal when [it] comes to
national and Islamic [betrayal] and treason... Now when the enemy is on
the verge of defeat, I would like to remind you that (throughout history)
enemies have deprived the Afghans of sustaining the pride of victory fol-
lowing the military defeat of the enemy because the enemies do not leave
them to build up a strong foundation and a sole leadership. This exactly hap-
pened after the defeat of the Russians. The flames of difference and atrocities
engulfed every house of the Afghans. The prolongation of the sufferings of
our people and their perdition originate from this factor of not having a sole
and strongleadership after the defeat of the Russians. Of course, concoction
of collusions and conspiracies added to our failure.” Mullah Mohammad
Omar, Eid Adha Eve statement, published 12 July 2008.
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TARGET AUDIENCES OF AFGHAN NARRATIVES
AND STORIES

As suggested above, unlike the US-led international Coalition in Afghanistan,
the Taliban continually focus and act at the rural, Afghan village level (ka/ay).
The Taliban seem to be well aware that the center of gravity of their insur-
gency, wrapped in the narrative of mandatory jihad, is in the rural hinterland
of Afghanistan, and they target their informational messages and propaganda
accordingly. Below, we present and assess the target audiences for Taliban
narratives and messages.

Local (Dari/Pashto): Taliban and insurgent messaging targeting local con-
stituents is most often published in Pashto, targeting local Afghan Pashtun
communities, the traditional wellspring of support for the movement early on
and during its rebound between 2002 and 2005. These messages attempt to
drum up support and sympathy for the movement by highlighting grievances
and animosities against the central government and Coalition presence in
Afghanistan. Messages include religious themes (i.c. jihad, martyrdom), cul-
tural, and political themes (i.c. references to anti-colonialism, exploiting local
anger over Coalition operations). Considerable Taliban informational efforts
are devoted to addressing local issues and concerns.

However, three distinct audiences have been targeted for Taliban messag-
ing: the local population that is undecided/neutral toward the Taliban’s cause;
the local population that supports or is sympathetic to the Taliban’s cause; and
those who are opposed to the Taliban’s cause and support the current regime.
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The Taliban adapts its messaging themes to approach each distinct audience
differently, as far as its strategies are concerned.

Local undecided/neutral: Messages are aimed at instructing, persuading, or
ultimately intimidating and coercing local constituents into supporting or
siding with the Taliban, threatening extreme acts of violence against those
“collaborating” with the government, Coalition forces, or foreign NGOs.
Some threats force neutral actors simply to vacate the community, village, or
arca, which helps the Taliban penetrate deeper to establish support and intel-
ligence networks in areas deemed critical to their strategic survival. Often the
Taliban will soften the local community by penetrating with a small number
of operatives, usually preachers, to gauge the community’s attitudes and dis-
positions, to collect intelligence regarding local grievances, and possibly to
offer financial assistance in exchange for cooperation ecarly on. Pro-
government supporters or government workers are routinely threatened at
this stage, and will be targeted or killed following a warning grace period.

Table 3.1: Local population that is neutral/undecided toward the Taliban’s cause

Taliban strategy Informational/educational, persuasion, coercion
Taliban objectives To succeed in eliciting a local community’s compliance with
Taliban demands to end its relationship with the current
government structure and to disengage from the influence
and outreach of foreign forces.
Narratives used Islamic, cultural, and political
Major themes used o Coalition/ISAF forces are exactly the same as the Soviet
army that invaded Afghanistan in the 1980s.
e Coalition/ISAF forces employ the same tactics as the
Soviet Army: bombing villages, “killing everyone,” target-
ing civilians because they cannot distinguish between
civilians and Mujahidin.
o Coalition/ISAF speaks of peace and reconstruction but
these are lies.
e Coalition/ISAF simply targets 2/l Afghans, spilling the
blood of men, women, and children alike.
¢ No matter how resourceful and wealthy the United States
is, money and superior weaponry cannot defeat the will of
the Afghan people.
o The occupiers despise the values of Islam and attempt to
spread Christianity and proselytize for it.
o The Coalition is facing a military defeat.
e Morale and resources among the Mujahidin are at an all-
time high.
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Message effectiveness

Message ineffectiveness

Delivery systems

o Afghans have defeated Alexander’s armies, the British, the
Soviets, and now the US and NATO.

o The Taliban are planning for the future of this country
after the occupation “under the shade of social justice of
Islam, with economic and social development programs.”

¢ Exploiting the failures or deficiencies of the current
Afghan government structure, issues of abuse and corrup-
tion, and the perceived predatory nature of the Afghan
security services.

o Exploiting collateral damage, especially from errant air-
strikes or night-raids conducted by foreign forces.

e Portraying US and NATO forces as occupiers and com-
paring them to colonial occupiers or the Soviet forces,
which resonates among most communities.

¢ Expanding and strategically shaping linguistic delivery
capabilities. (For instance, the Taliban disseminated vid-
cos of religious sermons spoken in Dari and Pashto, com-
pared to previous offerings only available in Arabic.)

o Afghan media/journalists are being manipulated and lev-
eraged effectively by the Taliban’s media commission.

e Local opposition to terrorism, especially suicide terrorism.

e Redundant and negative messaging campaign induces
audience fatigue.

¢ Contradictory statements between senior and mid-level
command (in public addresses, claims of responsibility,
on negotiations, relations with al-Qaeda, etc.)

o Taliban attacks against civilians or attacks that maim and
kill civilians are extremely unpalatable and unjustified,
according to Afghan popular public opinion.

Preachers, grafhiti, shabnamab, kbutba (Friday sermons),

poetry, faranas (poetic chants), DVDs, and face-to-face

interactions.

Local supporters/sympathizers: These messages seck to portray the success of

violent battlefield victories and aim to improve recruitment among local com-

munities. By repeating and exploiting local conditions, such as disrespecting

Afghan culture, unemployment, corruption, government and international

forces’ abuse and detention of innocent individuals or collateral damage from

Coalition operations, these messages tend to solidify a foundation of support and

sympathy among their followers. Greatly exaggerating the battlefield accomplish-

ments of Taliban fronts, messages of this type are usually in the same vein as the

messages and statements appearing on the Taliban’s website. The Taliban con-

tinue to focus on maintaining a high level of morale among their rank-and-file.
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Table 3.2: Local population that supports or is sympathetic to the Taliban’s cause

Taliban strategy
Narratives used
Major themes used

Message effectiveness

Message ineffectiveness

Delivery systems

Informational/educational

Islamic, cultural, and political

e Coalition/ISAF simply targets a// Afghans, spilling the
blood of men, women, and children alike.

¢ No matter how resourceful and wealthy the US is, money
and superior weaponry cannot defeat the will of the
Afghan people.

o The occupiers despise the values of Islam and attempt to
spread Christianity and proselytize for it.

o The Coalition is facing a military defeat.

e Morale and resources among the Mujahidin are at an all-
time high.

o Afghans have defeated Alexander’s armies, the British, the
Soviets, and now the US and NATO.

o Taliban victory is inevitable and certain.

e Messages are delivered with a level of linguistic mastery
and resonance.

o Convincing usage of contemporary folklore, collective
memory of past Afghan victories (Soviet—Afghan jihad,
anti-colonial jihad).

o Utilize and exploit shared Islamic identity among Afghans;
effectively use cultural tenets of pride, shame, and right-
cousness to convey messages.

o Islamic rhetoric aims to convince participants that their
actions in jihad will be rewarded dually in the afterlife if
individuals are killed in combat (shabeed).

e Messages are designed to uphold and increase morale
among insurgent rank-and-file and leadership.

e Confusion from inconsistent messaging from leadership,
erroneous or competing statements from official spokes-
men, or from rival insurgent factions (HIG).

o Layeha (“rules and regulations for Mujahidin” field book),
grafhiti, DVDs, periodicals, kbutba (Friday sermons),
poetry, taranas (poctic chants), face-to-face interactions,
internet websites/forums, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube,
text messages.
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Table 3.3: Local population that is opposed to the Taliban’s cause

Taliban strategy
Narratives used
Major themes used

Message effectiveness

Message ineffectiveness

Delivery systems

Threats and intimidation, coercion, persuasion

Islamic, cultural, political

o Those who work with the current Afghan regime or inter-
national forces are munafig (hypocrites), zalem (cruel/
tyrannical), zulum (tyranny), ghulam (slaves/servants),
be-ghairar (dishonorable, cowardly), be-ibri (dishonor,
disgrace, indignity) and/or gaudagai (puppets).

o If you are not supporting the Taliban, then you are sup-
porting the oppressors.

e You, as a Muslim, must join with the Taliban to evict the
invading army so that Shar’iah law can be re-established
under the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (i.c. the Taliban
government).

e Coalition/ISAF simply targets a/l Afghans, spilling the
blood of men, women, and children alike.

¢ No matter how resourceful and wealthy the US is, money
and superior weaponry cannot defeat the will of the
Afghan people.

o The occupiers despise the values of Islam and attempt to
spread Christianity and proselytize for it. The Coalition
is facing certain military defeat.

o The use of threats followed by violent actions (kidnap-
ping, assassination, murder) can be effective in eroding
local support for government structures and services and
helps portray the local government as ineffective and
powerless.

o Persuasive messages include referring to local strongmen
as Mujahidin to help reach out to those who fought in
previous eras in an effort to have them rejoin a “righteous”
cause.

. Message consumption is usually limited, since those
opposed to the Taliban do not seck them out and avoid
any distributed by the overall Taliban structure.

¢ Confusion from inconsistent messaging from Taliban
leadership, erroneous or competing statements from offi-
cial spokesmen, or from rival insurgent factions (HIG).

o Difficulty in discerning the authenticity of communica-
tions from Taliban representatives.

Shabnamah (night letters), grafhiti, #butba (Friday ser-

mons), face-to-face interactions, and text messages.

39



TALIBAN NARRATIVES

Table 3.4: Neighboring population

Taliban strategy
Narratives used
Major themes used

Message effectiveness

Message ineffectiveness

Delivery systems

Threats and intimidation, coercion, persuasion

Islamic, cultural, political

e You, as a Muslim, must join with the Taliban to evict the
invading army so that Shar’iah law can be re-established
under the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (i.c. the Taliban
government).

e Those who work with the current Afghan regime or inter-
national forces are munafiq (hypocrites), zalem (cruel/
tyrannical), zulum (tyranny), ghulam (slaves/servants),
be-ghairat (dishonorable, cowardly), be-2bri (dishonor,
disgrace, indignity) and/or gaudagai (puppets).

o If you are not supporting the Taliban, then you are sup-
porting the oppressors.

o The US attacks Muslims worldwide, spilling the blood of
men, women, and children alike.

¢ No matter how resourceful and wealthy the US is, money
and superior weaponry cannot defeat the will of the
Mujahidin.

e The occupiers despise the values of Islam and attempt to
spread Christianity and proselytize for it.

o The Coalition is facing certain military defeat.

o Themes highlighting US oppression, aggression toward
Muslims, and “the righteous cause of jihad” resonate
widely among the regional population.

o Persuasive messages include referring to local strongmen as
Mujahidin to help reach out to those who fought in previ-
ous eras in an effort to have them rejoin a “righteous”
cause.

¢ Confusion from inconsistent messaging from Taliban
leadership, especially regarding pro- or anti-Pakistani gov-
ernment sentiments, erroneous or competing statements
from official spokesmen, or from rival insurgent factions.

o Difficulty in discerning the authenticity of communica-
tions from Taliban representatives.

¢ DVDs, periodicals, kbutba (Friday sermons), face-to-face
interactions, poetry, faranas (poetic chants), internet web-
sites/forums, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, text messages,
spokesmen, and media influence operations.
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Local opposition to the Taliban’s cause (i.e. government supporters): Acting gov-
ernment officials, political parties, and their supporters comprise the center of
gravity for the current Afghan regime and remain a critical target audience of
the insurgency. The Taliban have primarily deployed threats and coercive mes-
sages to the strata of government supporters and officials, although persuasion
is increasingly used against government supporters and even Afghan National
Security Force personnel. Threats of death, beheading, and abduction are
being replaced by calls for amnesty if security personnel surrender and disarm
to local insurgent fronts, for instance. Non-threatening themes include high-
lighting or exaggerating the perceived deficiencies and failures of the current
Afghan regime and the international military coalition in Afghanistan.
Specific language is used to highlight these thoughts, such as referring to the
Afghan government as zalem (cruel/tyrannical) and those who work for the
government as ajir (agent), gaudagai (puppet), and munafiq (hypocrite).

Neighboring countries (Urdu/Arabic): The dissemination of messages and com-
muniqués in Arabic helps to expand the insurgency’s support to wealthy areas
in the Middle East (i.e. Persian Gulf), where resources and personnel (trans-
national networks) are sought. Additionally, Arabic spoken sermons and
religious texts help to strengthen claims of righteousness and piety among
more radical or ideological fighters in Afghanistan. One militant periodical,
Al Somood, which is also published and linked to the Taliban’s official website,
is the only Afghan Taliban periodical that is entirely in Arabic.

Urdu published material helps spread inflammatory anti-Western and anti-
domination sentiment among the Pakistani Pashtuns and other ethnic groups
living in Pakistan. It also provides “battlefield updates” and informs the
Pakistani constituency of the unfolding events in neighboring Afghanistan.

International (English, European languages): Generally opposed to the Taliban
movement and its motives: Messages in English and European languages are
quite dissimilar from those published in local and regional languages. English/
European written messages attempt to pervert the international perception
regarding the conflict in Afghanistan and try to influence local political deci-
sions away from supporting NATO’s mission in Afghanistan. Messages
attempt to portray the Afghan Taliban movement as a legitimate political
organization, and frame its existence around claims of victimization (foreign
occupation, suppression, victims of an anti-Islamic “crusade”) while reiterating
that the group’s military and political objectives remain domestic in scope, not
international. However, this last point is often refuted by local Taliban fronts
who often threaten participating NATO countries and their constituents;
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Table 3.5: International population

Taliban strategy

Narratives used

Delivery systems

Education, persuasion, threats and
intimidation

Islamic, cultural, political

Internet websites/forums, Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, periodicals, influence
operations that target Western and
international media outlets

Differences between International Media Statements vs. Regional/Local Articles

International (English)

Regional/Local?

Primarily focus on US foreign policy
developments (in Afghanistan); offer
few statements directly against the
European Union.

Democracy

Decry “human rights abuses” caused
by foreign military operations and
collateral damage.

Describe the West as being the
aggressor, and the Afghan population
the victim of this aggression.

Indicate that the Taliban movement
poses no threat to the international or
regional community.

Primarily focus on domestic Afghan
events, news, actors, and policies. Offer
some broader articles focusing on the
international Islamic community.

Exercise of power/military achievement

Increased use of nationalistic terms such
as the Afghan Nation, “invaders,” and
“puppet government” while referring to
themselves (the Taliban) as Mujahidin.

Almost no use of the term kafir, “infidel,
whereas this term is frequently used in
Taliban night letters at the village and
district level.

Offer articles concerning the hijab/
women’s rights-related articles (criticize

the prohibition of the hijab in the West).

also, these claims are not officially sanctioned or broadcast from the recog-

nized Taliban leadership councils or spokesmen.

Conclusion

Having examined and evaluated the targets, the delivery systems and their
associated narratives, themes, and effectiveness of Taliban and other Afghan
insurgent messaging, the next chapters will discuss in depth each of the key
techniques and delivery systems that they use to portray their messages, sto-
ries, and narratives.
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TALIBAN AND AFGHAN INSURGENT
MAGAZINES, CIRCULARS, AND NEWSLETTERS

Through a simple but effective communications and public relations cam-
paign, the Taliban have successfully penetrated the “hearts and minds” or trust
and confidence of many ordinary citizens throughout Afghanistan. As sug-
gested above, a central target of the Taliban’s media campaign is the Pashtun-
dominated provinces of southern and eastern Afghanistan where the Taliban
have traditionally enjoyed their greatest support, although we have also wit-
nessed this recently in northern Afghan provinces as well.

Afghan insurgent periodicals and newsletters

This section provides a bibliography of Taliban and other insurgent circulars
and magazines by identifying their inception, content, length, language, and
publication. Many of the magazines are derived directly from the Taliban
insurgency, including the Tora Bora Military Front and Haqqani Network; a
few others are affiliated with Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin Hekmatyar (HIG).
The Taliban magazines and circulars contain myriad amounts of material,
and the contents range from interviews and statements of prominent jihadist
leaders, to martyrdom obituaries, to commentary on cultural and religious
issues, including the rights of women in Islam. In addition, contents often
depict battlefield reports, anti-coalition forces rhetoric and propaganda, as
well as chronicles depicting the suffering of the civilian population. As a
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means of appealing to a broader audience, some of the magazines also incor-
porate poetry, sports, news, and art. Publications range from weekly, monthly,
bi-monthly to quarterly. One of carliest and most prominent magazines, A/
Somood, was allegedly established in 2002; most, however, were generally
published after 2004. Furthermore, magazines such as A4/ Somood and In Fight
are directly affiliated with video studio productions such as Alemarah and
often recycle images, eulogies, and battle operations produced by the studio.
These types of Taliban magazines and circulars continue to proliferate, as
many of them have become accessible online and are translated not only into
Pashto and Dari, but also into English, Arabic, and Urdu.

The publications released in Peshawar reveal that although the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan does not directly publish the newspapers, much of the
content is extremely sympathetic to the insurgency and serves as Taliban
propaganda, focusing heavily on Pashtun nationalism.

The contents within the Taliban magazines and circulars are attempts made
by jihadists to reveal their continued presence, as well as an exercise of power.
The magazines and circulars typically cover original interviews with current
high-ranking Taliban field commanders and Shura leaders, giving culogies,
sermons, or tirades against the US and NATO Afghan policies. There are
ample articles and commentary on history, religion, and Islamic issues as well
as the coverage of recent political events. As a means of appealing to a broader
audience, several of the magazines cater to youth through social media, pri-
marily through Facebook. While most of the magazines and circulars cater
specifically to the particular insurgent group’s issues, several of the magazines,
such as In Fight, focus on the Western audience. The objective for Iz Fight, for
instance, is to influence international perceptions negatively through the usage
of photo essays and by chronicling graphic insurgent raids and suicide bomb-
ings on Afghan and Coalition forces. Images typically contain deceased
NATO and US personnel’s flag-draped coffins.

Taliban origin

Al Somood (Resistance)

In September 2002, the Taliban-era Minister of Information and Culture,
Qudratullah Jamal (alias Hamed Agha), created the Arabic-language jihadist
magazine A/ Somood. In May 2004, Ustad Mohammad Yasir, a top Taliban
ideologue and former military chief for Abdul al-Rasul Sayyaf’s Iztibad-i
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Islami tanzim, took the reins of A/ Somood. Yasir speaks fluent Arabic and
commanded A/ Somood’s production until his arrest in August 2005. In March
2007, Yasir along with four other Taliban figures were released from prison in
exchange for a captured Italian journalist in Helmand province. Yasir resumed
his functions in the Taliban but took command of the Invitation Council
(Recruitment committee for the Taliban’s Quetta Shura) until he was re-
arrested in Pakistan on 1 January 2009.! Mawlawi Amir Khan Muttaqi, one
of the founding members of the Taliban, now runs 4/ Somood and is in charge
of the Quetta Shura’s Cultural Council (Propaganda wing).> 4/ Somood pro-
duces original interviews with current Taliban field commanders and shura
leaders, including the likes of the late Jalauddin Haqqani, Mullah Berader
Akhund, Ustad Yasir, Mullah Abdul Salaam Baryali (a former Kunduz shadow
governor), and many others. A/ Somood’s chairman is published as Sheikh
Nasiruddin “Herawi,” a nom de guerre.

o Content: Interviews and statements of Taliban figures, commanders, and
fighters; martyrdom obituaries, poems, and photographs of commanders
and martyrs.

o Length: Approximately 50 pages. Color. Includes photographs.

o Language: Arabic. (Analysts note “the simple standard of the Arabic
[used] would suggest it is written by those to whom it is a second language,
although the cover pages are of a noticeably higher standard.”)?

o Publication: Every two months.

o Existence: Allegedly established in September 2002; however, consistent
since 2008.

Srak (Beam of Light)

A monthly pamphlet published mainly in Pashto but includes some Dari
material. Its letterhead includes the label “Afghanistan Islamic Literary
Association,” whose editor is identified as Lutfullah Momand. Srak, some-
times misidentified and translated as Sark, publishes various commentaries
and statements from high-ranking Taliban leaders, most noticeably a lengthy
interview with Mullah Berader Akhund during the spring of 2009. Srak
remains one of the Taliban propaganda magazines with the most content and
material, surpassing even A/ Somood and Murchal. Srak’s publication address
is listed as Khair Khanna Mina, Area 2, Kabul, an unlikely reality since the
address is located in a Tajik-dominated neighborhood.
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o Content: Interviews and statements by Taliban figures, commanders, and
fighters. Srak also provides poetry, editorials praising the Taliban, and com-
mentary on religious issues and the history of Islam.

e Length: Approximately 75 pages or more.

e Language: Mainly Pashto, some Dari.

o Publication: Monthly.

e Existence: Since 2004.

o Cover Price: 20 Pakistani rupees.

Tora Bora Magazine

A quarterly jihadist periodical that claims to be published in Nangarhar prov-
ince (the site of the Tora Bora cave complex), Tora Bora Magazine delivers
statements and interviews with mid- to high-level insurgent commanders such
as Qari Baryal (Kapisa, a commander independent of the Taliban), Sheikh
Abu Yaha al-Libi (al-Qaeda), and Mawlawi Saifullah Jalali, an alleged militant
commander operating in Kabul. The magazine supports the current insur-
gency, but is directly associated with the Tora Bora Nizami Mahaz, an off-
shoot of the Taliban and led by Anwur ul-Haq Mujahid, the son of the late
Hezb-e-Islami leader Mawlawi Younus Khalis. 7072 Bora Magazine’s founder
is said to be Ghazi Ajmal and it is edited by Malawi Hatem Tayi.*

o Content: Interviews and statements by insurgents, commanders, and fight-
ers. The magazine also offers commentary on religious and cultural issues.

e Length: approximately 70 pages or more.

e Language: Pashto.

e Publication: Quarterly.

e Existence: Since 2007. But its frequency of publication has waned in recent
years.

Shahamat (Courage/Bravery)

A periodical that appears every two months, Shabamat is predominantly
published in Pashto, with many of the articles appearing on the Alemarah
website.” Like several other jihadist publications, Shahamat lists its publica-
tion address in Kabul; it is published by the Taliban front organization the
“Islamic Cultural Society of Afghanistan.”

o Content: Shahamat publishes articles and commentary on history, religion,
and Islamic issues and supports the Taliban cause of fighting NATO forces
in Afghanistan.
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e Length: N/A.

e Language: Pashto/Dari.
e Publication: Monthly.

o Existence: N/A.

In Fight

A photo essay of Taliban-related attacks (taken from reports on the Alemarah
website), this monthly publication is available in a slick PDF format, complete
with color photos taken from a variety of sources, including local press, inter-
national media, and military photography departments. This is a monthly
publication that began sometime in late 2008. Interestingly, the publication is
in English. A typical issue consists of a photo essay chronicling insurgent
attacks against Afghan and Coalition forces with heavy attention being paid
to imagery of fallen NATO (mostly British) and US personnel in flag-draped
coflins. Some photographs seem to be recycled between issues. The magazine
does not venerate fallen insurgents like other magazines (i.e. 4/ Somood), and
given that it is written in English, this suggests that the magazine is intended
solely for Western audiences, in the hope of influencing international percep-
tions that the war in Afghanistan is going badly and cannot be won (or is not
worth the sacrifice).

e Content: Little to no commentary, and when present it is taken from
Alemarah website reports. Each issue relies heavily on graphic color photo-
graphs: primarily a photo essay format that depicts the conflict as the insur-
gents view it.

e Length: 50-130 pages.

o Language: English.

o Publication: Monthly.

o Existence: Since 2008.

Elham (Inspiration/Revelation)

This publication is allegedly published weekly; its chief editor is Salim Sohail.
Their publisher is labeled as “Afghanistan’s Islamic Cultural Society;” the same
front behind the Shahamat publication.® The content includes recycled mate-
rial from the Taliban’s Alemarah website. Elbam is directly linked to the
Taliban movement.
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o Content: Editorials and battlefield reports previously published on
Alemarab.

o Length: At least 14 pages.

o Language: Mostly in Pashto but offers some material in Dari.

e Publication: Weekly.

e Existence: Since 2005.

Murchal (Trench)

A quarterly periodical published by “the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan,
Murchal is one of the longest-running Taliban magazines in Afghanistan. The
editor is identified as Mullah Kabir Ahmad Mujahed, and it lists its publica-
tion address simply as Kabul.

e Content: Tends to focus primarily on military events happening in
Afghanistan.

o Length: Varies.

e Language: Pashto.

e Publication: Quarterly.

e Existence: Since 2006.

Hezb-e-Islami (HIG) origin
Shahadat (Martyrdom)

This is the official newspaper of Hezb-e-Islami and is mainly circulated
throughout Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). The
magazine does not report Taliban attacks and claims, but rather offers mes-
sages and statements from Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and attacks attributed to
his commanders. Shahadat ran its own website, www.shahadatnews.com,
which was active until October 2008. Access to the website was broken as of
1 November 2009; it then reappeared on the internet under the name Daily

Shabadat, accessible at http://dailyshahadat.com/index.php

Tanweer (Enlightenment)

Tanweer is a Hezb-e-Islami (Hekmatyar) circular that is published in Peshawar
and offers the views of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and updates from his militant
originations activities inside Afghanistan. The late Mohammad Asif Mukhbat,
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a senior member of HIG, initially ran this magazine. He died of abdominal
problems in late May 2011. Mukhbat was also responsible for publishing
Hekmatyar’s statements and publications.” Tanweer magazine also carries
information regarding the current political situation and offers commentary
on Islamic topics.

e Content: Statements by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, anti-Coalition editorials,
interviews with Hezb-e-Islami field commanders.

° Lcngth: 60 or more pages.

e Language: Pashto and Dari.

e Publication: Monthly.

e Existence: N/A.

Mesag-i-Esaar (Covenant of Sacrifice)

A weekly newspaper published in black and white by the Cultural Section of
HIG Central Zone Kabul. The newspaper materials are mostly reprints from
HIG daily publications of newspapers and website. It is not clear where it is
published but it covers HIG propaganda in 8 pages on a weekly basis.
Counting the serial number of the newspaper volumes, it appears that the
newspaper was founded in carly 2007.

o Content: Gulbuddin Hekmatyar statements, HIG military gains, pro HIG
political literature and editorials, anti-Coalition and ISAF forces articles,
transcripts of interviews with Hezb-e-Islami senior members, religious and
cultural pieces.

e Length: around 8 pages.

e Language: Pashto and Dari.

o Publication: Weekly.

e Existence: N/A.

Thsas (Feclings)

A monthly color magazine covering political and social issues published by
Zawan Islami Tanzim, a youth wing of HIG.

o Content: The magazine focus is not limited to Afghanistan, but covers the
broader Islamic community around the world. It also covers topics such as
religious issues, anti-Coalition forces rhetoric and propaganda, and wom-
en’s rights in Islam and the West. The front cover of its first publication
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appeared on HIG youth wing’s Facebook page. Considering HIG youth
wing activities, it secems that the magazine distribution center is in their
stronghold Shamshato camp, a prominent Afghan HIG immigrant camp
near Peshawar, Pakistan.

o Length: N/A.

e Language: Pashto.

o Publication: Monthly.

o Existence: Since November 2010.

Resalat (Duty)

The masthead says that Resa/at magazine is “a bimonthly independent, jihadi,
political and scientific publication. Proprietor of the magazine is the Martyr
Asadollah Jihadwal Cultural Centre.”®

e Content: Resalat publishes the views of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hezb-c-
Islami as well as commentaries on jihad, Islam, politics; it offers scathing
editorials against the Afghan government and the presence of international
forces.

e Length: Over 22 pages.

e Language: Pashto and Dari.

o Publication: Every other month.

o Existence: N/A.

Zamir (Conscience)

An alleged weekly published by the Association for the Protection of the
Islamic Culture in Afghanistan. Little is known about this publication.

Published in Peshawar
Hittin

An Urdu magazine allegedly associated with al-Qaeda and produced by
Al-Fajr Media Center. It publishes articles discussing Qur’anic verses and
hadiths, justifying martyrdom not only against the United States, but also the
Pakistani army.

e Content: Often commentaries on jihad, Islam, politics; it offers scathing
editorials against the Pakistani army.
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e Length: Over 60 pages.
e Language: Urdu.
o Publication: Once a month.

Wahdat

A daily publication covering politics and security in Afghanistan and Pakistan.

e Content: Covers the political and security situation in Afghanistan and
Pakistan; offers editorials and Pashto poetry as well.

o Length: 6 pages.

e Publication: Daily.

e Language: Pashto.

Nawa-i Afghan Jihad (Voice or melody of the Afghan jihad)

Afhiliated with the Haqqani Network, this publication appears only in Urdu
and contains a litany of anti-government and anti-Coalition commentaries,
reports, and interviews with top insurgent commanders. The late Jalaluddin
Haqqani was interviewed on the use of suicide bombers in a November
2009 issue.

o Content: Publishes insurgent commentary and editorials as well as inter-
views with known insurgent commanders.

o Length: Approximately 30-50 pages.

e Language: Urdu.

o Publication: Monthly.

o Existence: N/A.

Likwal

Pashto-language magazine offering commentary and editorials that defend the
rights of Pashtuns. It specifically covers developments in Pakistan and their
impact on the Pashtun people.

¢ Content: Pashtun issues.

o Length: Approximately 20 pages or more.
o Publication: Monthly.

e Language: Pashto.
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Hewad

Periodic newspaper.

o Content: Offers commentaries critical of Pakistani government policies,
US foreign policy in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and chronicles the suffering
of Pashtuns on both sides of the Durand Line.

o Length: 4 pages.

e Language: Pashto.

o Publication: Daily.

Khabroona

Periodic newspaper.

o Content: Offers editorials regarding US foreign policy in Afghanistan and
Pakistan and India’s destabilizing role in the region. Also covers sports and
arts.

e Length: 6 pages.

e Language: Pashto.

e Publication: Daily.
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(NIGHT LETTERS)!

Shabnamah (or night letters) are an effective means of communication, espe-
cially in rural Afghan areas. Night letters are part of the Afghan folklore,
which has many functions, especially in a rural illiterate society as found in
most parts of rural Afghanistan. According to Louis Dupree, folklore in
Afghanistan “explain(s] and justiflies] the group[’s] existence [...] define[s]
the ideal personality type, [and] describe[s] interpersonal, in-group and extra-
group relations.”” Night letters are “framing instruments” that present “stories”
and serve a number of functions, with social control being one of them.

Opponents to the Afghan regime have often used night letters to mobilize
people against the government. The Mujahidin used them during the Soviet
invasion to rally support around their insurgency, and now the Taliban send
them to villages, at times covertly, to threaten people, call for jihad, and
announce a code of conduct for the population to follow. The Taliban benefit
from the lack of communication infrastructure and the high levels of illiteracy,
because it is hard for people to verify the accuracy of information in the letters
or more simply to be exposed to a different discourse or narrative.

One can also argue that the use of shabnamah is more than utilitarian for
the Taliban: symbolism is also important. Night letters are part of the Afghan
tradition and one can assume that people are more receptive to them than to
any other/new means of communication that would be foreign to their cul-
ture. The use of shabnamab is also testament to the Taliban’s ability to
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immerse itself physically in the population, and also psychologically through
its ability to use terms and meanings that are culturally close to their audience
so as to mobilize or control it.

The Taliban’s primary target audience when disseminating shabnamah
remains the local population. The methods and techniques used at the rural,
district, and village level remain low-tech and cost-effective but are also
extremely potent. Large swathes of these areas, especially in the rural environs,
are generally devoid of technological media such as radio, television, internet,
landline telephones or printing presses, although this is changing slowly since
the US invasion of Afghanistan, especially with the relative abundance of cell
phones that are now appearing in the country’s rural areas. Nevertheless, in
these rural, hinterland areas, the populace is still largely isolated, illiterate, and
self-sustaining. Such communities remain vulnerable to Taliban infiltration
through low-tech means. The communication methods employed by the
Taliban in these areas consist of direct contact (oral communications), radio
transmissions, and the distribution of shabnamah—crudely written state-
ments posted on walls or doors inside villages, often at dead of night.?

Night letters were an effective tool during the Soviet—Afghan jihad, as sug-
gested above, and were quickly reinstated following the Taliban’s ousting in
November 2001. Interpreting the messages, themes, stories, and intended
audiences of these night letters is critical to understanding how the Taliban
intimidate and influence community decisions and actions.*

Night letters® generally address an entire village or district and often
threaten violence or death if the demands of the letter are not met. Night
letters sometimes “advise” the intended audience, a whole district, village, or
influential community leaders, on issues of conduct or warn of an impending
attack. Night letter tropes can be summarized as:

e an appeal to past Afghan struggles against “foreign invaders”: the Taliban
regularly play on how foreign powers have been historically defeated by the
peoples of Afghanistan

o the battle between the Taliban and the Karzai or Ghani “puppet” regime
and its foreign coalition represents a “cosmic conflict” between the righ-
teous and the infidel. Afghans have a collective religious responsibility to
fight the apostates and invaders.

o the Taliban’s enemies represent “crusaders” that are promoting Christianity
and attempting to destroy Islam

o the power of “martyrdom”: brave Afghans will sacrifice themselves to save

Afghanistan
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o the fight against their enemies involves saving honor
o supporting the enemy is prohibited. The penalty for ignoring the warnings
is usually death.

Table 5.1: Thematic lines of operation for night letters

Counter-collaboration: Threats are made against Afghan citizens, entire villages or
districts, tribal elders and or other influential personalities, for working with either
Coalition forces or the Afghan government. This also includes Afghan security per-
sonnel, translators, and “spies.”

Counter-education: Threats are made against schoolchildren, their parents, school
teachers, principals, administrators, and school facilities.

Counter-reconstruction: Threats are made against construction companies (both
domestic and international), laborers, the villages, and districts benefiting from such
projects, and the sites of the projects.

Counter-mobility: Threats are made against specific avenues, roadways, bazaars, or
other geographic areas. These threats are generally in the form of a warning for citizens
not to travel or go near areas during specific time frames due to an impending attack.

Counter-stability: Threats are made against tribal elders, civilians, women, religious
personalities, government officials, non-governmental organizations, and political/
factional parties.

Table 5.1 presents the general, thematic lines of night letters. As suggested,
these Taliban IO artifacts often focus on themes such as counter-collabora-
tion, counter-education, counter-reconstruction, counter-mobility, counter-
stability, and explicit tactical military directives.®

Given the simplicity, the cost-effectiveness, and the time-tested tradition of
night letters in Afghan society, the Taliban are not alone in using them as an
underground means of communication and intimidation. Several insurgent
groups operating independently, but who support the Taliban’s activities to
one degree or another, also distribute night letters, sometimes even co-author-
ing letters. Additionally, there is evidence that criminal elements also try to
exploit the fear these messages evoke by forging night letters in the name of
the Taliban.

As will be demonstrated below, night letters have played a critical role in
the information campaign employed by the Taliban in an effort to establish a
popular base for their insurgency, wrapped in the narrative of jihad against the
Kabul regime.
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Taliban night letter stories and narrative analysis

Night letters, as suggested above, have been a traditional and common instru-
ment of Afghan religious figures, jihadists, and rebels to encourage people,
especially (but not exclusively) in rural populations, to oppose both state
authority and regulations. Dupree’s seminal work on Afghanistan suggests
that such “framing” instruments, often in the form of folklore, performed a
variety of significant functions to include “social control,” where individuals
are told by illustration what they should or should not do and what rewards
or penalties they will incur for not following these norms.” Taliban shabnamah
are often the modern manifestation of such folklore instruments and serve the
same purpose.

Traditionally, storytelling and narratives, especially oral history and shab-
namah, have been extremely important to the people of Afghanistan as well
as to the tribes in the Afghanistan—Pakistan border area. Unique and perva-
sive themes are found throughout Afghan poetry and literature that resonate
with Afghans. In many respects Afghanistan’s literature, arts, and music have
been critical dynamics for Afghan perseverance and adaptation. Narratives
also served an important role in Afghan social mobilization, be it peaceful or
violent. This has been especially true when tribal collective actions have inter-
sected with political opportunities.® During the British colonialist period, for
example, anti-colonial literature encouraged rebellion against the British and
their patrons.

As suggested above, night letters and oral stories, as well as narratives, were
important instruments used by the Mujahidin against their Soviet occupiers.’
Resistance literature called for total opposition against the Soviets and their
“puppet” Afghan leaders and support for jihad to establish an Islamic order.
While a variety of means were used to deliver such messages to the Afghan
public, the particularly powerful media, especially in the rural areas, were
poems and music."

Below is an example of a widely circulated Pashtun folk poem that was used
to transmit a narrative characterizing Soviet-installed Babrak Karmal as a
traitor:

O Babrak! Son of Lenin

You do not care for the religion and the faith
You may face your doom and

May you receive a calamity, O son of a traitor.
O son of Lenin.!!
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Narratives were also used by the anti-Soviet Mujahidin against King Zahir
Shah and the royal family, as illustrated by a popular Mujahidin folk song
presented below. This narrative contrasts the sacrifices made by the anti-Soviet
Mujahidin with the exiled life of the Afghan king and how he had forsaken

his legacy and ultimate rewards:

You have none of your family fighting in Afghanistan,
Only the brave are here, you are

Enjoying life in Italy.

Wind of the morning, go tell Zahir Shah

There is no halwa [sweetmeat] for you in Afghanistan
The graves of your ancestors are here,

But there will be no grave for you in Afghanistan.'

Night letters were a particularly useful Mujahidin influence and intimida-
tion technique. In Nelofer Pazira’s biographical story, called 4 Bed of Red
Flowers, she describes night letters used to coordinate shop closings or other
activities designed to create solidarity among the anti-Soviet Afghan popula-
tion. One activity coordinated by the nocturnal campaign was a concert of
“Allah Akbar’s (God is Great) shouted from the rooftops of village houses.
This created a levée en masse effect toward the Soviet invaders, and reminded
the secular communists of the unifying power of Islam.

The next day we are tired but, as if concealing our night’s secret from the light of
day, we don’t talk about Al/ahu Akbars, until Uncle Wahid arrives with the news.
In a silent rejection, all Kabul shopkeepers decided to keep their stores closed yes-
terday, February 22, 1980; they designated the night as the time to voice that day’s
protest. An anonymous nightly letter had been spread all over Kabul, asking people
to cry Allahu Akbar after dark, says Uncle Wahid. For the following two days,
Kabul shops remain shut, and for the third night in a row we are standing on the
roof, joining in this religious symphony. Until dawn we chant, “God is great.” We
are all so caught up in this rotation of rhythm and order that no one complains
about the lack of sleep ... this is our welcome, Afghan-style, to the Soviet Invasion.'

The Taliban have adopted shabnamab as a well-tested, cost-effective
method of instruction and intimidation. The Taliban regularly post such let-
ters or leaflets during the night, warning of the “wrath” that villages will face
if they cooperate with US forces (the “Christian invaders”) or the Karzai
regime (“a US puppet”).* The Taliban rely on the educated populace to trans-
mit the shabnamab to illiterate villagers. Often these “letters” are pasted to the
walls of mosques and government buildings and promise death to anyone who
defies their threats or instructions. They are typically aimed at symbols of
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authority and supporters of the Kabul government, and often read as follows:
“Once this government falls, we will be in power. We will have your docu-
ments, your résumés, your names and your addresses. We will come and pun-
ish you””
The Taliban have thus far been true to their word in sowing doubt and fear
among Afghans.” As reported by Time Magazine:
Night letters left across southern Afghanistan, the Taliban’s stronghold, have
slowed government services and brought reconstruction projects to a halt. In
Kandahar province, many police officers have quit, and after letters appeared threat-
ening employees, two medical clinics were shut down. In the past two months,

insurgents have burned down 11 schools in the region. Night letters warning par-
ents to keep their children home presaged some of the attacks.'®

The Taliban night letters represent a strategic and effective instrument,
crafting poetic diatribes which appeal to the moral reasoning of Afghan vil-
lagers. While many of the night letters represent overt intimidation, they also
present important insights into who and what the Taliban represent. The
quality and use of these letters have impressed professional US Information
and Psychological Operation (PYSOP) officers who consider them “cloquent
and impressive” and subsequently more effective than the vast majority of US
Information Operation artifacts.!”

Figure 5.1 reproduces a Taliban night letter'® distributed in Kandahar in
2003 entitled “Message to the ‘Mujahid’ Afghan nation!” It is a good example
of the Taliban’s literary eloquence and poctic approach to persuasion, originat-
ing in historical intercultural communications found throughout Afghanistan
and Iran."” This shabnamah references Afghanistan’s grand history and the
threat that Americans and their “cronies” pose to a historically great Islamic
Afghan government. The proclamation is addressed to the “Mujahid people”
of Afghanistan, intimating the notion that the country itself is engaged in a
jihad or lawful war against infidels and an apostate government. The label
“Mujahid,” as used in this narrative, does not apply solely to the Taliban but
rather to the Afghan population as a whole. The message suggests that all
Afghans have a role in this campaign against a common enemy of Islam, and
Afghans have an obligation to join the fight against the infidels.

The posting is a well-prepared story that helps frame the narrative reflecting
on the “illustrious” history of rule of three particular Afghan leaders who
harnessed the power of Islam. The first “ancestor and hero” mentioned is
Ahmad Shah Durrani (Abdali), founder of the Sadozai dynasty of the Abdali
who would establish the Durrani Afghan Empire in Kandahar in 1747. He is
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Figure 5.1: Taliban night letter, Kandahar, 2003
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Figure 5.1

EyO B LJLL! .L;_A_?JASJ)E*K:...PIC“_,\- @ejﬂ;ﬁbﬁ@,-&y

&S 7’_—Jt :—_-i)‘_? L_eg.:lf#l-{r-_-*;' o ML‘S“-"‘t’LJ-éJJ)“Jt (&Epll '-JL&:" ‘5

ol sleslsalb gj.bgi;;JLé_:JauLMé Qi Eorada fn sy b el ot
Sapty sl Ll Mgl bl b S0 ol d 26 S pcan
e L @JLLL#M;QBQ&MMMIAQJ&;&;;:W@
stglast-ala, \_JLA_,)L:L_,ML.—#M J,_‘_qﬂ,_,,hwwh.hl
e clalEslats i, T IR SN
R s Vataer a.‘b{-‘b--tf-a"f“—u ks i

i &g G e C R IC S U \FICHP P PP BUR P T VRS U
B e TP S P UL 07 SR S W P
RS . IS R WS PR S
B e EEICCRR VAN S PR 8 (TS S A G AN ENEINE PRSI BN
B e o5 Sy Sy epey
:L:‘—:»q.;b\-s\_;ﬁ R PV YR\ U -
e At Or D LUSaa AaoASs oo 2o s e s - BUS VS u:

ST o) PO G S asiaS e ‘,\L;m..\_._.&,.....

Lg\'-\uum\rﬁ“ ri—-—\au 55" -\--L-’.J..a.:--_&--m»-\a
ﬁrwﬂwk/ﬁia\l@\-‘) "‘\"l‘w\—;»ly,éﬂ

60



THE TALIBAN’S USE OF SHABNAMAH (NIGHT LETTERS)

Translation of Taliban Night Letter, Kandahar, 2003%
Message to the “Mujahid” (freedom fighter) Afghan Nation!

You have served Islam a great deal throughout history and have defeated
the non-Muslims of the world. Your ancestors such as Ahmad Shah
Abdali, Mahmood Ghaznawi, Shahaabuddin Ghori and other heroes
have recorded a great history in fight against non-Muslims, but it is a pity
that today some America-trained servants, supposedly bright-minded,
have destroyed the honored history of Afghanistan. Today once again
your sons, clerics and Taliban and the faithful people in these circum-
stances are fighting against non-Muslims and are serving Islam. If you
don’t do anything else, at least support your Mujahid sons and do not be
impressed by the false propaganda of non-Muslim enemies. God knows,
one and half million martyrs of the jihad against the Russians and one
hundred thousand martyrs of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (mar-
tyred Taliban) will ask you for the cost of their martyrdom, so we hope
that you meet those expectations. They are stopping Islamic education
and instead are teaching Christianity to your children. The Taliban never
want to kill common civilians, but unfortunately some so-called Afghans
have become the supporters of our enemies. Non-Muslims want to kill
and pit Afghan against Afghan; in the name of (attacking the) Taliban
they are attacking everybody, they are killing Afghans and destroying your
houses, and they are destroying Islamic madrasas in Afghanistan. They
burn Afghan arms and ammunitions. They want to make Afghanistan as
helpless as Palestine. You have seen that in all madrasas (Islamic schools)
nowadays they teach Christianity to your children. Once again, we
request you not to support non-Muslims, otherwise you will have the
whole responsibility here and hereafter.

Be happy

Poem

I was so sad you laughed

I was caring for Islam and you betrayed us
How can you call yourself an Afghan
Instead of me, you supported a non-Muslim
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Document 5.1: Shabnamah story “Message to the ‘Mujahid’
Afghan nation!”

Afghans throughout history have defeated infidel invaders while pre-
serving their Islamic way of life. Numerous Afghan leaders throughout
history, including the father of our nation, Ahmad Shah Durrani
(Abdali), have demonstrated this. The infidel Americans along with
their apostate Afghan puppets are attempting to destroy our nation, our
way of life, and our religion. Your families and clerics and the Taliban,
as well as all faithful Afghans, are fighting these evil people in the name
of Islam. You must support your faithful sons as well the memory of
half a million anti-Soviet Afghan jihadists who were martyred during
our destruction of the Soviet infidel invaders. Beware of the false teach-
ings of the infidels who want to destroy Islam and bring Christianity to
Afghanistan. We sce the Americans destroying our schools and killing
faithful civilians as well as our religious “seckers.” Afghanistan. They
want to make us as helpless as the Palestinians. If you don’t support the
Taliban’s efforts, you are not an Afghan but rather a betrayer who will
face punishment forever.

considered by many as the “father” of modern Afghanistan. While Ghilzai
members of the Taliban have long disdained the Durranis, Ahmad Shah is
revered by all Afghans. Sykes’s History of Afghanistan calls Ahmad Shah “a
monarch whose high descent and warlike qualities made him peculiarly
acceptable to his aristocratic and virile Chiefs, as well as to his warlike subjects
in general. In short, he possessed all the qualities that enabled him successfully
to found the Kingdom of Afghanistan*

The second “ancestor and hero” referenced is Sultan Mahmud Ghaznawi, a
young Turkic (non-Afghan) king who ascended the throne around the year
1000 and embarked on Ghaznavid empire-building that represented “one of
the great renaissances of the Early Islamic period.”” Mahmud was considered
a great general who conducted at least seventeen successful campaigns against
India. According to Dupree: “He added northwest India and the Punjab to
his empire, and enriched his treasury by looting wealthy Hindu temples.
Probably more important, Mahmud’s mullahs converted many Hindus to
Islam.”* Historians, such as Caroe, trace the origin of the Ghilzai nation to
the Turkish tribes of the Ghaznavid empire.** Hence, the reference to
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Mahmud could be alluding to the glorious genealogy of the Ghilzai, a very
important Taliban dynamic during this period.

The early political Taliban of 1994 primarily consisted of rural Pashtuns
from the Ghilzai nation? with some support from the Kakar tribe of the
Ghurghusht nation.?® The composition of the Taliban has since changed, in
many respects, to reflect the local demographics and tribes of the specific areas
where they are operating. The Ghilzai are descendants of the great nomad
clans (powindah) of Sulaiman Khel, and the Aka Khel are the largest Afghan
tribal confederation, including the tribes of Sulaiman Khel, Ali Khel, Aka
Khel, Taraki, Nasirs, Tokhis, Hotaks, and Khototi.””

Much of the original Taliban leadership, including the late Mullah
Mohammed Omar, came from the Hotak Ghilzai tribe that held power in
Afghanistan in the eighteenth century and for a time even possessed the
throne of Isfahan (Persia). The Hotaki Ghilzais under Mir Wais Ghilzai
achieved historical fame as the liberators of Kandahar from Safavid control in
1709. In 1722 the Hotaki served as the leading tribe in the invasion of Persia
and destruction of the Persian Empire.”® The importance, remembrance, and
implications of such a proud history in tribal Afghanistan stupefy many
Western analysts.

Nadir Shah ended the Ghilzai regime in 1737. After the assassination of
Nadir Shah in 1747, the Afghans established the first “modern” Afghan gov-
ernment in Kandahar after they elected Ahmed Shah Durrani as their ruler.
The Ghilzai have traditionally held a strong animosity toward the Durrani
Pashtuns, who took power from the Ghilzai and have held it almost continu-
ously for the last 300 years.” The Durranis have provided all of Afghanistan’s
modern kings, a fact not lost on the Ghilzai. Only four times have the Ghilzai
seized national power: in 1721, when Mir Wais took the throne; in 1978, after
a coup against Mohammed Daoud by Marxist military officers, who immedi-
ately handed over power to the Marxist People’s Democratic Party of
Afghanistan leader Nur Mohammed Taraki;* again in 1996, when Mullah
Omar came to power and with the election of President Mohammad Ashraf
Ghani in September 2014. Since the demise of Mir Wais Ghilzai and his
empire, the Ghilzai have hated the Durranis, their arch-rivals and the tribe of
former President Hamid Karzai.

The divisions between Durrani and Ghilzai Afghans have been at the root
of centuries of conflict and intrigue in Afghanistan. Such issues were inti-
mately involved in the demographics of Peshawar politics during the anti-
Soviet jihad.?' In fact, a case can be made for the politics of the Afghan war
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being a virtual Ghilzai affair. Khalq’s Ghilzai leaders, Hafizullah Amin and
Muhammad Taraki, began the process with the 1978 coup. Khalgi officers,
many of who were Ghilzai, dominated the Afghan military forces. Babrak
Karmal (with Durrani connections) was replaced by Najibullah, one of the
few Parchamis with Ghilzai roots. Except for Babrak Karmal, the great
Durrani Pashtun confederation had little representation on cither side of the
conflict. Khalgi members of the Peoples’ Democratic Party of Afghanistan
(PDPA) were committed to breaking the established tradition of Durrani
rule.’> Some spoke of the Marxist usurpation and the war as Ghilzai revenge
against Durrani dominance. On the resistance side, as suggested above, nearly
all the key Mujahidin parties were led by or had strong ties to the Ghilzai.
Ethnic rivalry, perhaps more than Islamic ideology, was even responsible for
the refusal of the Peshawar parties to accept former King Zahir Shah into
Mujahidin politics.”®

The final “ancestor and hero” reference in the night letter of Document 5.1
is to Shahab al-Din Ghuri of the Ghurid dynasty, who ruled from 1173 to
1206 and controlled the entire eastern caliphate encompassing much of
Afghanistan, eastern Iran, and modern Pakistan.** His numerous invasions of
India and his powerful rule helped construct a widespread and long-lasting
historical memory framed by heroism and sacrifice through Afghan genera-
tions. Although Ghaznawi and Ghuri were not Afghan by birth, history
granted them an Afghan pedigree and the two kings are still honored as
heroes. Hence, the Taliban night letter uses the collective historical memory
of Afghans handed down through generations to frame their intellectual argu-
ment against popular support of the Karzai regime and American forces. The
shabnamahb’s narrative glorifies those who have fought and converted infidels
to the righteous path: the goal of the Taliban.

This shabnamah also represented a clear challenge to the Karzai regime, its
expatriate members, and proffers that “it is a pity that today some American-
trained servants ... have destroyed the honored history of Afghanistan.” The
letter also follows the time-honored Afghan practice of attacking foreign
influence: a xenophobic message that has historically resonated with many of
the Afghan people, because this is what the Karzai government and the
Americans represented in the eyes of the Taliban.

A clear distinction is made between “Muslims” and “non-Muslims” as the
Taliban appeal to the “true Islamic believers” and decry the “false propaganda
of non-Muslim enemies.” The letter appeals to the population’s gratitude and
appreciation for the “martyrs” of the Soviet occupation and the Taliban’s bat-
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tles during Operation Enduring Freedom-Afghanistan (OEF-A), even citing
casualty statistics. The letter states that the Taliban are against killing common
citizens, but at times it cannot be avoided. On the other hand, the shabnamah
argues that supporters of the Karzai regime and the Americans are not
“Afghans” and are open targets.

It is interesting to note that this night letter made its appearance during
the height of the Demobilization, Disarmament, and Reorganization (DDR)
campaign, aimed at ridding the country of weapons and convincing reluctant
and recalcitrant regional and warlord militia members to support the Karzai
regime. The letter states that “Non-Muslims want to kill Afghans by Afghans
while they burn their arms and ammunitions” The author of the letter obvi-
ously believes that disarmament is ludicrous while Afghanistan’s enemies are
“killing” Afghans. During the 1990s there were more personal weapons in
Afghanistan than in India and Pakistan combined. “By some estimates more
such weapons had been shipped into Afghanistan during the previous decade
than to any other country in the world”* Afghans and especially the
Pashtuns revel in a “gun culture.” One of the first sounds that a rural Afghan
male infant hears after he is born, immediately after praise to Allah, is the
firing of guns celebrating his birth. An appeal against DDR is not only a clear
indication that the Taliban tracked aspects of the Bonn Process, especially
those that have the potential to impact on their insurgent actions; it is also,
more importantly, a recognition that the Taliban understand that taking
away a Pashtun’s gun is equivalent to taking away his manhood. While the
Taliban undoubtedly do not want Afghans, especially their supporters, to
give up their weapons and become “helpless,” the narrative is appealing to a
deeper characteristic that resonates with nearly every Pashtun. Indeed guns
are intimately related to the Pashtun tribal code of Pashtunwali and “as a
result ... most [Pashtun] males become acquainted with weapons in their
carly childhood and develop a keen sense of marksmanship.”** The Pashtun’s
affinity for weapons has traditionally plagued every state’s attempt to enforce
its own rule of law in deference to Pashtunwali.

The document does not communicate any direct threat against the US
military, but it does insinuate that Americans destroyed mosques and madra-
sas in order to re-educate Afghan children about Christianity. Such a narrative
is presented to create mistrust and apprehension among the Afghan popula-
tion. Afghanistan is 99.5 per cent Muslim, and religion is and always has been
a central characteristic of the Afghan people.

The letter warns that the enemies “want to make Afghanistan as helpless
as Palestine.” An emphasis on the plight of the Palestinians has been a cen-
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tral focal and rallying point for Islamists for decades. In the past, Islamic
struggles outside Afghanistan have not been an explicit mantra of the
Afghan resistance. The Mujahidin, for example, had a more immediate and
limited goal of liberating Afghanistan from the Soviets and fighting the
puppet government they installed in Kabul. “They had no intention or
desire to turn their country into a theater or camp from which to wage
global jihad against either other Muslim governments or Western states.”’
It is interesting that the Taliban, who in the past have never represented a
transnational jihadist organization, would focus on more global struggles,
even indirectly in their shabnamah.

The letter concludes with a poem that is aimed at invoking respect and
striking a chord in the receivers’ historical memory. As suggested in Chapter
1, message repetition provides a way to remember facts or messages and
enhances the delivery method with emotion anchored in cultural traditions.
It is likely that this proclamation was read aloud by an educated village elder
to illiterate members of the local populace with an emphasis on the poem at
the end of the letter, possibly even reading it twice to allow the audience to
experience the power of the poem.

Figure 5.2 presents a shabnamah that is an example of a warning letter tar-
geted at the populace of the Kandahar province towns of Maruf and
Arghistan.’® Unlike the night letter examined above, this letter appears
quickly constructed and warns the Afghan population against supporting
the Americans.

The letter was written in Pashto and warns the residents of Ma’ruf and
Arghistan against cooperating with the Americans. It explicitly suggests that
the Taliban will kill all those that cooperate with the Americans once the
Americans leave. The point is emphasized by asserting that “the Americans
will not always be there” to protect those who chose to cooperate. Moreover,
the letter states that the Taliban “know” the names and location of collabora-
tors and compare these present-day collaborators with those who were “loyal”
to the Russians during the anti-Soviet jihad.

Such a message is typical of messages delivered by Taliban mullahs speaking
to rural village elders. They are fond of saying, “the Americans have the wrist-
watches, but we have the time.” The simple message they deliver in person or
by night letter such as the one presented in Document 5.2 is one of intimida-
tion: “The Americans may stay for five years, they may stay for ten, but eventu-
ally they will leave, and when they do, we will come back to this village and
kill every family that has collaborated with the Americans or the Karzai gov-
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Figure 5.2: Warning letter to the people of Maruf and Arghistan, Kandahar

province
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Translation of Figure 5.2%

We inform those people of Maruf district who serve Americans day and
night and reveal the places of Mujahidin to them, or those who dis-
honor sincere Muslims of the country, that American guards will not

always be there and we can catch you any time.

We know the name and place of every person. Learn a lesson from those
who were loyal to the Russians. (If God wills) soon you will come under
the knife or bullet of Mujahidin.

Document 5.2: Shabnamah story

We warn all those apostate people living in the Ma’ruf district who tell
the American enemies the Taliban plans or their whereabouts that they
not only greatly dishonor faithful Muslim Afghans, but will also meet
a dreadful fate by a knife or a bullet. The Americans cannot save you—
God wills it—just as the infidel Russians could not save those traitor
Afghans who supported and were loyal to their efforts. The Taliban
know the Afghans who dishonor themselves and all sincere Afghans by
helping the enemies of Afghanistan.
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ernment.” Such a message is devastatingly effective in these areas where
transgenerational feuds and revenge are a fabric of the society. It is also an
effective message to keep NGOs and reconstruction activities out of areas
which the Taliban control.

If one assumes that the center of gravity for both the insurgency and coun-
ter-insurgency is popular support and for the Kabul government to succeed,
it must deliver reconstruction, infrastructure, and services to the hinterlands
(areas which have thus far received virtually nothing), then the Taliban’s strat-
egy has proven very effective. To reiterate, the three fundamental problems in
Afghanistan that have allowed the Taliban’s re-emergence are:

o the inability of the national government to establish a politically significant
presence throughout the country;

o the failure of Kabul as well as the international community to create a secure
rural environment, especially in the south, advantageous to even minimal
development and reconstruction;

o the unfulfilled expectations of the people in the southern half of the coun-
try who have had no meaningful improvement in the lives, despite the fact
that they live in an environment where, at the time, one child in five dies
before the age of five and 90 per cent of the population lives in conditions
little changed since Alexander the Great.*

The hinterlands of the east and south remain impoverished wastelands with
few schools and roads and little prospect of a better life for the vast majority
of the population. A poll conducted in 2005, when this night letter was sent,
showed that six out of ten Afghans had no electricity and only 3 per cent had
it consistently.*! Significant change has not happened since this poll was taken,
especially in the south, despite the fact that the US has spent considerable
money “developing” Afghanistan: in total $113.1 billion, or $10 billion more,
adjusted for inflation, than the amount the United States committed in
civilian assistance (the Marshall Plan) to help rebuild Western Europe after
World War 11,4

The Taliban are well aware of this and continue to put up obstacles to
inhibit Kabul or the international community from bettering the lives of the
average Afghan villager. Whole districts in provinces such Helmand,
Oruzgan, Zabol, Paktika, Ghazni, Wardak, and Logar (to name but a few)
are essentially war zones with virtually no chance of rehabilitating fractured
infrastructures: a prerequisite for the US long-standing tactics of counter-
insurgency in the country.
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Figure 5.3 presents a Taliban night story and its translation from the Wardak
province, authored by “the Mujahidin of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.”
This shabnamab is significantly different from the other night letters examined
here. The message uses language which mimics that regularly used by transna-
tional jihadist organizations and intimates that the ultimate goal of the Afghan
insurgency has a global dimension. This message is in stark contrast with the
shabnamah presented in Document 5.2 written in 2004. The significant differ-
ences between these two letters suggest that the Afghan insurgency had the
ambition of morphing into a campaign with more transnational concerns,
something that we have not seen.

One theme of the letter is: do not associate with or help the Karzai regime
and Coalition forces, or you will be judged as one of them (“One who lends a
hand to infidels to transgress [against Muslims] is one of them”). This message
of intimidation, as we have scen carlier, is clearly a cornerstone of Taliban
night letter narratives.

This letter, like many other Taliban shabnamah, has considerably more
Islamic references than the narratives assessed above (or below). Juergensmeyer
suggests that religious tropes are more likely to play a narrative role if the
confrontation between two groups can be characterized as a “cosmic struggle
or battle.” This is most likely in the following circumstances:

1. If the struggle is perceived as a defense of basic identity and dignity.

2. Iflosing the struggle would be unthinkable.

3. If the struggle is “blocked” and cannot be won in real time or in real
terms.®

The first two circumstances are valid for the Taliban. The Taliban view their
insurgency/jihad, as evidenced in their shabnamabh, as a struggle over basic
questions of identity and culture: it must be won, and losing is not an option.
The third circumstance was probably also valid until mid-2004. Since then,
however, the emboldened Taliban insurgency has shown real signs of success
since their reconstitution in early 2004.

The shabnamah invokes the name of Allah via a standard greeting and
begins by rallying the population against the “crusaders” and “their domestic
servants.” The use of the term “crusaders” is significant. This terminology was
often used by Osama bin Laden when he referred to the conflict in
Afghanistan as a battle between “a crusader army” and Islam.* The use of this
terminology suggests that the United States and its allies are waging a crusade
against Islam, and this “aggression” is not an isolated conflict, but rather the
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Figure 5.3: Night letter, Wardak®
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Translation of Figure 5.3%

The Prophet of God Mohammed (peace be upon Him) says: One who
lends a hand to infidels to transgress [against Muslims] is one of them.
By the Islamic Devoted Mujahidin, In the name of Allah, the most

merciful and most compassionate

Statement

Pious Afghans, Brave and Courageous People! Accept our greetings.
Dear Muslim and devout brother! As you all know, some countries in
the Islamic world, and specifically our dear country Afghanistan, have
spent day and night under the grip of the crusaders over the last few
years. During this time the cruel crusaders’” army and their domestic
servants have committed grave atrocities, barbarity, and savagery against
our innocent brothers and sisters. Their cruelties have not ceased. You
have watched and heard of their ongoing savagery in Afghanistan and
Iraq, the two best examples that have been exposed by the international
media. Therefore, the Afghan Muslim Mujahidin have initiated their
sacred jihad to gain the independence of our beloved country from the
crusader powers. The jihad will continue until in the end we defeat of
the crusaders” army, and establish a pure Islamic State (Inshallah).
Therefore, the Afghan Muslim Mujahidin offer the following related
guidelines to help obtain our goals, and carnestly ask all Afghans to
respect them seriously:

1. All those who work for and are in the service of the crusader army,
cooperate militarily or logistically with them, and carry oil, food
and similar things for them: you are strongly warned to stop coop-
erating with them promptly; otherwise, you will face serious
consequences.

2. All those who do business with the crusaders are asked to avoid
doing business with them, so as not to suffer during the exalted strike
of the Mujahidin on the crusaders.

3. Wk seriously ask all persons not to expose the holy names of the
Mujahidin to the crusaders’ army and to their Afghan slaves during
the exalted strike of Mujahidin on them, and likewise we ask those
Afghans who spy for the Americans and for their Afghan slaves to

71




TALIBAN NARRATIVES

stop doing this evil act, otherwise they will be punished at the hands
of the holy Mujahidin according to Shar’iah.

4. We ask all Muslims to cooperate wholeheartedly with their
Mujahidin brothers and to join their ranks and to support jihad, so
as to perform their religious duty properly.

5. We ask all those who spread false allegations against Mujahidin to
stop their evil acts. The Mujahid power is not based on any foreign
support, it is founded on Allah’s blessing and the will of the Afghan
Muslim people.

(God grand success to the Mujahid everywhere and always.)

The Mujahidin of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan Religious
Scholars say: Cooperation with infidels, under any circumstance and
for any reason and excuse, in any form, is an open blasphemy that needs
no deliberation.

Afghanistan’s Devoted Mujahidin.

Document 5.3: Shabnamah story

Brave and courageous Afghan Muslim brother, for many years the
attacking crusaders have ravaged Afghanistan and other Islamic coun-
tries such as Iraq. The crusaders as well as their Afghan apostate slaves
have committed savage atrocities against innocent Afghans that have
been exposed by the world’s media. In response to such barbarity,
Afghan Muslim jihadists have fought courageously to free Afghanistan,
and the Mujahidin will continue to fight until the crusaders’ armies are
totally defeated and we can again establish a pure Islamic State. All
Afghans working for the crusaders must immediately stop cooperating
and doing business with them or they will suffer grave consequences
from the Mujahidin. Moreover, all Afghans must immediately stop
exposing the Mujahidin to the crusaders or their Afghan apostate slaves.
Failure to do this will result in grave punishment sanctioned by
Shar’iah. All Afghans have a holy obligation to join and support the
jihad. All that we ask is according to Allah’s will and blessings.
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latest episode in a long chain of conflicts that have been targeted at Muslims.
While there is no evidence suggesting that al-Qaeda or an Afghan—Arab
wrote this letter, the language used is very similar to the regular terminology
used by al-Qaeda. It proclaims a clash of civilizations.

The declaration accuses the “crusaders and their domestic servants” of
unceasing “atrocities, barbarity and savagery against our innocent brothers
and sisters” in both Afghanistan and Iraq. Both of these conflicts represent, in
the eyes of the Taliban, defensive jihads against a Christian onslaught that will
continue until the “defeat of the crusaders’ army,” and “the establishment of a
pure Islamic State.” The jihad, according to this message, is a collective respon-
sibility of all Muslims and the shabnamah instructs Afghans to:

o offer no assistance or cooperation to US or Afghan National Armed Forces
or “face serious consequences”

o not divulge the identity (“holy names”) of the insurgents

e end the “evil act” of spying for the enemy or “be punished at the hands of
the holy Mujahidin according to Shar’iah”

e cooperate and join the Taliban “so as to perform ... religious duty properly”

The letter concludes by suggesting that those who ignore the advice and
instructions of the shabnamah will be dealt with swiftly without deliberation.
Such a response, claims the night letter, has been sanctified by “religious
scholars”—a powerful message to Afghans.

Many of the Islamic underpinnings reflected in this shabnamah have been
a component of the past Afghan resistance movements. For example, Hazarat
Shaib or Mullah Shor Bazar (a member of the Mujadidi family) was an impor-
tant Afghan religious figure whose Ghilzai tribal army or Jashkar? inflicted
heavy losses on the British during the Third Anglo-Afghan war of 1919.
Hazarat Shaib would later defeat the Afghan reform-minded King Amanullah
Khan and assisted Nadir Kahn to overthrow Bacha Saqqao in 1929.% Other
religious leaders such as Mirwais Khan Hotaki and Mullah Mushki Alam also
organized Jashkars that fought against the British occupation of Afghanistan.
And of course during the anti-Soviet jihad, za/ibs (or religious students) regu-
larly fought alongside the Mujahidin, mainly under the leadership of
Mohammad Nabi and his Harakat-e-Inqilab-e-Islami and Hezb-e-Islami
(Khalis). But none of these movements had explicit global goals aimed at the
Islamic Ummabh.

The role of the Taliban in the larger global Islamist jihad has been a ques-

tion that has baffled researchers. Most would agree with Fawaz Gerges when
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he suggests that Afghan resistance has never been focused outside the Afghan
border.” The message portrayed in the shabnamah of Document 5.3, however,
indicates that this position could change if the Taliban garner strength and
other international events turn against the West (e.g. Iraq, Syria, Libya). There
is ample evidence to suggest that the late Mullah Omar appealed to the global
Ummah,” but he as well as the Taliban have traditionally not pursued actions
directly and explicitly aimed at this audience.

Figures 5.4 and 5.5 present night letters that represent messages of intimi-
dation against schools and teachers involved in girls’ education. The
Taliban’s strict views against gitls’ education are related primarily to its views
concerning the “protection” of a woman’s honor, emanating from the code
of Pashtunwali in which women are forbidden to participate in most public
events and processes outside their kin group. The authority of the kin is a
male prerogative. Gulick describes such kin relations as an expression of the
“peril and refuge mentality.” He observes that the kin who provide a person
with social, emotional, and, if necessary, armed support are also competitors
for the same resources. In the case of women, the same brothers and fathers
with whom they are so close and who are their protectors are also their
executioners, should the males doubt the daughter’s or sister’s chastity.
Thesc are also the relatives who know the person best and to whom he or she
is consequently most vulnerable.!

The Taliban have consistently pursued a campaign against girls’ education
by burning schools and attacking teachers. The Afghan Ministry of Education
has reported that hundreds of schools have been forced to stop classes: a third
of them in the south because of Taliban intimidation.”? The draconian writs
against female education during the reign of the Taliban are well documented
and are likely to continue into the future.

Figure 5.4 presents a letter from 2005 found in Kapisa posted to a tree three
days before a boys’ school in the arca was sct on fire. The letter was apparently
posted by the “Taliban Islamic Movement representative of Parwan and
Kapisa provinces” and represents a “warning” against female education.
According to Human Rights Watch, other shabnamah were also found in the
school. The shabnamah warns both ulema and teachers alike not to attempt
to educate gitls. It suggests that the Taliban knows who violate this edict and
that they will be dealt with appropriately.

Taliban incidents like burning tents and school buildings, explosions near
schools, and threats to women teachers are well documented and were a focus
of international concern during the reign of the Taliban. Threats such as those
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Figure 5.4: Warning from Taliban Islamic movement, representative of Parwan and

Kapisa provinces®
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Translation of Figure 5.4

This is a warning to all those dishonorable people, including #/ema and
teachers, not to teach girls. Based on the information given to us, we
strongly ask those people whose names been particularly reported to us
not to commit this act of evil. Otherwise, it is they who bear all the
responsibilities. They have no right to claim that they have not been
informed.

This is to inform all those who have enrolled at boys™ schools to stop
going to schools. An explosion might occur inside the school com-
pounds. In case of getting hurt, it is they who bear all the responsibili-
ties. They have no right to claim that they have not been informed.
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Document 5.4: Shabnamab story

Ulema and teachers who are educating girls are dishonorable and acting
in an evil, un-Islamic fashion. We know who is doing this and we demand
that they immediately stop teaching girls. This is a grave warning to all
those dishonorable people not to teach girls. You have been warned and
should not be surprised if we seck reprisal. We also demand that boys stop
going to schools, because destruction of these schools could happen. You
have been warned, so don’t be surprised if something happens. If some-
thing does happen and someone is hurt, you will be responsible.

delivered in the narrative of this night letter cannot be taken lightly. In January
2006 Malim Abdul Habib, headmaster of Shaikh Mathi Baba high school,
which is attended by 1,300 boys and girls, was stabbed eight times before he
was decapitated in the courtyard of his home in Qalat, Zabul.>*

The second part of the letter warns students not to go to boys’ schools: “an
explosion might occur inside the school compounds. If anyone gets hurt, it is
they who will bear all the responsibilities. They have no right to claim that
they have not been informed.” This threat levied at a boys’ school that was
constructed by a US Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) represents an
additional indication of the Taliban’s strategy of negating most reconstruction
and infrastructure development in the Afghan hinterlands.

The shabnamah presented in Figure 5.5 is my interpretation of an example
of Taliban intimidation directed at a specific individual: Fatima Moshtag, the
then Ghazni province director of education. Threats were apparently directed
against Moshtaq because of her role in female education. She was warned that
both she and her family were in grave danger. The letter calls on her to resign
her position: in the eyes of the Taliban, a position that should never be held
by a woman. Similar threats have been directed at numerous government
officials by Taliban night letters.

Local education officials in Ghazni blamed the Taliban for scores of the
attacks on educational institutions. According to Human Rights Watch during
2004-5, 31 per cent of students officially enrolled in Ghazni schools were gitls.
In two of the eighteen provincial districts that happen to lie in southern Ghazni
and are areas of significant Taliban activity, no girls had enrolled in school:> yet

another indication that the Taliban intimidation campaign was succeeding.
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Figure 5.5: Taliban night letter from Ghazni*®
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Translation of Figure 5.5

Greetings to the respected director [of education] of Ghazni province,
Fatima Moshtaq.

I have one request, that you step aside from your duties. Otherwise, if
you don’t resign your position and continue your work, something will
happen that will transform your family and you to grief. I am telling you
this as a brother, that I consider you a godless person. I am telling you
to leave your post and if you continue your work, I will do something
that doesn’t have a good ending. It should not be left unsaid that one
day in the Jan Malika school I heard Wali Sahib praise Ahmad Shah
Masood. I wanted to transform your life to death and with much regret
Wali Assadullah was present there and I didn’t do anything to cause
your death. But if you don’t resign your work, I will attack you to death.

With respects.
27 Meezan 1384 [At the bottom, last paragraph]

Look, dear Fatima, consider your poor employee who will suffer. He
was in front of the house, look at how many bodyguards you have, for
instance the one who was there, but if you have them, it doesn’t matter
to us. I was following you from 4 in the afternoon till 7 at night.

With respects.

Document 5.5: Shabnamab story

This message is meant for Fatima Moshtag, the education director of
Ghazni province. Your actions have demonstrated that you are an infi-
del and godless person. If you do not resign from your position, harm
will come to both you and your family. We have heard that in the Jan
Malika School, Wali Sahib praised Ahmad Shah Masood; this is unac-
ceptable. If you do not resign you will be killed. We have already fol-
lowed you and your employee and will strike when your bodyguards are
not present.
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Finally, Figure 5.6 presents a 2003 Kandahar shabnamah with its transla-
tion. After the recitation of a Qur’anic verse (“Jihad is a right in Allah’s Path:
Jihad yesterday, Jihad until the Day of Judgment”), this proclamation authored
by “Jamiat-e Jaish al Muslemin” presents a series of specific actions and instruc-
tions that Kandaharis who worked with the Karzai government (“American
puppets”) were to follow:

o immediately quit your government or NGO job,

e do not use government vehicles and do not go to areas where such vehicles
have been damaged or destroyed,

e never go to a feast where government officials are to be present,

o ulema as well as community leaders should not attend governmental shuras,

o women and girls are forbidden any educational participation,

e Muslim cars should not use the roads used by government officials,

e do not transport American equipment,

e avoid hotels frequented by Westerners.

These instructions represent an integrated program to obstruct government
operations in Kandahar.

The letter of 2003 appears to foreshadow the use of improvised explosive
devises (IEDs) and vehicle-borne improvised explosive devises (VBIEDs) as
well as suicide bombings, presently a grave concern and a tactic previously
unknown in Afghanistan. Despite a quarter-century of war before 2004, sui-
cide attacks in Afghanistan had been relatively rare. “Suicide is not a charac-
teristic tactic of the Afghan people ... they have a cultural aversion to it
Only five suicide attacks, none of which targeted civilians, were reported
during the first three and a half years after the Taliban were driven from power
in November 2001. This dynamic changed drastically in 2004.%®

The use of IEDs has demonstrated an unusual level of internal coordination
and a growing technological sophistication in the Afghan insurgency. Since the
summer of 2004, a variety of guerrilla tactics, including assassinations and kid-
nappings, have occurred in Afghanistan® suggesting that insurgents were bor-
rowing tactics from Iraq.®’ The late Mullah Dadullah, a primary spokesman for
the Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan in 2005 and at the time one of the their
most combative commanders, claimed that the Taliban had registered 500
Afghans ready to be used as suicide bombers against “the intruders who have
occupied our Islamic country” and that Taliban from outlying districts had
entered cities to launch attacks. “Now we are going to change our tactics, using
anew weapon we did not have in the past, to target US and allied forces ... We
will create a big problem for them.”®! His prediction proved to be correct.®
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Figure 5.6: Night letter from Kandahar®
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Translation of Figure 5.6%

(Arabic Qur’anic verse): Jihad is right in Allah’s path: Jihad yesterday,
Jihad until the Day of Judgment

Jamiat-e Jaish al Muslemin

Announcement
Date: 24/Moharram/1424 [23 April 2003]

1. This letter aims to address those who are Muslim but work with the
current American puppet government, either for money or, assum-
ing they serve Islam, to abandon their jobs immediately.

2. Muslims, do not use government vehicles.

3. Whenever a governmental vehicle is exploded or damaged by any
means, Muslims do not go there in order to have a look at the site.

4. Where there is a feast, Muslims should not go there with govern-
ment officials, because danger may threaten them.

5. Respected Muslim do not go to [illegible] because whoever goes
there commits double sins: one, they commit [illegible]; and sec-
ond, they rescue government officials.

6. Ulema and influential leaders of the community should not go to
the governmental shura (council).

7. Those women who are teachers, and adult girls who are students,
should not go to school.

8. Muslim cars should not use the roads used by government officials’
cars.

9. All Muslims should desist from transporting American equipment
and oil in their cars.

10. Muslims should avoid going to places where foreigners stay, such as
hotels, etc.

11. Muslims should not work in organizations [NGOs], because
Americans use those NGOs for their own purposes.

12. Muslims’ sons who are working with the current infidel’s govern-
ment should get out of it immediately. Those, whoever, who act in
opposition to the above-mentioned rule bear the mortal and eter-
nal responsibilities.

Al-Salaam




TALIBAN NARRATIVES

Document 5.6: Shabnamah story from Jamiat-e Jaish al Muslemin

Jihad is the most important path one can take in life. If you are working
for the puppet Afghan government, you must immediately quit your
job. No true Muslims should travel in government vehicles because they
will be destroyed. All Afghan Muslims must avoid any fests where
Afghan puppet officials are present, as well as roads traveled by puppet
government officials, because danger will strike them. Afghans should
also avoid hotels and other places where foreigners reside. Religious
elders and community leaders must also avoid going to government
councils. Afghan women must not teach in schools and Afghan girls
must not go to schools. Muslim cars should never be used to transport
American equipment. Nor should honorable Afghans work for NGOs
that are controlled by the Americans or the Afghan puppet and apostate
government. If these instructions are not followed, grave mortal and
eternal circumstances will occur.

The great majority of the early suicide attacks carried out during 2004-6
appeared to be “outsourced” to non-Afghans, most often to Punjabis from the
south of Pakistan and young foreign Islamists recruited from radical groups in
the Middle East. Such attacks targeted government officials such as Hakim
Taniwal, governor of Afghanistan’s Paktia province; during his funeral another
suicide bomber detonated an explosive device, killing at least an additional six
people. Recent attacks have also targeted US and Coalition forces.

Conclusion

In summary, shabnamah are a traditional means of communicating in
Afghanistan. As we saw above, the Taliban use them as warnings or instruc-
tions to the local population to refrain from cooperating with the interna-
tional forces or the government. Many of the stories of these letters reference
Afghanistan’s history and the threat that the international forces pose to the
Taliban’s Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan and are addressed to the “Mujahid
People.” The implication of this type of message and story is that all Afghans
have a role in the resistance to a common enemy of Islam and Afghanistan and

are obligated to fight. Other letters suggest that the Taliban will kill all those
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who cooperate with the Americans or the Kabul “puppet” government. Some
letters, as we say above, even go so far as to target specific people or schools
and teachers involved in the education of girls. Much of the effectiveness of
these letters is based on the mere presence of the letters themselves. Not only
do these letters confirm the presence of Taliban in the area but they are usually
accompanied by some direct action as well.

Analysts and observers have argued that “the Taliban are now drawing
increasing support from the Afghan population.”® While it is impossible to
evaluate specifically how the Taliban’s night letter campaign has contributed
to this “support,” Taliban narratives have clearly resonated; where their mes-
sages have not resonated with the population, the Taliban have compensated
by waging an effective intimidation campaign.

The Taliban’s shabnamahb story themes® can be summarized as:

e an appeal to past Afghan struggles against “foreign invaders™: the Taliban
regularly play on how foreign powers have been historically defeated by the
peoples of Afghanistan.

o the battle between the Taliban and the Kabul's “puppet” regime and its for-
eign coalition represents a “cosmic conflict” between the righteous and the
infidel. Afghans have a collective religious responsibility to fight the apos-
tates and invaders. Afghans “must not” offer any assistance or cooperation
to US or Afghan National Armed Forces or they will “face serious conse-
quences” (threatened death).

o the Taliban’s enemies represent “crusaders” that are promoting Christianity
and attempting to destroy Islam.

o Afghans must cooperate and join the Taliban “so as to perform ... religious
duty properly.”

o the power of “martyrdom”: brave Afghans must sacrifice themselves to save
Afghanistan. The fight against their enemies involves saving honor.

The narratives of the night letters partly represent the preservation of tra-
ditional Pashtun values and society, often at the expense of modernity. Night
letters used in urban areas by the Taliban, not assessed by the analysis pre-
sented here, directly confront some of the ills of modernity, such as alcohol,
pornography, and prostitution that are now very visible in urban areas such as
Kabul and that the average Pashtun abhors. Recent night letters have targeted
urban areas and a more sophisticated campaign against modernity as the
Taliban insurgency pushes north—a phenomenon that we have started to
witness over the last few years.
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The Taliban have deep interests in preserving traditional social structures and
organizations and preventing social change. Maintaining the social status quo is
an explicit goal of a segmentary society.” These root goals and worldviews are
clearly evidenced in Taliban shabnamah and they severely hamper Kabul’s ability
to offer social or economic progress as an incentive to accept state authority.
Moreover, through their intimidation campaign the Taliban have been able to
scare off those few NGOs and humanitarian organizations that could deliver on
Kabul’s wishes. This has proved to be a brilliant strategy to defy Kabul and the
US/NATO counter-insurgency. It has clearly presented a dilemma for the
Afghan government as well as US and Coalition counter-insurgency strategies.

Pashtuns value highly their independence and have grown accustomed to
it; they have preserved their way of life for centuries, despite the efforts of
some very powerful forces to alter it. Although there have been times when
parts of this tribal society have experienced short durations of subjugation by
alien forces, they were permitted to conduct their lives in accordance with
Pashtunwali. Even today, the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) of
Pakistan, predominantly inhabited by the Pashtun, are basically exempt from
Pakistani law. Independence is the historical norm for the Pashtun, and the
Taliban night letters dwell on this fact. The desire for continued independence
is one theme of the shabnamah assessed here. The risk of losing tribal inde-
pendence to “infidels and puppets of the West” outweighs the possibility of
improving tribal social welfare or increasing economic opportunities that
would probably be gained by accepting state authority. Any concession in
tribal independence should exceed any compensation offered in return for
submission to state authority. Kabul as well as the US and their Coalition
partners have failed miserably to understand this dynamic.
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The internet

The Taliban’s official website, Alemarah, first appeared on the World Wide
Web in mid-2005 and serves as the Taliban’s main source of information
operation for both domestic and international audiences. It is a simple website
but loaded with religious, cultural, historical, and political articulated themes.
Alemarab publishes detailed and up-to-date situation reports on the Taliban’s
activities across Afghanistan. It is divided into sections that include Islam,
news, commentary, statements, poetry, zaranas [chants], articles, books, maga-
zines, and a link for the online Taliban Radio, Shar’iaht Voice. Furthermore,
Alemarab is colored blue and white with labels for the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan and the Voice of Jihad, together with their logo and a white flag
on the front page. Providing Afghan war information in five different lan-
guages (Pashto, Dari, Urdu, Arabic, and English languages), it serves as the
virtual public relations center to the Taliban and its viewers. Most of the lit-
erature on the website is written in simple syntax.

Pashto and Dari sections: The Pashto and Dari sections of the website target
domestic Afghan constituents and the Pashto- and Farsi-speaking residents in
neighboring countries such as Pakistan, Iran, and Tajikistan. Although many
residents in Afghanistan, especially rural, are mostly illiterate and have limited
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access to the internet, the Pashto and Dari webpages of Alemarah are used to
facilitate communication with local journalists, the educated community, and
to a lesser extent the urban community. The educated population in turn share
Taliban messages with people through verbal conversations and other media
sources, such as radio, newspapers, television, and other websites. Conversely,
the audience living in neighboring countries, namely Iran and Pakistan, has a
comparatively wider access to the internet, which provides the Taliban with
the opportunity to attract them with inflammatory anti-Western and anti-
Afghan government themes in their public relations campaign.

Although only found on the Taliban website, political cartoons are becom-
ing a platform to disseminate general anti-Western sentiments to the Afghan
constituency. The cartoon in Figure 6.1 (the first one published on the
Alemarab website (June 2011) depicts a saw-bladed sword shoved into the
throat of an American icon (“Uncle Sam”) with text in Pashto that reads:
(arrow up) American exit; (arrow down) America stays in Afghanistan.
Urdu, Arabic, and English sections: The Taliban have strategically chosen
foreign languages in addition to Dari and Pashto to reach out to some vitally
important audiences beyond the Afghan borders. The Urdu language is widely

Figure 6.1: Alemarah cartoon, June 2011
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spoken across Pakistan and other South Asian countries, and is also an official
language of Pakistan. The presence of this language in the website demon-
strates the Taliban’s conscious effort to reach out to their supporters within
the Urdu-speaking population. In other words, the Taliban’s heavy reliance on
their Pakistani constituents highlights the need for an Urdu section on the
website. The Taliban receive sanctuary, private donations, and—as increas-
ingly exposed by the international media and US military sources—receive
state aid and advice especially from the Pakistani intelligence service." Just like
the patron—client relationship, those who are actively supporting the Taliban
with sanctuary, finance, and ammunition may expect the Taliban to update
them on military progress made on the battlefield. In this case, a website is an
effective and accessible source for sharing information and establishing com-
munication. Meanwhile, Alemarah’s overly exaggerated news and other pub-
lications illustrate the Taliban’s continuous struggle to placate and impress
their foreign audience and supporters with their achievements over Afghan
and international forces on the ground. A similar reasoning can be used for
the Arabic language presented on the website too.

The Arabic webpage is one of the most updated parts of the website and
shows the Taliban’s effort at making it attractive with a range of information,
including a monthly Arabic magazine called A/ Somood. It contains interviews
with senior Taliban officials, reports on the military operation, Taliban bios,
amartyrs’ list, and the monthly provincial military operation list.> The Taliban
understand that the support of Muslim constituents in the Islamic community
will assure their legitimacy and success. The Taliban’s legitimacy may be
acquired by the public’s endorsement of the insurgency, and their success will
be achieved by the access to generous financial resources in the Arab world;
however, the target audience of the English webpage may vary substantially
from the Urdu and Arabic pages on the website.

The English language serves as a universal communication tool and so
serves as a corridor to convey Taliban messages to the Western world. Most
publications are designed to demonstrate the Taliban’s power while also con-
veying the defeat of international forces in the Afghan war. They are used to
communicating with the West and maximize local political pressure on ruling
governments to end their military presence in Afghanistan. The Taliban hope
that excessive expressions of power, fear, and a functioning shadow govern-
ment will manipulate the West’s public perception of the war. A glaring exam-
ple is the collapse of the Dutch government in February 2010: the first
European and NATO administration to fall because of the war in
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Afghanistan.’ Likewise, publishing reports in English help the Taliban to
demonstrate the failures of international forces that are continuously making
cfforts to break the momentum of the insurgency.

Although the number of websites disseminating Taliban statements in
English are not as prolific, the Taliban do take the time to create English state-
ments and “war updates” on their official website (www.alemarah.info) and
Twitter, as well as some jihadist magazines, such as Iz Fight, a digital photo essay
magazine that contains high resolution photos of combat from Afghanistan
overlaid with English statements stripped from the Alemarah website.

In summary, the Taliban have embraced the use of the internet through
their website Alemarah. The website has existed under a number of different
addresses and has been blocked on multiple occasions, but now moves
between service providers. It consists of five language sections: Dari, Pashto,
Urdu, Arabic, and English. Its reports list numerous attacks against the US,
the Afghan government, and their allies as well as highlighting collateral dam-
age from international air strikes. There are also links to official magazines and
sections dedicated to official articles and statements, for example, the Arabic-
language magazine A/ Somood. The magazine is available in PDF format or in
hard copy. It covers in-depth articles, military statistics, and interviews with
field commanders and leadership figures. In addition, video clips of recent
activities are also available. However, unlike some other Islamist websites,
Alemarah has no discussion forums, although some pro-Taliban forums do
operate on an unoflicial basis. Another difference from other jihadist websites
is its lack of instruction manuals, and it does not link with other groups in
other theaters. But like the discussion forums, alternative sites also exist, such
as those that report Taliban statements.*

Social networking: FaceBook, Twitter, and YouTube

In December 2010, the Alemarah website published an interview with the
site’s editor, Abdul Satar Maiwandji, in which he explicitly stated: “Wars today
cannot be won without media. Media aims at the heart rather than the body,
[and] if the heart is defeated, the battle is won.” This interview was especially
interesting because for the first time the Taliban media chief explicitly revealed
the venues and objectives of the Taliban’s information operations to involve
email, texting, tweets, blogs, YouTube, and Facebook. Maiwandi emphasized
the importance of both the official Taliban website and expanded use of social
media, specifically Facebook and Twitter, to project Taliban messages. While
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the Afghan government in Kabul is conspicuously absent from social net-
working sites, the Taliban have become Afghan pioneers in establishing
Facebook and Twitter accounts and using them to disseminate their propa-
ganda narratives, especially those narratives and messages targeting Afghan
youth and young adults. A few years ago, the Taliban exclusively used a variety
of jihadi forums and blogs to discuss their positions and propagate their nar-
ratives and self-perceived achievements online. These forums have lost some
of their value as social networking sites have come to dominate the market,
due in part to their simplicity and the multi-tasking capabilities of the social
networking media. The Taliban have taken notice and responded accordingly,
and have also shown themselves to be aware of the impact of the media and
their role during the Arab Spring.

Before the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, there were only 2,000
internet users in the whole of the country; by 2010 Afghanistan had a multi-
tude of internet providers and 1 million users (1,000 per cent growth in the
past ten years).” According to Mr Amirzai Sangin, then Afghan Minister of
Communications and Information Technology, there should be over 2 million
Afghan internet users shortly. According to some sources, there are over
155,000 Facebook users in Afghanistan. This number is expected to increase
due to vast investment in information technology in Afghanistan.”

The Taliban have increasingly used Facebook, where they maintain a rela-
tively large “network of friends” to spread their message to target audiences.
Currently over 2,000 members “like” the Islamic State of Afghanistan page,
which seems to be the Taliban’s official Facebook page; while other Taliban
individuals and supporters each have hundreds of friends to share pro Taliban
narratives. (As this book was being finalized, Facebook authorities had appar-
ently banned or taken down the most prominent Taliban page. However, it
seems that the Taliban continue their publishing and networking under indi-
viduals’ names.) They appear very flexible and extremely interested in expand-
ing their social media network.

Similar to the Taliban official website, Alemarah, Taliban Facebook profiles
are loaded with hundreds of Taliban videos, photos, and narratives. Their site
provides timely news updates, videos, chants, photos, and conversations on
specific topics. Presently the size of the Taliban audience is limited to approxi-
mately several thousand people. However, it will most likely increase with the
expansion of internet access in Afghanistan.

Even though there are specific pages that regularly disseminate Taliban
propaganda, many Taliban supporters separately spread Taliban messages
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through their individual profiles, to reach out to as many people as possible.
Their profiles often carry various al-Qaeda and Taliban-related materials.

Aside from their official Facebook page, there are many individual Facebook
pages under various names that share Taliban-related news coverage and propa-
ganda. These sites also assist the Taliban to enlarge their reach and connectivity
to their target audience. Likewise, the Taliban have an official Twitter account
with over 5,600 (and growing) “followers.”® Here the Taliban regularly Tweet
news updates concerning their exaggerated and propagandized “military
achievements,” such as: “9 US invaders killed and wounded, two tanks destroyed
in Logar battle” “4 puppets killed in clash with Mujahidin,” or “Mujahidin kills
12 US-Afghan cowardly troops in martyr attack.”

The Taliban have also utilized a network of Twitter accounts to rehash
entries made on the Alemarah website, and the official Taliban Twitter
accounts include the following table.

Table 6.1: Primary Taliban Twitter accounts (as of summer 2011)

User account Number of Number of Tweets Status
Jfollowers
@Alemarahweb Over 5,500 Over 1,626 as of Active
followers as of August 2011
August 2011
@Alemarahwebsite  Only 58 followers Over 384 as of Active
as of August 2011 August 2011
@Alemarahmedia ~ Only 23 followers Only 36 as of Inactive since
as of August 2011 August 2011 March 2011

Secondary Taliban Twitter accounts (as of summer 2011)

User account Number of Number of Tweets Status
Sollowers

@Ahmadkhan111 Over 171 Over 180 as of Active
followers as of August 2011
August 2011

@ABalkhi Over 141 Over 367 as of Active
followers as of August 2011
August 2011

@GhazniwalTariq  Only 36 followers Only 4 as of Inactive since May
as of August 2011 August 2011 2011
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Figure 6.2: Screen dumps of the most followed and active Twitter accounts attributed
to the Taliban: @Alemarahweb and @adamkhan11. Both accounts were still active
on 17 August 2011.
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There are several Taliban account managers for the Alemarah website:
“Dr Tariq” (otherwise known as Azam Tariq), Mostafa Ahmedi, Zabihullah
Muhajid, and Qari Yousaf Ahmadi; the pseudonyms or personas of Dr Tariq,
Abdul Qahar Balkhi, and Mostafa Ahmedi maintain the network of Taliban
Twitter accounts as well.

The Taliban Twitter account, @Alemarahmedia, previously disseminated
Taliban propaganda videos via YouTube before the video account was termi-
nated by YouTube in the summer of 2011. The @Alemarahmedia account has
been inactive since 10 March 2011, although a few of the YouTube video links
posted to this account remain active. The YouTube account (FreedomIsOurl),
which has several videos linked to the @Alemarahmedia account, appears to
support the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, posting a variety of anti-Western
and jihad-themed video clips.

Despite carly misunderstandings of some technology, such as cell phones
and the internet, the Taliban and other Afghan insurgent groups have warmly
adopted modern communication and technology to their advantage. The
Taliban are aided in the spread of their messages through the lack of meaning-
ful Kabul government (or US/NATO) counter-attacks. The Taliban have
capitalized by producing a multi-media strategy that enables them to be a
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dominant player in the “hearts and minds” battle space, an ironic reality given
the ideological foundation of the old-guard Taliban.

DVDs and videos

The Taliban were quick to utilize methods and techniques of message dissemi-
nation from other insurgent groups, including using the internet and distrib-
uting DVDs with clips showing insurgent attacks, executions, and sermons.
The proliferation of Taliban-produced videos was clear by 2006, when a vari-
ety of Taliban “media studios” emerged. Most of the carly iterations of
Taliban-produced videos were conducted by the media arm of al-Qaeda,
As-Sahab Media, which in 2006 released speeches attributed to al-Qacda
ideologue Dr Ayman al Zawahiri. Taliban operatives distributed the DVDs
for free at first, allegedly scattering them around village areas much like they
would leaflets and shabnamah.

DVDs are sold in kiosks in both Afghanistan and Pakistan and are given
out to journalists (both Western/international and local). The objectives of
most of these videos are: recruitment, boosting morale, religious indoctrina-
tion, and delegitimizing the current Afghan regime and the international
community supporting it. Typical video content includes scenes of militant
training and preparation (i.c. showcasing weapons platforms), launching an
attack, venerating “martyrs” killed in these operations, interviews with Taliban
commanders and/or Taliban religious clerics, and commentary on the
Taliban’s “state of affairs.” Recently, videos of Taliban fighters entering aban-
doned/decommissioned US and NATO outposts have become prevalent.

Taliban and other insurgent video studio productions

A number of Taliban-affiliated “media studios” have also emerged, and no
longer are Taliban propaganda videos solely reliant upon the As Sahab media
wing. Studios such as Mana-ul Jihad, al Hijrat, and El Emarah produce and
disseminate Taliban videos officially sanctioned by the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan.

This section provides a glossary of video production units featuring Taliban
and other Afghan insurgent groups. It is important to be aware that many of the
video producers are in constant collaboration with one another, both regionally
and internationally (often overlapping each other with regard to thematic mes-
sages), and convey a universal message of jihad against the West, particularly the
US. Aside from a few specific studios that focus solely on their particular group
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Al Emarah Jihadi studio
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan

An Afghan Taliban media unit dedicated to the elimination of all for-
eign troops from Afghanistan and in other Muslim countries. This
organization is led by Qari Muhammad Yousuf Ahmadi and Zabihullah
Mujahid, who have effectively used social media to unite other Mujahid
factions. The video productions are extremely well developed and pro-
vide a justification for the jihadi movement. One particular production,
American Reconstruction, shifted the studio’s strategy of propaganda by
focusing on the impact of the Afghan-NATO military campaign on
the civilian population in Kandahar. Interviews with Afghan locals
aimed to depict the carnage by the hands of American soldiers and
therefore appeal to locals to join the jihadist movement. English subti-
tles were provided and languages spoken by the insurgent groups were
Dari, Pashto, and English. The studio is also extremely active on
Facebook and, similar to As-Shahab, posts eulogies, military operations,
and recruitment for prospective jihadists.

Sample video

1) http://theunjustmedia.com/clips/afgha/Jan11/Al-Emara%
20Jihadi%20Studio%20Presents%20“American%20
Reconstruction”%20In%20English.htm

2) http://theunjustmedia.com/clips/afgha/sep11/Maidan%20
Wardak%20Door%200£%20Kabul.htm

Direct source

1) htep://shahamat-english.com/index.php?option=com_content&
view=article&id=11211:us-terrorists-horrendous-brutality-
and-heart-rending-crimes-in-logar&catid=1:news&Itemid=2

Bot-Shikan

An affiliate of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. Content is often
produced in Farsi/Dari.

Secondary source

1) heep://botshikanl.blogfa.com/post-8.aspx
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Manba-ul Jihad (The Source of Jihad)

A media unit of the Hagqani Network within the Afghan Taliban. The
footage often shows raids on US military bases, several bombings tar-
geting vehicles of Afghan, American, and NATO-led International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) vehicles in Khost, Paktia, and Paktika
provinces, and suicide bombings in Kabul and Wardak provinces.
Other clips show the military training of Afghan Taliban fighters and

their recorded wills. The videos further depict scenes from suicide raids.

The Haqqani Network utilizes the Manba-ul Jihad media label, and
several notorious videos directly attributed to them include: the
3 March 2008 Sabri district HQ suicide bombing in Khost province;
and the insurgency videos showing captured POW US army PFC
Berghdal seized by the Haqqani Network shadow governor of Paktia,
Mauluvi Sangin.

Sample video

1) http://jihad-e-informacion.blogspot.com/search/label/Manba%20
Al-Jihad%20%28Emirato%20Is1%C3%A 1 mico%20de%20
Afganist%C3%A1n%29

2) http://www.zshare.net/video/53250736869dccb4/

3) htep://wwwliveleak.com/view 2i=769_1224010418

Direct source

1) http://www.jhuf.net/showthread.php?10634-Manba-ul-Jihad-
Studio-Presents-quot-Da-Jihad-Sungur-quot-%26%231583%3B-
%26%231580%3B%26%231607%3B%26%231575%3B%26%23
1583%3B%26%231587%3B%26%231606%3B%26%231711%3B
%26%231585%3B

Secondary source

1) htep://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-asia/afghan-
istan/158_taliban_propaganda___winning_the_war_of_words.
ashx

2) http://www.zimbio.com/Bowe+Bergdahl/articles/yy4BBkRXbyq/
Manba+al+Jihad+Video+Shows+American+Spc+Bowe
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Hezb-e-Islami

Afhiliated with As-Shahab Media, which publishes Hezb-e-Islami video
productions, faranas, magazines and books. It has also tapped into
social media through Facebook by constantly updating its page and
inundating it with HIG propaganda, as well as addressing current
events and military operations.

Direct source

1) htep://www.facebook.com/pages/ShahabStudio/1076118
42603062#!/profile.php?id=1000021867228688&sk=info

As-Sadeqin
A studio belonging to Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, focusing

on recruiting Dari-speaking jihadists.

Sample video
1) hetp://tanweer.blogfa.com/post-2007.aspx

Tora Bora Nizami Mahaz (Tora Bora Military Front)

A breakaway from Hezb-e-Islami Khalis (HIK), this is a militant group
formed by the son of Younis Khalis (deceased Mujahidin commander
and leader of a separate Hezb-e-Islami faction), Anwur-ul Haq
Mujahid, and currently operating in Nanghahar, Afghanistan. The
group publishes its own propaganda magazine, Tora Bora, and has its
own website, Alemarabh, independent of the Taliban’s primary propa-
ganda source. The Tora Bora Front continues to remain active by peri-
odically updating its website, publishing its quarterly Tora Bora
magazine, and launching occasional attacks in Nangarhar province. Its
potent support base is in Khalis’ native district of Khogyani and other
dangerous areas such as Pachir Agam and Shinwar.

Sample video

1) http://theunjustmedia.com/clips/afgha/may10/Tora%20Bora%20
Studio%20entitled%20History%20Page%2010.htm
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Secondary source
1) http://almanac.afpc.org/taliban
Al Hijrat

An Afghan Taliban media outlet linked with Alemarah and Manba-ul
Jihad, which often releases footage of Taliban training, martyrdom
obituaries, as well as suicide attacks. Typically recycles contents from
other production studios.

Taifetul Mansura (Victorious Sect)

A transnational Turkish military group that has joined the jihadi move-
ment in Afghanistan. The Taifetul Mansura spokesman is Suraka Turki.
The primary languages used are Turkish and English. Ebu Zer AKA
Serdal Erbashi, the former leader of Taifetul Mansura in Afghanistan
and a fighter in Chechnya, was reportedly executed by the Taliban after
it was discovered that he ordered the death of two foreign fighters on
21 June 2011. The group maintains that its area of activity is in
Afghanistan, and that it is not operating at all in Turkey

SKCOi’lddi’_y source

1) http://occident2.blogspot.com/search?q=mansura

Elif Media (Turkish)

A Turkish jihadi media outlet associated with the German Taliban
Mujahidin, and currently supporting the jihadist movement in
Afghanistan.

Sample video

1) http://theunjustmedia.com/clips/other/April10/Deutsche%20
Taliban%20Mujahidin.htm

Direct source

1) http://www.algimmah.net/showthread.php?t=12286
2) heep://www.elifmedya.de/

SE[O”déZV_)/ source

1) hetp://www.archive.org/details/yardim2-alflojaweb.com
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activities, others share videos from other groups and are not focused on one
region. This is particularly true for al-Qaeda and Pakistani Taliban.

Many Taliban video productions that are regional often align themselves
with internationally-based video production studios to gain superior quality
and capability in disseminating propaganda operations and recruiting jihadists
worldwide. The numerous languages delivered by these video production
studios seek to reach diverse demographics and recruit new jihadists from the
Arabian Peninsula, Somalia, and Turkey, to join the movement in
Afghanistan. Sympathizers can easily radicalize themselves and ideologues can
offer compelling arguments of their struggle, achievements, and devotion to
join the movement. Whereas the Taliban video producers can offer the video
footage, advanced video producers can create the narrative and emotional
appeal to demonize the US and boost jihadist morale.

Taliban spokesmen

The Taliban have learned how to promote themselves expertly through the
media. The Taliban have used established contacts with radio, television, and
newspaper journalists and they regularly use these contacts to implement their
information campaign. In this pursuit, the Taliban have appointed spokesmen
as points of contact for the international media and regional press. For
instance, two prominent spokesmen are Zabihullah Mujahid and Qari Yousuf
Ahmadi. These spokesmen maintain regular contact with the media through
email, SMS, telephone calls, and they provide online reports on incidents.
Journalists remark that the Taliban spokesmen are available around the clock,
as opposed to the government and international representatives. However, at
times in the past the international community has received conflicting reports
from the spokesmen or ones not associated with the Taliban.'

The full-time Taliban spokesmen, Mujahid and Ahmadi, act as mouth-
pieces for the Quetta Shura and will also take credit for attacks attributed to
the Haqqani Network. It is unclear whether the identities of these spokesmen
refer to actual people or a network of spokesmen who make statements under
one of the two names."! Some semi-autonomous 7ahaz (groups) are repre-
sented by their own spokesmen, and some high-level insurgent commanders
use spokesmen from a local region representing their group, such as Mauluvi
Sangeen’s spokesmen identified as Abdullah Jalali and Muhibullah Mahayjir,
the spokesmen for former Taliban commander Shah Mansoor Dadullah.'* The
local, regional, and Western press can easily contact Taliban spokesmen
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Figure 6.3: Photo purportedly showing Taliban spokesman, “Zabihullah Mujahid”

RIBEN 7 ¢ o R

through their email addresses or cell phone numbers, both of which are

prominently displayed at the bottom of the Alemarah website.”® “Official”
Taliban statements are now found in nearly every major news article written
about the Taliban, and newsletters attributed to the IEA are also disseminated
from official Taliban spokesmen to international and local journalists working
in Afghanistan, all of which are usually translated into English, Arabic,
Pashto, Dari, and Urdu.

Shar’iah Zhagh (Voice of Shariah Radio)

Although the Taliban’s main means of message delivery remain relatively sim-
ple, such as distributing night letters, word of mouth, and their website, they
have repeatedly tried to increase their presence on the radio airwaves in
Afghanistan. With a rural population generally illiterate, radio programs in
Afghanistan remain a viable method for delivering messages and communicat-
ing. However, unlicensed or “pirate” radio broadcasts are essentially an exten-
sion of the Taliban’s reliance on low-tech means of message transmission.
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Most FM radio transmitters are built or purchased in neighboring countries,
such as Pakistan, which is also grappling with a wave of unlicensed Taliban
radio programs, consisting of basic equipment that can be manufactured or
acquired for just a few hundred dollars. In the case of Pakistan, several mobile
transmission devices belonging to the Pakistani Taliban have been discovered,
confiscated, and destroyed. The low cost and abundance of readily available
equipment that can be quickly modified and sent back into the field has made
disrupting the pirate broadcasts a challenge in both Pakistan and Afghanistan.

The Taliban movement first revitalized its radio program (through pirate
broadcasts) in sporadic bursts since announcing the relaunch of Shar’iah
Zhagh (Voice of Shar’iah) from Kandahar, their former stronghold in the
south, beginning in 2005. The spotty signal broadcast for over an hour each
night was believed to have been transmitted from mobile transmitters
mounted on the back of pick-up trucks. In April 2005, then Taliban spokes-
man Mufti Latifullah Hakimi told the Pakistan-based Afghan Islamic Press
news agency that Radio Shar’iah Zhagh was back on air after a six-month
break, although evidence of prior Taliban broadcasts was non-existent follow-
ing the termination of the Taliban regime in October 2001. The 2005 broad-
cast consisted of an hour’s program between 06.00 and 07.00 local time and
was broadcast in both Dari and Pashto.

By 2007, similar media reports indicated that Taliban radio programs could
be heard in parts of four south-castern provinces, Paktika, Paktia, Khost, and
Ghazni, but local officials said that reception for the programs remained weak.
Similarly, during the ten-month Taliban occupation of Helmand’s northern
district of Musa Qala between February and December of 2007, the Taliban’s
Voice of Shar’iah could be heard throughout the district. Broadcasts included
translations of the Qur’an, calls for jihad, and religious programs. According
to alocal Taliban spokesman, the radio station had five employees and broad-
cast on an FM frequency with the traditional Afghan pattern of morning and
evening transmissions.

By 2009, media reporting concerning the Taliban’s radio broadcasts had
increased, suggesting that the Taliban had attempted to increase their broad-
cast capabilities, expanding their coverage area. However, there is little evi-
dence to suggest that the Taliban have successfully launched any pirate radio
programs since 2009. An additional tool used by the Taliban for broadcasting
is the internet. In June 2009, an online version of Voice of Shar’iah was
launched via the Taliban Pashto-language website Shahamat (Valour) (previ-
ously at www.shahamat.org). The internet-based radio service streams news,
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commentaries, and jihadist songs, and the morning and evening broadcasts are
updated daily.

When asked by the Afghan Islamic Press how they set up these radio
stations, Hakimi replied: “We imported the equipment from abroad and
Afghan engineers here set up the stations.” Hakimi added: “The Taliban
own three radio stations. One is now reopened and the others will start
functioning soon.”**

During the last decade, media reporting concerning the Taliban’s radio
broadcasts has increased, suggesting that the Taliban have successfully
increased their broadcast capabilities, expanded their coverage area, or the
media is just responding to or creating the perception of a trend. Similarly,
reports of the Taliban broadcasting two-hour programs in Ghazni province
surfaced in August 2009, suggesting that the Taliban have improved their
transmission capabilities and are offering more content.” In 2005 the Taliban
launched the radio station Duond Jokanyanam, and also launched a clandes-
tine radio station that broadcast anti-Afghan government (GIRoA) programs
as well as Islamic hymns. It is reported that this radio station, Voice of
Shar’iah, broadcasts from Loya Kandahar twice a day: 6-7 a.m. and 6-7 p.m.'

Highlights from the Taliban’s various broadcast capabilities as of October 2009
follow below.'” That year was the height of Taliban radio stations; most were
jammed soon after, when the US started to halt Taliban radio broadcasts."®

Taliban radio in Lower Helmand province

In July 2009, Reuters were reporting on the activities of a British-funded PRT
(Provincial Reconstruction Team) radio station at a base in Garmsir, in the
south of Helmand province, and said: “Lately, the Taliban have set up their
own radio station in the valley, broadcasting from a secret location further
south. But it doesn’t play music, and the DJs of [PRT’s] Radio Garmsir just

don’t see it as competition.”

Radio Shar’iah, Ghazni province

According to Pajhwok, Radio Shar’iah in Ghazni province is a “typical
Taliban mouthpiece.”” In August 2009, Taliban spokesman Zabihullah
Mujahid told Pajhwok that the radio station was the most effective commu-
nication tool for “the fighters,” claiming that the Taliban controlled enough
territory in Ghazni to operate the FM radio station “freely” Radio Shar’iah
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broadcasts in Pashto on 88 MHz FM to the Qarabagh, Giro, and Andar dis-
tricts. Programs included commentaries, religious programs, poetry praising
the Prophet Muhammad, pro-Taliban songs, and exhortations to Afghans “to
stay away from the election process.”

In August 2009, the Pakistani daily newspaper Nawa-i-Wagqt reported that
Radio Shar’iah’s program content was “anti-government.” According to
Mujahid, Radio Shar’iah could be heard over a 50-kilometer radius from the
provincial capital and broadcast from a vehicle parked in a mountainous area.
He added that the Taliban had set up similar radio stations in Paktia, Paktika,

Konar, and Nuristan provinces.

Taliban radio stations in Khost, Paktia provinces

In August 2009, the Pashto-language website benawa.com reported that a
Taliban radio station had begun broadcasting in Khost province. According
to locals, it broadcast Taliban announcements and asked people to boycott the
upcoming elections. Some residents of Khost province said that the Taliban
broadcast had created fear among the population. They also said that they did
not know how and from where the broadcast took place. According to the
same benawa.com report, Taliban radio stations were active in Ghazni prov-
ince and in Zormat (a district in Paktia province).

Taliban radio station in Nuristan province

In September 2009, US-based CBS TV news reported from the operating
base of a US-funded PRT radio station in the remote Nuristan province that
“a battle of the airwaves” had developed locally because, in addition to lis-
tening to the PRT radio station, “another villager was listening to a Taliban
radio station. They have sprung up around the country as well, broadcasting
threats to kill those who cooperate with international forces.” CBS reported
that US forces admitted that locals could use their new radios (supplied by
US forces) to tune into the Taliban, but that, given the choice, Afghans
wanted positive information.

Summary of broadcasting

e The Taliban’s Radio Shar’iah resurfaced in the spring of 2005 and has
increasingly produced “organized” programs, lasting initially an hour and
now up to three hours long.
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o The programs are broadcast in both Dari and Pashto.

e By 2009, Radio Shar’iah was reportedly being broadcast in Paktia, Paktika,
Farah, Ghazni, Helmand, Konar, and Nuristan. In 2007, the program was
being broadcast in the southern provinces of Kandahar and Helmand.

e The radio transmission systems are said to be “mobile” and mounted on the
back of pick-up trucks. “Engineers” inside Afghanistan are said to aid in the
technical aspects of working the equipment.

e Broadcasts include translations of the Qur’an, calls for jihad, and religious
programs. Threats against civilians participating in the elections (August
2009) or supporting the government/Coalition are also common.

e No DJs and no music are featured on the Taliban radio programs in south-
ern Helmand. Sometimes poetry, pro-Taliban music or music with no lyrics
is played on programs aired in the east (Ghazni).

e The Taliban have further exploited their webpage and now include a Radio
Shar’iah webcast that can be heard around the clock. The program is said to
be updated daily.®

e Local residents seem to be pleased with radio broadcasts in general but
gravitate toward stations that play music, and a diverse array of music is
even better. Music played during the Taliban era consisted of musical instru-
ments while passages of the Qur’an were spoken.

Ziaullah, a resident of Ghazni’s Giro district, told Pajhwok news that he
listens to the Taliban broadcasts every night because “he enjoyed listening to
songs on the radio.” Similar sentiments were also found in Farah province
where resident Amir Ahmed said, “The only thing I don’t like is the Taliban-

style music. I'd prefer to hear some jazz. Something to get us a bit excited.”

Graffiti

Graffiti marking the walls of urban and rural compounds and buildings,
including threatening messages and pledges of allegiance to Taliban com-
manders, can be found in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. “Graffiti culture,”
however, is more prevalent on the Pakistan side of the border, with messages
supporting various political parties dotting nearly every available inch of wall
space in certain neighborhoods. The Afghan Taliban has used this delivery
system inconsistently, particularly in southern Afghanistan and the urban
centers of Lashkar Gah, Spin Boldak (Wesh), and Kandahar City. Similar to
waving the Taliban’s trademark white flag, Taliban graffiti primarily aims to
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Figure 6.4: A pro-Taliban supporter standing in front of a display reading “Long live
holy fighter Mullah Muhammad Omar” in Killi Nalai, a village near the Pakistan and
Afghanistan border, September 2010. Source: AFP.

A MR

Figure 6.5: Local residents stand outside a shop (“Maddrassah Petroleum Service”)
with graffiti reading “Leader of the Faithful Mullah Moammad Omar Mujahed/JAI/
Opinions,” on Sunday 8 May 2011, in Pashin, 100 km south of Quetta, Pakistan.
Source: Arshad Butt/AP
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mark territory friendly or sympathetic to the Taliban’s cause and objectives,
while offensive graffiti (threatening messages) aims at intimidating or “mark-
ing” undecided or pro-government communities.

Conclusion

Many of the areas of Taliban operations and control are ungoverned spaces (at
least from a Western perspective) where tribal independence from the state is
highly cherished. These areas are primarily inhabited by segmentary societies,
such as the Pashtuns. Lindholm’s characterization of segmentary societies™
supports the notion that tribal organizational and normative factors, of the
Taliban being quite familiar, impede the establishment of state authority.
Segmentary societies differ from other forms of society in that they only tend
to unite when they feel that they are losing influence over their own way of
life. The Taliban were brilliant at exploiting such sentiments during their ini-
tial rise to power in 19946, when Afghans were extremely war-weary and
secking to extend control over their lives that had been lost over two decades
of war, as well as during the archaic and ineffectual Mujahidin rule after the
fall of Najibullah. The Taliban leadership offered stability and the Afghan
people welcomed it with open arms (at least until they recognized what the
Taliban ultimately represented).

The Taliban use the media presented in this chapter for simplistic objectives
such as “forcing the invaders to withdraw” and re-establishing Shar’iah
throughout Afghanistan in their strategic communication efforts. It is these
two simple objectives that many Afghan insurgent groups subscribe to, chal-
lenging Western perceptions that the Taliban employ overly complex or
sophisticated messaging campaigns. In fact, it is with their simplistic and easy
to follow approach that Afghan insurgents avoid convoluted messaging cam-
paigns that risk alienating their target audience, typically rural, uneducated,
and conflict-fatigued Afghans. The simplicity of their strategic aims is similar
to their successes soon after their creation in 1994, when they vowed to
accomplish (and largely achieved) two highly desired objectives: establishing
security and instilling law and order through swift Islamic-based justice.”

The Taliban’s messaging spectrum and narrative universe are finite, but their
information tools are numerous. The number of objectives, messages, and
narratives can be identified and framed within a given outline. Henceforth,
the Taliban are able to draw upon this information-message/story-narrative-
treasure chest and “plug” it into the litany of delivery systems available to
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them, as we saw in this and other chapters. Despite early misunderstandings
of some technology, such as cell phones and the internet, the Taliban and
other Afghan insurgent groups have successfully adopted modern communi-
cation and technology to their advantage. Video productions, DVDs and
CDs, internet web pages, text messaging, Twitter, Bluetooth dissemination of
audio and video files are some of the modern delivery systems the Taliban now
use to spread their views and statements.

However, despite an aggressive effort from Afghan insurgent groups to
exert control over territory, groups like the Taliban still lack the manpower
and material needed to impose a large-scale occupation of territory inside
Afghanistan. In 2008, the International Crisis Group suggested that the
Taliban “still puts out contradictory messages that indicate internal rifts and
the diffuse nature of the insurgency.”* We have seen these rifts definitely mate-
rialize in 2015 and 2016.

The Taliban are assisted in spreading their messages by the lack of meaning-
ful government counter-attacks and the proliferation of jihadist messages
through local and international media outlets. The Taliban have capitalized
on this situation by producing multilingual websites as well as several militant
publications and many other media, discussed in this and other chapters, that
enable the Afghan insurgents to operate as a competitor in the hearts and
minds battle space.

In summary, the use of the internet, social networking, radios, videos, and
other storage media as a means to promote the Taliban has allowed the
Taliban to speak directly to the population without the need of an intermedi-
ary who could edit or censor their message. In addition, this medium speaks
louder than published works because of the predominance of illiteracy, espe-
cially in Afghan rural society. Much of this media output is not only sold but
distributed to journalists as well. The bulk of the content contains archive
footage from the fight against the Soviets, videos of insurgent training, attacks
on government and international forces, and the destruction or capture of
enemy equipment. Finally, the prevalence of mobile phones is one of the most
popular ways to pass these images and videos to their Afghan targets.”
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THE AFGHANS AND TALIBAN’S USE OF POETRY
AND TARANAS'
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I am the lion, in this world there is no one braver than me
In India, in Sindh, in Takkhar, in Kabul, nor in Zabul.
There is no one braver than me!

Amir Kror (The world’s best wrestler)?

“A nation of poets” is how Louis Dupree described the Afghans.® Poetry is the
central pillar of Afghan literature, with important social and political implica-
tions, and the Taliban are well aware of this fact. Afghans use poetry as a tool to
communicate feelings and thoughts on a daily and customary basis. Since tradi-
tionally there has been minimal presence of print media and a publishing indus-
try, literature in general and folk literature in particular are often shared in oral
form, especially in rural Afghanistan. The illiteracy of the great majority of the
population certainly reinforces this oral tradition. Thus, written literature has
been confined within the boundaries of a few literary circles, primarily in urban
cultural centers and educational organizations (i.e. Kabul and other Afghan
universities, or the Writers Society of Afghanistan). Realizing that poetry is
critical to the process of communication among Afghans, the Taliban have also
attempted to use poetry, as will be seen below, as an important component in
their information campaigns and storytelling.
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Within the past three decades of war and political turmoil, poetry has been
greatly politicized in Afghanistan. Numerous collections of poetry concerning
political issues have been published either in Afghanistan, or abroad (Iran,
Pakistan, Europe, the US and Canada). Subsequently, it has played a promi-
nent role in the expression of political views among Afghans. This chapter
examines the intertwined relationship between Afghan politics and poetry,
especially from a Taliban perspective.

Poetry is important because it is essentially a spoken, not written art, so it is
accessible to those who have not needed to learn to read. Two particular aspects
of poetry contribute to its widespread use in Afghan society. One is the thythm
and rhyme embedded in this genre that aids memorization. The other pertains
to the unique quality of poetry, which allows deep thoughts, sometimes diffi-
cult to comprehend, to be entrenched within a few short lyrics.

The political events of the past four decades have also contributed tremen-
dously to the prevalence of poetry among all other literary genres. War,
destruction, and the loss of millions of lives have left deep psychological
wounds in the hearts of almost all Afghans. This has given way to the use of
poetry as an effective medium to express feelings of sorrow, anger, pride, hope,
desperation, and patriotism. Conflict and political turmoil have tremendously
contributed to the politicization of poetry in particular, and literature as a
whole. Poetry is a window through which one is able to understand the
Afghan mind. Afghans memorize specific resonating lyrics reflective of their
values, beliefs, and the socio-economic realities of their environment, which
can then be used during daily conversations. To make a point, to offer an
example, and even to prove a claim, Afghans often refer to and weave a k-
baiti, a one-liner, or a do-baiti, a two-liner, within their speech. In fact, the use
of poetry in daily conversation is so prevalent that many lines are synonymous
with proverbs and axioms. Unfortunately, these are the critical picces of com-
munication that are often “lost in translation” during shuras, jirgas, and key-
leader engagements between US and Coalition forces and Afghan citizens.

Poetry has also played a large role in Taliban information operations. Rural
Pashtuns, as we have seen, are a critical component of the Afghan Taliban
movement as well as a target of Taliban narratives, relying heavily on oral
tradition at the expense of written materials. While some of this reliance is
directly related to the lack of literacy, especially in rural Afghanistan, Afghan
poetry has traditionally been extremely important to Afghans, in part because
poetry relies on spoken language and is figurative in nature. In addition, it is
an ideal art to be used when there are few other materials to draw from. Much
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like shabnamah, poetry is used to disseminate news down to the village and
individual level, and the Taliban are well aware of this fact.*

As previously stated, the late Mullah Omar called on the service of Afghan
pocts to help support the Taliban’s military and political objectives in an Eid
statement released around 25 November 2009: “I also urge the committed
and sensible poets to preserve the jihadi epics and acts of heroism of
Mujahidin in their poetry and literary pieces and generate emotions for inde-
pendence, honor, national unity, and Islamic resurgence.”

o Talib poets portray their anti-government efforts as an extension of the
anti-Marxist regime that began in the early 1980s. Comparatively, contem-
porary and/or moderate Afghan poets tend to focus on peace as a theme,
reminding the reader of its value and necessity for political unity and the
hard work needed in order to achieve and maintain it.

Their main concern is changing the current state of affairs in the country,
which predominantly revolves around the issue of foreign invasion.

They make use of religious terminology and themes far more frequently
than other poets, ic. jihad, “crusaders” or “people of the cross,” martyrs/
shabeed, and paradise. In fact, they use religious doctrine to support their
arguments in favor of political dissent and military action against the gov-
ernment and coalition forces.

Cooperation with state is be-nangi, a great shame. This is because the
regime, in their view, is a puppet of the foreign powers—the infidel invad-
ers. Cooperation with and support of such government means indirect sup-
port of the invaders and infidels. This qualifies the Afghan supporter of the
state as a mulhed, or hypocrite. Some argue that being a hypocrite is a more
grievous sin then becoming a kafir, or infidel.

Guilt and shame are two of the emotions that the Taliban authors use to

influence their readers’ thoughts. The reader must feel shameful because not
only is he not taking any action against foreign invaders, but he is also coop-
erating with the enemy. The reader must begin to act immediately, and par-
ticipate in the jihad against the infidel—similar to his ancestors who fought
against and defeated the Greeks, the Mongols, the Persians, the British, and
the Soviets.

o They instigate war and disorder to purify the country of immorality and
the religious heresy of the imposed Western political and economic orders.

Below we present Pashto poems written by the Taliban and some of the
“stories” they portray, as well as moderate and progressive contemporary
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poets, all of which are translated and analyzed. This will hopefully help one to
gain a better understanding of the way in which Afghans perceive current
socio-political realities. A comparative study enables us to understand the
manner in which each group differs from (or is similar to) others in reaction
to issues and events. The main purpose of this examination is to shed some
light on the way in which poetry shapes and mirrors Afghans’ world outlook;
it should familiarize the reader with the manner and extent to which feelings
and thoughts are expressed in poetry among Afghans.

Poetry in Afghan politics
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Until there is this earth and sky Until there is this universe
Until there is life on earth Until there remains one Afghan
There will always be an Afghanistan

Afghan history is replete with warrior poets; in fact, many Afghans argue
that any would-be leader, or person wishing to make an impression, needs to
write and recite poetry in order to be taken seriously.” This last fact may seem
utterly foreign to the average Western reader, who would rarely look to their
leaders to prove their worth by reciting a few lines of poetic verse in order to
prove a point. This fact illustrates just how foreign the Taliban and the people
of Afghanistan are to many in the West, and it is for precisely this reason that
Westerners should pay attention to the poctry of the Taliban, so that we may
extract some understanding of them as well as their target audience.

Put simply, a political poem is one in which political opinion and or patri-
otic sentiments are expressed. Throughout Afghan history, political activists,
politicians, army officers, and journalists have used poetry to convey their
opinions and theories on social, political, and economic issues. Statesmen,
tribal leaders, and army generals such as Ahmad Shah Durrani and Khoshal
Khan Khatak, and journalists and philosophers such as Mahmud Tarzi and
Khalilullah Khalili, used poetry to express political opinion and patriotic
sentiments. They are often referred to as warrior poets. Being a poet con-
firmed their intellectual legitimacy, which in turn reinforced their authority
as capable leaders. In other words, in Afghanistan politics and poetry are
closely intertwined.
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This politicization of poetry is a result of many social and political transfor-
mations in the past forty years. As politics became intertwined with armed
conflict, persecution, and violence, those writers who expressed their political
opinions in a direct and emphatic manner became susceptible to imprison-
ment, torture, and even death. The indirect nature of expression in poetry
provided the writer with a relatively less dangerous venue to express discon-
tent with the establishment.

Moreover, poetry has served as a suitable instrument with which to appeal
to the readers’ religious and patriotic sentiments. Proponents of various social
and political movements have attempted to arouse the public’s emotions
through poetry, and sought to persuade their readers to take action in support
of their cause.

Pashto poems by Taliban poets and poets sympathetic to the Taliban

The Taliban, especially in their early political incarnation, were composed
almost entirely of Pashtuns.® They clearly understand the cultural impact that
poetry carried in Afghan society, and they use it deftly in many ways to com-
municate their messages to existing members, would-be members, the uncom-
mitted bystander, Afghans collaborating with the central government or
coalition, the Islamic world, and even to the West.”

The Taliban, as suggested above, use poetry to communicate legitimacy and
to sanctify the insurgency against the GIRoA and the Coalition.® They do so
by using three main themes: defense of the homeland against foreign invaders;
defense of Islam against crusaders; and for those not so patriotic or pious, by
appealing to personal gain in the form of honor and esteem gained through
valor and worthy action in the name of the previous two themes. Taliban
poetry may also be instructional and is used not only to pass on Islamist/
jihadist ideology, but also tactical instruction.

Throughout the Taliban poems examined below, it is clear that several key
elements are continuously used as a means of influencing the target audience.
Continuous references are made to personal honor and manhood, secking
revenge, defense of the homeland and of Islam, references to invaders/crusad-
ers, foreigners, traitors, the greatness of Afghanistan in world history, and the
worldwide fame of the Afghan Mujahid. These ideas are meant to incite the
reader/listener in various ways to take action on the side of the Taliban, who
portray themselves as the true Afghans and Mujahidin. They play on cultural,
historical, and religious elements, which are held very dear to the Afghan in
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the establishment and maintenance of his personal honor, or zang, an element
of Pashtunwali.

The main intent of the poetry examined here is for the Taliban not only to
justify their war and the manner in which they wage it; but also, and perhaps
more importantly, to sanctify it not only to the Afghan public, but also to the
greater Islamic community. In terms of justifying the war, the Taliban seek to
portray the ongoing struggle as a war of honor. They make continuous refer-
ences to the foreign invader, and historical references to past heroes who have
stood up and fought against other foreign invaders, thus putting themselves
in the same category as past heroes, and justifying their conflict as one against
an aggressive foreign would-be conqueror. It is important to note that this
theme resonates to many Afghans due to the long history of invasions by
foreign powers such as the Greeks, Mongolians, Persians, English, Russians,
and Americans.

The Taliban also make liberal use of Islamic ideology in their poems, play-
ing on the paranoia of jihadists that there exists an ongoing and deliberate
attempt by the infidel West to destroy Islam.” This is a critical aspect of their
information campaign and associated stories, as it casts the Coalition not only
as invaders, but as crusaders as well. Furthermore, this theme has a dramatic
impact on the nature of the conflict and the actions/tactics used by the
Taliban. By wrapping their character as an organization, inclusive of the indi-
vidual, in terms such as Mujahid, the Taliban affiliates themselves with the
greater struggle that the jihadis believe is going on between good and evil
throughout the world." Jihadis believe in a global and perhaps universal fight
between the forces of Allah (Islam) and the forces of Satan (US and her
allies)."! By using the terms of Islam such as Mujahid and jihad, the individual
and the organization become fighters for Allah’s cause, and therefore justify
their actions.

The Taliban also seck to rationalize their struggle by making it an honorable
act. They use terms such as revenge and honor that resonate with their largely
original Pashtun audience. These factors, as suggested previously, comprise
certain important elements of the Pashto ethic of Pashtunwali, a key aspect of
being Pashtun. This factor cannot be lightly overlooked. What is important
to understand is how closely related Pashtunwali and the notion of honor are
to the identity of the Pashtun. As suggested above, Pashtunwali is so integral
to the Pashtun that there exists no distinction between practising Pashtunwali
and beinga Pashtun.'?

Furthermore, the Taliban use poetry as a means of instruction similar to
how they often use shabnamah. Examples of this will be shown to illustrate
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not only the manner in which the Taliban provide religious instruction, but
perhaps more significantly to, illustrate how they use poetry to communicate
tactical instruction to their members.

In communicating their main themes with the purpose of justifying and
sanctifying their ongoing violence, the Taliban present numerous poetic ele-
ments to their audience. As previously stated, the main poetic themes used by
the Taliban are defense of the homeland, defense of Islam, and honor of the
individual Afghan. The methods used to strike a chord in the hearts and
minds of the audience include the use of history and calling the audience’s
attention to the great past of Afghanistan, including great battles like
Maiwand, where, during the second Anglo-Afghan war, Afghan forces
inflicted heavy losses on the superpower of the day."® The use of this genre is
meant to bolster the idea of the Afghan warrior tradition, and several poems
refer to the defeat of England, Russia, and America at the hands of the Afghan
hero, stating that the Afghan Mujahid is known throughout the world as the
one who defeats superpowers. The subtle use of poetry by the Taliban to com-
municate their ideas to their audience will be further examined below.

The following Taliban poems are expressed within the conventions of
Ghazal, which is arguably the most popular classical form of poetry, especially
in the Pashto and Dari languages. Judging by the types of messages, these
poems are no doubt written by poets sharing a belief in the Taliban’s cause.'

The nuances of language aside, the body of poetry examined reveals several
factors of interest. The main purpose of the entire body of poetry seems to be
to justify and promote the Taliban’s fight against the GIRoA and Coalition
forces. It does this by leaning heavily on the following three themes: defense
of homeland; defense of Islam; and the gaining and maintaining of personal
honor. Here are examples to illustrate how cach of these themes is employed
to manipulate the target audience.

Taliban poems

Mujahid’s wish to his mother

Mother, pray for me, I am going to Ghezaa [the battle] tomorrow
I am going for Allah’s satisfaction, I am not delaying

Battle has many rewards,

Allah will give me paradise

If I am martyred, I'll go to my leader with white face

I am getting to my trench

For combating the invader
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I like enthusiasm, and will go to the afterlife with enthusiasm

If I don’t come back home

This is my will to my father and mother

Don’t be impatient; I am going to doomsday with the red shroud
Till the homeland becomes free

All the betrayers will be suppressed

I'll go to the tough area of war with great courage

You became Allah’s mercy for us

Now, we all accept you, Abul Fazl

I'll ascend to the sky with great honor

Poem’s story: Following the wishes of Allah, I have decided to go to fight the
infidel invader. I do this enthusiastically and I am not afraid to die fighting for
our noble cause of freedom. Pray for me, Mother, for I do this for our honor
and Allah’s mercy.

The poet asks his mother to pray for him. He is proclaiming himself a serv-
ant of Allah in the Manichean battle taking place between the forces of good
and evil. He is fulfilling his duties as a good Muslim, thereby bringing honor
to himself, his family, and country. He is fighting the invader of his homeland,
making him a good Afghan. This declaration indicates that he believes that his
fight is a defensive one, and therefore the jihad that is being waged is defensive
in nature, making his actions justifiable and praiseworthy. He refers to himself
as a Mujahid, a holy warrior, further justifying his actions and bringing credit
to himself and his cause by couching them in Islam. He expresses the desire for
all betrayers to be suppressed. The idea of a betrayer indicates that other apos-
tate Afghans and therefore Muslims are helping the invaders. In terms of the
language of Islam, apostate Muslims are considered murtadd;” in terms of
Pashtunwali, such Afghans are considered benanga (shameless, undignified),
possibly the worst insult that can be delivered to a Pashtun.'® Thus, the poet
secks to use the language of Islam and the cultural values of the Pashtun peo-
ple to disgrace the Kabul government and anyone assisting them. He pro-
claims that he is worthy of honor and is assured a place in heaven.

White House!

May you be burnt in red flames, White House

May you be set on fire, burned to ashes, White House

There are black calamities in your stomach, you look white apparently
May you be changed to ruins, White House
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Murderers of oppressed tribes live inside you

May you become red with their blood, White House

You are the station of cruelty and barbarism from long ago
May you collapse from the foundations now, White House
You took the faith away from the West lovers

May you become the target of Islam lovers, White House
May Allah fell you down like Bush

May you be plagued with Obama’s grief, White House

Poem'’s story: Foreign invader, America, you will be destroyed because of your
brutal cruelty and savagery. Obama will fail just as Bush did, and Afghans will

triumph because their cause is just and righteous.

Here the Taliban poet is railing against the US in the language of jihad. He
is illustrating to the audience that the White House is the epicenter of evil
America. His use of color is interesting throughout, and of course has
intended negative connotations. Black calamities in one’s stomach may refer
to an illness such as cancer, or possibly refer to the Obama family’s ethnicity.
In Afghan folk symbolism, a black man usually signifies a foreign influence,
and “embodies the threat of exogamy in a society where people rarely marry
outside of their clan.”"” Furthermore, the poet wishes to imply that the US has
murdered and oppressed countless tribes and that those Muslims who ally
themselves with the US are murtadd.

Screams of forty-one countries reach to the sky

Screams of forty-one countries reach to the sky

As their coffins go out from our land to everywhere

I wonder what might be written as memory on their tombs?
Which nation led them to this end!

This is their policy and democracy’s result

Their work in Kabul and Baghdad reaches to trembling
They played with humanity’s integrity such that

The brutality and barbarism of history reach to crying

The blow of Afghan sandals with Afghan method

Montazir Zaidi’s message reaches to every Afghan

Allah, these are all considered with your mercy and examination
An epic with empty hand reaches to a complete work

We haven't stepped into anyone’s house

Inside the house, my message reaches to the big slave
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Stop puppetry and lowliness of life

It’s impossible that your current position would reach to permanency
As you present a medal to the titled dog

Your insult in dog’s shape reaches to the hero Amanullah

Be prepared for Afghan and Allah’s accountability

Your name will for sure reach to the garbage can

Poem’s story: The world’s Islamic countries are in a global struggle against
America, the West and their false democracy. Afghanistan and the Taliban will
fight with the help of Allah to an epic and a righteous victory. For America, its
allies and apostate collaborators will all suffer the fate they deserve and their
names will be eternally cursed.

This poet also decries America’s influence in the world and suggests the evils
of democracy. The forty-one countries are assumed to be the total number of
nations in the world that are Islamic. This not only illustrates to the audience
that this is a global battle of Islam against the West, but also that Afghans are
being victimized by a foreign invader, and thus the Mujahidin are defending
Afghanistan for a righteous cause. Once again, anyone working with the US
is considered the lowest of the low, on a par with a dog. Such a person will be
held accountable for their actions and in the end their name, and consequently
their family name, is eternally disparaged. This is a fear tactic employed by the
poet to let the “fence sitter” or collaborator know that once the Taliban has
won, the betrayer and all of his family will have a day of reckoning; they will
be dealt with by Afghans as well as by Allah, illustrative of the idea that Allah
is on the side of the Taliban, and by default those working with America and
her allies are kuffar.

Good news

They are days of the insolent White House collapsing
They are days of the infidels’ Coalition collapsing
Signs of disunity are appearing in these forces

They are days of Islamic countries’ unity

Bad Abraha has come to ruin our Kaaba

They are days of coming of the green birds

Today as they are burning Ibrahimi nations with fire
They are days of burning Nimrod’s forces

The pharaoh of the time has come, killing our children
They are days of drowning the satanic armies

Bush came impudently and wouldn’t listen to anyone
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His economy is ruined, they are days of happiness

He didn’t learn from the example of Gorbachev’s defeat
He is disgraced in the world, they are days of shame
Those who would go to their houses in the darkness of night
They are days of escape of the wild forces

They intentionally bombard and then give excuses

They are days of crusader terrorists’ disappearance
Invaders, muftis with white turbans

They are embarrassed, they are days of crying

Toward freedom, with the help of the Allah

We are taking firm steps, they are days of hope

Martyrs of the sweet homeland tell us in our dreams
Take revenge, they are days of uprising

The world will be left, don’t sell your faith in it, brothers
Hours are waiting for you, thcy are days of coming
Abidzai wants martyrdom from Allah

Life in this world is enough, they are days of disaster

Poem’s story: The audacity of the infidel American and their disarrayed
Coalition forces will be totally defeated by a united Islamic foe. The Americans
have destroyed their economy, just as the Russians did during their evil and
ill-fated attempt to conquer Afghanistan. Like the Russians, the Americans kill
innocent children; but the Taliban with the help of all-powerful Allah will seck
revenge and defeat the infidels and their false Islamic apostate puppets.

This poem is heralding the eventual collapse of Coalition efforts in
Afghanistan. The poet draws the audience’s attention to the disunity amongst the
Coalition and the unity of the Islamic struggle against the armies of Satan.
References are made to the deaths of innocents as if they were intentional acts,
further driving the wedge between the Coalition forces and the Afghan popu-
lace. The poem illustrates how Afghans defeated Russia and with Allah’s assis-
tance will do the same to America and its allies. There is a general call to hold the
course, and that the false Islamic scholars who aid the Western invaders will be
shamed. The poet calls for revenge, a theme of Pashtunwali; lastly, this poem is a
call to arms, stating that martyrdom for this cause is a great and honorable thing,

Pol-e-Charkhi prison

May Allah collapse your wall, Pol-e-Charkhi prison
Fear comes up from your yard again
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May your stones and structure be set on fire from hell

You put foreigners’ weapons on your shoulders for my death

Once again, the cruel leaders made their daggers red with our blood
Once again, the disgraced brought the Western Satan’s tanks

The gown’s magician is wandering like a beggar

So that he might be able to find some more forces for my killing

The green parrots of the United Nations got mute (dumb)

The human rights claimers sealed their mouths

We are connected with the principle of enthusiasm, look at our firm determination
We don’t have any fear from the deaths and no pain from the wounds
We are going to dedicate our heads to Islam

May death come a hundred or a thousand times on this path

Ahamdi says, o Allah take our revenge from them

Or make us stronger than them so that we’ll cut off their heads

Poem’s story: Pol-e-Charkhi prison is yet another example of the torture and
disgrace that the Americans and their apostate puppets have imposed on the
Muslim Afghan people. But the United Nations and other “human rights”
organizations refuse to face or address the evil of the Americans and their
Afghan puppets. The Taliban and faithful Afghan people, however, will stand
strong and with the support of Allah will take revenge and end this evil and will
drive the evil ones from Afghanistan.

Pol-e-Charkhi prison is an Afghan prison that was originally used by US
and Coalition forces to hold captured Taliban and other insurgents (it has
since been turned over to the Afghans). This prison is held in the same disdain
by the Taliban as Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib. The implication here is
that within Afghanistan there exists yet another American institution for
torture and murder of the faithful. The poet states that the US can act with
impunity, because the world is either too weak, or too afraid to stand up to the
US or UN. Moreover, human rights groups have lost their nerve and have
turned a blind eye to foreigners’ atrocities in Afghanistan. The poet then
relates how it is up to the faithful—the good Muslims and good Afghans—to
seck revenge for these atrocities in Allah’s name, regardless of the number who
will die seeking this revenge.

The following poem is extremely interesting. It subtly relates that the poet
is no longer a real person. This poem looks directly into the heart of the
Pashtun audience and declares that it cannot be a real human being in accord-
ance with Pashtunwali, so long as invaders are within his homeland.
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Who am I, what’s my duty

How did I come here

There is no house or love for me

I am homeless, without homeland

I don’t have any place in this world
They don’t leave me to rest

There are shootings and gunpowder here
Rain of bullets

Which direction I should go then
There is no place for me in this world
A small house

I had from my father and grandfather
In which I was very happy

I and my beloved would live

They were great beautiful times

We would sacrifice ourselves for each other
But suddenly a guest came

I let him stay for two days

After these two days passed

The guest became the host

He told me, you came today

Be careful not to come the next day

Poem’s story: The Afghan people let foreigners come into their country only to
find that they came to destroy the Afghan people and their beloved homeland.
Now the foreigners have claimed the country as their own. The foreigners have
taken our homes, our lives and now want our entire country, which was once
beautiful and was home to people who were always ready to help their
neighbors.

This is a poignant lament that the poet is now homeless in a land of warfare.
He had all the things in life that a man could need, but he unwisely allowed a
guest to stay in his home too long. The guest is a metaphor for foreigners and
foreign concepts such as the GIRoA and Jeffersonian democracy. His ances-
tral home has been taken from him by this guest who now tells the poet—the
original host—that he should not visit too long because he is no longer wel-
come in his own home. The interest here is that it speaks to the Afghan con-
nection to ancestry and homeland. It also reminds the reader/listener that
without certain things, a man is not a person, and has no place in the world.
Interestingly, the poet raises the question of “what is my duty?” This is particu-
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larly interesting as the poet says he has lost his identity. Having lost his ances-
tral home, he is now no one. He does not know who he is. This is a metaphor
for the entire country, and the poet is warning the audience—the Afghan
public—that so long as the foreign usurper is within Afghanistan, no Afghan
can truly be free, or truly realize his own identity because independence and
egalitarianism are such a big part of what makes an Afghan an Afghan. In fact
the Afghan has become a servant to the foreign occupier.

In memory of the lost martyr

Your father is looking for you in the mountains

Your mother is looking for you by the sea

They left their sleep to recover the memory

Of which desert or valley you might be lying in

Your father and mother keep your memory alive forever
Your family graves are known in the graveyards
There will always be many flags blowing there

Those who sacrifice their lives for the homeland

The black soul will become gold with their blood
Flowers take color from the martyrs’ blood

Ohud and Khandaq’s [Prophet Mohammad’s battles] mountains are still red
Many years have passed there

Who calls the martyr of the homeland’s honor dead?
History writes his name in gold

Tulips are colored with your blood

The atmosphere takes color from it as well

Come and see what happened and what it is

Blood is streaming innocently and changes to rivers
Guesthouses of the Afghans are deserted

O Allah, bring back the previous times

Make trouble for the foreigner and the cruel

So that they won’t throw heavy bombs on us

O Allah, accept this prayer from me

Remove this pain and trouble from us ever more

He is sitting in the expectation of your mercy
Khalilzai raised his hand toward you

Poem’s story: The fallen martyrs who have defended our beloved homeland are
Afghanistan’s true heroes that will never be forgotten by their families or coun-
try. The martyrs have fought like Mohammad and history will never forget
them. We pray for the martyrs and ask Allah to seck revenge against the evil
foreigners who have invaded our country and caused the people of Afghanistan
so much pain.
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This is a prayer to Allah for those who have fallen and remain unfound by
their parents. It implies that many fall and remain unclaimed on the battle-
field, and even though they are not returned to their family graveyards, they
are honored there with many flags. Furthermore, any stain that they had on
their souls is now erased because in this struggle against the foreign invader/
crusader they gave their lives for Islam and in service to Allah. The fallen
martyr is therefore a good Muslim and a good Afghan, worthy of praise, and
will be remembered as a hero. Perhaps the intent of this poem is to bolster the
courage of the would-be Mujahid who may fear being killed in battle and not
being found, claimed, and returned to his ancestral homeland to be properly
honored and buried.

Heroes of Islam

Anyone who has an Afghan sword in his hand

He won’t resist and escape from the battlefield

The bravery of his sword is obvious to the entire world

The fact that they made the red infidels (Russians) run away from their homeland
It’s Islam’s soil and has well-trained heroes

That’s why they beat the enemy to the ground

This homeland has grown up and trained heroes of the religion

Each of them raised from the cradle by the dedication of their mothers

The entire Muslim world is proud of the Mujahid

Because they have embarrassed the communists in this world

You have banished Lenin’s communist system from the world

They have been scattered and the whole universe has laughed at them

Look at our history, what the Afghan has in his background

The English are the great example who have been pushed out of the country
Afghans gave sacrifice for their honor

They have made a revolution, every traitor is shaken by them

Nations are amazed by the Afghans

Since they have beaten a power like Bush

Afghan sons don’t have a parallel; hey, 0 Ahmad Yar

Stop complimenting them, they have won every field.

Poem’s story: The Afghan Mujahidin’s bravery is the envy of the entire Islamic
world. Their bravery drove the Russian invaders from their beloved homeland
and eventually destroyed Soviet communism. The Mujahidin also defeated and
drove the English from Afghanistan, and are now destroying the invading
Americans. The Afghans are the world’s great fighters who have defeated all
superpowers and are recognized by all for their bravery and heroism.
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This is a proclamation that Afghans are the heroes of the Islamic world.
Afghan mothers instil this heroism in their babies from the cradle, and it is
this zeal and bravery that the Mujahid used to defeat the Russians, the English,
and the Americans (Bush). The poet proclaims that Afghans are revered and
honored by the #/ema, and awed by the rest of the world as honorable fighters.
The main theme of this poem is one of national pride, and this poem could
serve as a recruiting tool for the Taliban.

This next poem is the lament of a grandfather or a father. He, like all par-
ents, believes his son possesses great potential, and he is crushed when his
child falls short, seemingly selling out and shaming not only himself, but the
poct and his family as well.

Empty Case

I thought it was an eagle but it turned out a craw
Man wasn’t made out of him, and turned out neutral
I trained him with the love of my heart

I wanted to make a heart from him, but he turned out lungs
I thought he had weight in the community

But he finally turned out a light pack of straw

He played with the jihadi purpose

It seems he turned out like the Russians

He danced to US dollars

We said his fortune turned out sinister

Khalis does not complain about anyone else

His own pocket bullet turned out to be an empty case

Poem’s story: I thought my son would be a brave and honorable man; this was
they way he was brought up. But he gave into the temptation of the blood
money of the evil American invaders and he tragically abandoned and betrayed
the Afghan people.

The poet suggests that his offspring “sold out” to the Americans. This is a
metaphor to shame the target audience. It directly targets those Afghans seen
collaborating with the foreign invader. It implies further that some of the
offspring (the children, or people) of Afghanistan are less than what they
could have been, that they are a disappointment to their fathers. The empty
shell case is a metaphor for the weak seed of the father in fathering such a
child, and implies shame to the betrayer’s family as well. The betrayer is viewed
as a man trained in the proud warrior tradition of Afghanistan to fight the
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invaders, but in the end only playing at jihad, becoming instead a boy dancing
for the money of the foreign invader.

The next poem sings the praises of the Afghan warrior. It plays on feelings
of national and tribal pride.

I am Afghan mujahid

Gun in my hand and dagger under my arm, I am going into battle
I am Afghan mujabid, I am Afghan mujahid

I may be victimized for my homeland a hundred times

I am Afghan mujabid, I am Afghan mujahid

I have religion; I have the Quran and am under the law of the holy Quran
I am Afghan mujabid, | am Afghan mujabid

Anyone who looks badly at me will see himself lost for ever
Look, I am a known champion of history

I am Afghan mujabid, | am Afghan mujahid

We have good Shar’iah, and believe in it at all times

Shar’iah is my light and my heart is lit by its light

I am Afghan mujabid, | am Afghan mujahid

We want a free life, we want universal stability

Because I love truth and hate unjustice for ever

I am Afghan mujabid, I am Afghan mujahid

We hate the war, but we wage war against war

If war is imposed on us, then I am a man of the field

I am Afghan mujahid, I am Afghan mujahid

Hey, cruel colonizer, take it from my Qatin

I am taking revenge for my people, I am committed to my promise

I am Afghan mujabid, | am Afghan mujabid

Poem’s story: 1 am a brave and proud Afghan Mujahid who eagerly goes to battle
to fight the evil American invaders. I might be martyred but I have the strength
of Islam on my side and history will remember me. I will eternally fight for
Shar’iah, truth, freedom, and justice. War was imposed on us, but we will fight
and promise to revenge the cruel and evil acts of the infidel invaders.

The poet sings the praises of the Afghan Mujahid. He uses terms that will
resonate with the audience, referencing the victimization of Afghanistan at
the hands of foreign invaders, the defense of the homeland, and uses Islamic
terminology as well. The poet makes the bold statement that he, a Mujahid,
follows the laws of the Qur’an. This once again sanctifies not only the indi-
vidual fighter, but also the cause itself. The poet proclaims that the Afghan
freedom fighter is known throughout the world and his name echoes through
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history as that of a champion. This idea instills pride in the would-be
Mujahid. Other ideas put forth by the poet are the correctness of Shar’iah
law and the desire for freedom and stability, which can only be attained
through making war. Very importantly, the poet states that the Afghan
Mujahid does not want war, but since war has been imposed on the home-
land (making his struggle purely defensive), he must fight to expel the colo-
nizer. The good Afghan therefore seeks revenge for this wrongdoing and
must be committed to undoing it.

Autumn came to you instead of spring, my homeland

Hot wind and rain of fire came on you

Your blossoms of wishes faded in this world

Storm of cruelty and power came on you from all sides

You were tired and exhausted in poverty

The red open-mouthed predatory animal came on you

You had seen cruelties from natives and foreigners

Wars, tensions, murders, and killings came on you

This world has changed to a hell for you, you are burning in it
You were not dead, yet other bullets came on you

You have made many of your son’s messengers to paradise
The Satan that has ambushed came from afar on you

They fried you on a fire like a kebab once again

Puppet of Satan came on you with an Afghan name

They brought the army once again, they are not satisfied yet
The big caravan of the time’s Nimrods came on you
Abraham’s army with arrogance from the West

The line of their tanks and elephants came on you

Your true sons will not give you the built paradise of this world
Leader or Mujahid, a sympathetic Afghan came on you

Poem’s story: The Satanic Americans and their apostate Afghan puppets have
brought cruelty and murder to Afghanistan but the heroic Afghan Mujahidin
will eventually protect our beloved homeland and defeat the arrogant and evil
Americans and apostate allies.

In this poem the poet wishes to convey the ruin of the Afghan homeland.
He begins with the analogy of autumn, a time of decline having come or been
brought to his homeland. Afghanistan has been exhausted and kept in poverty
by a predatory animal in the form of foreigners and greedy natives. The far
enemy, the great Satan, the US has brought war, death, murder, killings, hell,
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and bullets on the homeland, setting it afire. Afghan puppets are seen by the
poet to be just as guilty of this ruin as the invader. It is these betrayers, false
sons of Afghanistan, who brought the multilingual armies of the West, allud-
ing to biblical references of Nimrod’s Caravan.'® The poet concludes that the
true son of Afghanistan, the Mujahid, is there to continue to protect it.
Throughout, the poet refers to Afghanistan as if a person.

The next poem is another lament at the current state of Afghanistan. Note
that the poet lays the blame for this squarely on the shoulders of the Afghan
people.

Built prison

Tears dripped on my collar

The history of the Afghan has been defamed

As our turban was high in the world

Today it has descended, my God

Nightingales are crying and remembering their meadow
Foreigners brought autumn to it

They are buying its honor and esteem with dollars
All the competitors unified against it, my God
This mad man is targeting me with stones

They changed my wishes to soil

It’s a pity that we are wandering like vagrants

We ourselves did all this to us

Rain of tears pours down my face

When I remember Afghanistan, my God

Poor Afghans are suffering everywhere

There is no one to ask about them, my God
Where can we go, who can we cry to, my God
Say, ruin the cruel ones, my God

Poem’s story: While Afghanistan was once a strong and proud country, many
apostate, traitor Afghans have sold out to American dollars and corruption and
dishonored Afghanistan and their people.

The poet tells us that historically Afghans once held their turbans high, but
now they have descended. The metaphorical nightingale of the Afghan people
laments the loss of its green meadow at the hands of foreign invaders who have
brought a metaphorical autumn (end of prosperity) to the land, whose honor
is being diminished by dollars. The poet then puts the blame on the Afghan

people for allowing this to hppen, and therefore there is no one to cry to or
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even blame for this. In this Taliban poem, there are themes of homeland, ruin,
foreign corruption, traitors, loss of honor, and a call for action.

The next three poems are all instructive in nature. The first two give guid-
ance to the audience, first in acceptable behavior, and second in what should
be the true desires of the good Muslim. The third poem provides instruction
to the audience on the validity of using IEDs, and their tactical application.

0, Eid 0f the trench

You came with peace, o Eid

Joyful and blissful Eid

I welcome your coming

Come all the time, Eid of Tor Ghar [name of a mountain in Afghanistan]
We spent the fasting month in the trench

We would always walk in hunger

Today that you are our guest, my dear

We will surely celebrate you, Eid of Spin Ghar
But don’t get upset, dear Eid

Evening is near, Eid

We are moving now to ambush

The Western army is on its way, Eid

If we didn’t esteem you

Don’t get upset, o Eid

O Eid, they are revolutionary days now
Danger is happening in all directions

Don’t complain to the Mujahidin

They are faced with difficulties, o Eid

Faizani is on his way

Launchers are on his shoulder, o Fid

Poem’s story: The Mujahidin are fighting honorably to save Afghanistan from
the infidel invaders. The Mujahidin fought during Ramadan while fasting. The
Mujahidin have to be honorable in fighting the enemy during Eid, and cannot
celebrate as they would desire. Fighting evil and danger that is attacking
Afghanistan from all directions requires the total attention of the Mujahidin.

This poem is instructive in how it treats the celebration of Eid. The poet
says that it is justifiable for the Mujahid to put off his Eid celebrations if he is
engaged in battle with the Western army. The poet sanctifies the actions of the
insurgent by using the term Mujahid, thereby linking the fighter to Islam, and
thus making the fighter’s action good, even if he puts aside a mandatory cele-
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bration because he is acting for the greater good of Islam and fulfilling God’s
will. The poet is excusing the Mujahid from strict adherence to Islamic rites.

Inner clothes

Nothing tastes good to the sick

But when they get healthy, they taste everything

Decorate your inner clothes

Trim your outer clothes

Reputation and braveness do not come from clothes

Look to the heroes of Pani Pat [Afghans’ battle with the Indians] or Maiwand
Hardships will return to the person who

Did not take his example from history

Virtue is gained through effort

It does not come from simply sitting at home

He will be capable of greatness and leadership

Who has devoted his life to serving

Privilege and manliness come from merit

Not because you are Ghalji or Momand [names of two Pashtun tribes]
Arrogance decreases with honor and esteem

Patience and modesty grow from them many times over

O dust, who is living in a wealthy palace

Where you had placed yourself in expectation

Poem’s story: The true character of a person comes from his internal fortitude
and bravery. All Afghans should try to emulate the heroes of the great Afghan
victories at Pani Pat and Maiwand. A man’s true character is a reflection of his
actions and services to fellow Afghans. Don’t let arrogance destroy your honor,
but always be patient and modest.

Here the poet stresses that it is not the outward appearance that makes a
person great. A good Muslim should dedicate himself not to enhancing his
outward appearance, but instead focus his efforts on the development of his
inner self. He can acquire greatness through service to a greater cause, to suf-
fering hardships for this cause, and by going to battle (a historical reference)
for this cause. It is service and hardship that will gain him merit. The poet also
says that greatness is not due to tribal affiliation, encouraging potential insur-
gents to put aside tribal feuds in service of a greater cause. A man can grow his
personal honor and esteem from modesty, rather than pride. The poet draws
the analogy that the person who secks to enhance his outer clothes is sick, and
once he gets better and “healthy;” all things in life will get sweeter.
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This next poem deserves close attention, and is a prime example for how
poetry is used by the Taliban for instruction.

While crusaders pass

I'll go back to my sweet homeland

When peace comes to my beloved country

We will not go in any other direction

Once Shar’iah is restored there

I go there from time to time

When it is time to farm our lands

When I go there, my friends tell me

Thcy were waiting for the bus when thcy saw a convoy
Foreigners were at the back, traitors coming ahead of them
The crusaders passed by with arrogance

Like a superior person walking over the poor

The poor all stood aside from them

As if an eagle would come on the birds

One who has little zeal would look at them with anger
He can’t do anything to them except sweat down his forehead
But they can’t survive a Mujahid at a distance

Spying on them through binoculars

These green-eyed devils would not survive

Going through an ambush

O Janbaz, take revenge for your countrymen on them
He is waiting for when the traitors will come

Poem’s story: 1 am looking forward to returning to my sweet home in
Afghanistan once Shar’iah is restored. I am told about the arrogant crusader
invaders and their apostate puppet traitors who drive on our roads and make
Afghan cars move to the side of the road. But the honorable Afghan Mujahidin
will eventually take revenge and ambush the crusaders through the remote use
of roadside bombs.

The poet tells of how he will go home when the invaders have been expelled
and Shar’iah law has been established. He then relates how the invaders walk
with arrogance through the homeland and that the weak tolerate this, but the
Mujahid fights back. The poet refers to using IEDs to defeat the enemy and
that no foreigner can survive this. Of interest here is the poet’s observation of
the travel patterns of Coalition convoys, stating that the traitors (Afghans who
serve in any capacity with the Coalition, whether it be ANA, ANP, or some
other form of collaboration) come first, followed by foreigners: “Foreigners
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were at the back, traitors coming ahead of them,” thus demonstrating a clear
knowledge of how Coalition forces move about the battle space. This observa-
tion/ instruction is then followed by reference to the use of IEDs when the
poet states: “But they can’t survive a Mujahid at a distance/Spying on them
through binoculars.” This statement is interesting in that it not only gives fur-
ther tactical guidance to the would-be ambusher by instructing him to main-
tain a distance from the ambush site—enough of a distance to warrant the use
of binoculars—but further provides justification for the action by referring to
the ambusher as a Mujahid. This reference thereby makes the action of using a
remotely detonated IED justified and sanctified, as it is the action of a holy
warrior in the defense of Islam and in service to Allah.
The next poem is another example of the theme of defense of Islam.

Ever_)/ m'g/ot, somebod_y hits my door with stones

They hit my knowledge and art with stones

My friends, they hit the sun with stones

I am not hitting them even with flowers, I am surprised
Most of those people hit me with stones

I must be looking so elevated to them

That’s why they are aiming so much at my head

Every night, somebody hits my door with stones

The Danish see, and are proud of their wisdom

See the ignorant one; he is hitting the mountain with stones

Poem’s story: The ignorant and infidel West is trying to discredit and destroy
Islam. Their jealousy of Islam and our purity has even seen the West pursue
sacrilegious actions to denigrate the Prophet Muhammad through cartoons
and other profane acts.

The poet tells the audience that the thrower of stones is the ignorant West,
casting stones at the door of Islam. The poet portrays the West as ignorant,
arrogant, and jealous, secking to denigrate all the best things of Islam, from
art, to knowledge, to religion. This is the language of the jihadist. The poet
points out that the proud Danish (cartoonists of the Prophet Muhammad)
are throwing stones at the mountain of Islam, an act of futility.

Give me your turban

Give me your turban and take my veil
Give me the sword so that the issue can be settled
You sit inside the house; I am going to the battlefield
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I may either free my dear land, or Karbala will be made again

Don’t hide behind nominal masculinity, how long are you going to lic asleep
You sit among the gitls, calamity be on your masculinity

Stop these endless stories and don’t become so emotional

Your cunning, boasting, and lies make me laugh

That land which has been set on fire still burns

How would you know about widows and orphans

That day will be my Eid and happiness

When the enemy of my religion and land enters the trap of my influence
Someone will rebuild my ruined land and establish the rule of truth
Will such a person rise up? Will such a person appear?

I, Nasrat, am living in sorrow a joyless life

I will know the joy of life once my prayer is answered

Poem’s story: If cowardly men will not fight the infidel invaders of our country,
[—a woman—will take up the sword. If T am not successful, a large and historic
battle like Karbala will eventually free Afghanistan. Cowardly men are natural
liars and ignore the enemy’s making Afghan women widows and Afghan chil-
dren orphans. I pray that the defenders of Islam will rebuild our ruined land
and re-establish both truth and freedom.

This poem is a prime example of how the Taliban wish to shame men who
will not fight. This poet is a young woman who basically is telling any man
who will not fight for Afghanistan to put on her veil while she puts on his
turban and does the man’s work for him. She denigrates this type of man,
making him an object of ridicule.

Oblivious Muslim
By Zaheb

Do you have love and aftection in your heart or not?  se &5, 1ot ane S5

Do you have any hope for forgiveness'” or not? LPEPUIE P O N PES
O! Muslim, you are asleep in oblivion. ol oy o5 4 Sl
Do you have the desire for martyrdom or not? SR P SN E
When you call Mohammad as your beloved, et 2 olle S

Do you have the characteristics of Belal2?° Sa s oS ) o sasg P
You are proud of the Usman’s*! generosity. S5k s0b Sols 4 e

Do you have a generous hand yourself? Y. SPJR IUNP R Pt
Like Omar® who got rightfully angry, A A &y S
Do you have that kind of bravery in you or not? S s Ss)celd b ol
The victims look forward to his coming 655 Y 5 plasllas
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Do you have the habit of Khaled® or not? Sa s S o, e usidls
You spent your life with lying and deception. 255 05 3 S sl Fa
Do you have any interest in truth or not? w8 g cais Gl wpe
Death does not care about anyone O! Zaheb.* el 55 4y S
Are you prepared for the day of judgment or not? NS PR LN PHE

Poems story: If you are a true Muslim, you will fight the infidel crusaders and
their apostate allies. Are you true to the wishes and life of Mohammad? Are
you a committed warrior willing to defend Islam, like Usman, Omar, and Belal?
Are you a brave follower or a liar and deceiver? If you are a coward, you will
never reach paradise and will be denied on the Day of Judgment.

This poem asks the reader whether he is a good Muslim. It also warns him
that there will eventually be a day of judgment, and that he needs to be pre-
pared for it. Each line asks a fundamental question: Do you believe in ... or do
you not? It reminds us of the manner in which an attorney would pose this
question to a defendant: Did you ... or did you not? Such questions are
designed to appeal to the reader’s emotions and give a positive answer.
Furthermore, what the poet indirectly asks the reader to do, without actually
mentioning it, is to take action. He dares the reader, saying that if he sub-
scribes to the same values that Usman, Omar, and Belal did, and if he is a true
Muslim, then he must prove it in practice. He must act in order 1) to prove
that he is a believer, and 2) to be saved on the Day of Judgment.

The poet also mentions the names of historic figures that Muslims, espe-
cially Sunni Muslims, revere. His purpose is to inspire the reader to achieve
the level of nobility that these men did, and to offer role models to relate to
and emulate.

Liberty @ At Sypaplan g S

By Mawlawi Mohammad Ghafoor Peroz & i Sgy 4lals 2 05

I have seen the color of your blood in the flowers. 4> 4t 45 T

I have seen the rock become colorful with your > Jud < s S5ledess 5 4

blood. Sgpm Js 2 0bB S8k sl 0
When the young men began to murmur the 5 o S S5 payins
melody of freedom 7 7 E

Sga gy g gub bl 7y 4
@ du Sl g oy 0
S8 5K g il 938 95
0 U Sty st oy S

I have seen the bells ringing in the hearts of the
slaves.

Those heads that were sacrificed for freedom.
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o3 a8 ogs syl oyl Layy, o
@ d S S a8 g mels

I have seen beds made with them in the palaces.
Nations are alive with the spirit of liberty.

I have seen every nation in destitution® without
this spirit.

If there are no wounds, hardships, and funerals in it.
Have you seen a movement of only a few [empty] talks?
O! Peroz, liberty is an adornment for the nations.

I have seen this beauty in the clank of the swords.

Peroz attempts to draw attention to the value of freedom. He also justifies
paying the ultimate price: sacrificing one’s life for attaining it, or its protec-
tion. He equates a nation’s Ziberty to the human sow/. Similar to a soul that
keeps a body alive, a nation lives as long as it is free. Without liberty the nation
dies. He warns that it is not an easy task to fight for and protect one’s freedom;
it entails suffering and even death. To achieve or protect one’s independence,
one has to make sacrifices. One may even have to die for this noble cause. This
poem is nationalistic in nature; it appeals to the patriotic sentiments of the
reader rather than to his religious beliefs.

In Peroz’s opinion, freedom is absolutely worth sacrificing ones life for. This
is because independence keeps a nation alive, just as a soul keeps a body alive.
Therefore, sacrificing one’s life is obviously worth protecting and is related to
rescuing the life of a nation.

Complaint
By Zaker

My beloved, why did you sell out your love
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You sold out your promise along with your
confessions. L sin
The person whom you have won [his
heart] with your red blood.

You have sold out that pearl in return for

the thread.

It wasn’t as light as you assumed.

You have sold out the sword of your father
along with the strike.

Good, you showed the way to the spring
[water] to your competitor.

You sold out our every street along the

land.

You have stampcd on all the big sacrifices.
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You sold out the blood of the Martyred along with his grave.

The house in which I could hold my head up with pride.

You sold out the house of history along with your honor.

O! My disloyal friend, this was the pain and the complaint of Zaker.

You have sold our wounded chest along with the injury.

This poem is primarily addressing those who cooperate with the govern-

ment and the ISAF, especially those who used to be members of the Taliban

insurgency. To provoke him, Zaker is accusing the reader of being a coward.

Breaking one’s promise is a sign of spinelessness among the Afghans. He also

wants to convince the reader that his desertion of the Taliban has been a great

mistake. This is because in return for cooperation with the government, he has

lost his moral values. He is selling out the achievements that his ancestors

made shedding their blood throughout history. The main objective of Zaker

in this piece is to make the reader feel guilty—ashamed of cooperating with

the Afghan government.

Traveler Martyred
By Mafton

I am on my way to war, look after me.
Or else you will regret [if you don’t look] not
watching me leave.

Raise your hands to pray, and ask for my
martyrdom.

With tear-filled eyes, look after me.

I am the Majnon® of the love of religion and
country.

O, deserts, O, mountains, look after me.

I am not a girl, but a brave prince

Of the battleground of jihad, look after me.

If you want to see me, but of course.

Look after me, cither on the war front or in prison.

There is a revolution; these are the days and nights
of war.

Look after your warrior Afghanistan.

Look after the traveler martyrs

In the dilapidated graveyard.
A riddled shawl [with bullets] colored with blood.

On every tomb look for this sign.
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The poet, Mafton, is a journeyman, but not an ordinary one. He has made
a decision to travel to the battleground. From there on, he is certain that he
will either be a martyr or become a prisoner. He will eventually travel to
heaven. The poct is sure that he will not return from the war. He does not
characterize victory in jihad in a conventional sense, as the defeat of the enemy.
His goal is to become a martyr while defending his religion and country.

1t is time for jibad

By Mawlawi Mohammad Yonos Khales Nabi
Khel”

The autumn’s wind has arrived in the territory
of red flowers.

Vouchers have taken the place of nightingales.

This is the territory of Islam and of Islam’s

followers. I 4 Fk ol
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claws of the foreigners.
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Pick up a sword and a shield, and jump to the
battleground of jihad

Don’t be hesitant any more to bring death upon
them.

Today, the time of the test [of courage] for the
Muslim has arrived. The Muslim does not have
permission to procrastinate.

The poet’s purpose here is comparing the foreigner to a vulture and thus
demonizing the enemy. This vulture has taken hold of the Muslims’ territory
with his claws. This line of argument connects the Muslim with a specific
space, offering a tangible reality to the existence of his reader who belongs to
a Muslim nation. He also refers to the foreigners as robbers. For this reason,
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he deems the killing of foreigners not only legitimate, but also necessary and
urgent. Therefore, all Muslims must take up arms immediately and free them-
selves from the claws of the foreigners. This poem appeals to the religious
beliefs of the reader as much as it does to his nationalistic sentiments.

Closing One’s Eyes

By Amanzoi

You pointed to the past, you forgot the present.

There is chaos all over the country; you have closed your eyes on the north.

You gave the criminal many titles.

You closed your eyes on justice being trampled.

Next to and with the Cross you raised a drink.

You didn’t think about it, you closed your eyes on its sin.

The Shaikh and Morshed®® sat on the rank of the invader.

You closed your eyes to fourteen years of trouble.

The country’s young girls are colorful with new colors.

You have closed your eyes on their pants,” and jacket and shawl.

From the beginning it wasn’t like this, music was all haram.>

Today a new fatwa® has been imposed; forever you closed your eyes.

Not only blind and deaf;, but also the Mullah became a democrat.

He closed his eyes on his old promises.

Watch out, Amanzoi, so your pen does not go astray.
Your enemy is a sorcerer; he will close his eyes on your writing.

Amanzoi pretends to be speaking to a person such as a government official.
He explains a dire social and political situation. But in fact he is having a
monologue not with a government representative, but with the ordinary
Afghan. Amanzoi attempts to convince his reader that the state is a weak and
unjust entity incapable of governance. He makes this claim based on two main
factors: first, the government does not have the capacity to serve the public;
and secondly, its actions are contrary to Islam.

Pashto poems by moderate and progressive contemporary poets

A O oyl I have had a sweet dream
Gapsr ol ) oo S 4 5 S by The country will be built, but with strong resolve

Srar OB 0 o S = b 4 and faith;
S ool 2 & b sy o 4 lwill be buile by sacrificing one’s self-interest.

Gz Ol 0y (o7 S o Szt With one star there won't be light in the dark
world;
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When many stars get together, then the sky will
be brightened.

From only one hand no sound will arise, and
nothing can be done;

Put your hands together, unite, then the world
will be built.

For every problcm there is a way to a solution;
Every sick person will be cured with doctors’
medicines.

Taheri, my friend, last night I saw a sweet dream:
Peace is coming, and our dear Afghanistan will

be built.
Shokrullah Taheri

This poem is a hopeful and optimistic message. The poet encourages the

reader to focus on the reconstruction of Afghanistan. But he also reminds the

reader that this is no easy task. Rebuilding the country requires strong resolve,

faith, and sacrifice. In addition, using relevant examples, Taheri tries to con-

vince the reader that without unity it will be impossible to reconstruct

Afghanistan. Even though the reconstruction is a difficult task, there is no

problem that does not have a solution. This assertion coincides with the

English saying that “where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

O! my country, in your love

O! my country, in your love I sacrifice my

life.

I am the kind of young man who wants your

progress.

O! my country, you are the graveyard of our

mother and father.

I am the servant of a shrine like you.

I will not give one speck of your soil in

return for the whole world.

I sacrifice my life and belongings for one fist-

ful of your soil.

I will sacrifice my head, but not a piece of you.
That is why I am famous by the name of

Afghan in the world.
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There is no other good fortune like the one

that I, Malang Jaan, have seen myself.
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I am happy and laughing in your embrace, day and night.
Malang Jaan

This is a poem about patriotism. In this piece there is no mention of jihad
or martyrdom, the inclusion of which, as seen above, is typical of Taliban
poetry. This poem also demonstrates the poet’s desire for progress and recon-
struction of the country. Malang Jaan seems to be optimistic about the future.
However, he emphasizes the importance of making sacrifices to achieve suc-
cess. The nationalistic element of pride is also salient in this piece. Malang Jaan
likens the country to a shrine, or sacred place. The public in general perceives
the shrine with reverence, and it bears a special symbolic significance among

the Sufi Islamic school of thought.
Who do we want?

We want the kind of person who would unite us in one room.
We want the kind of person who would heal our wounds.

The kind of person who would rescue a homeless and lonely Pashtun
From the taunting remarks of others.

The kind of person who would make one climb down the mountain, from the
war front, And from the tank, and gather us all in one basket.

The kind of person who would destroy the imposed wall which stands between us,
And make me a brother with my brother.

The kind of person who could transform a gun and a sword into a pen
And discourage us from war.

The kind of person who would mend our torn collars,
And make us all the children of one mother (motherland).

To rescue the victimized heart of A#zak from the foreigners,
And turn the power of the bully into water,
That is the kind of person we want.

Ajmal Attak Yosofzai

This piece is not just about the criteria that the author sees necessary for

selection of a leader, but also about what Pashtuns need in order to restore the

lost glory of the past. Yosofzai portrays the Pashtuns as the ethnic group that
has been victimized throughout the years of war. In this poem, he is in search
of a leader who could change the undignified social and political status of
Pashtuns from its current state. Indirectly, he is asking the Pashtuns to refrain
from fighting against each other, and unite. Additionally, there is emphasis on
the need to replace the gun and sword with a pen: in other words the poet
highlights the importance of knowledge and learning for restoring this lost
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identity. He maintains that Pashtuns are the sons of one mother (Afghanistan)
and therefore they are brothers. The conclusion he draws is that they should
not fight each other but become united. Yosofzai’s poem entails a list of the
essential values that play an important role in engendering peace and progress
among Pashtuns. Note that this poem focuses on the importance of national
unity among Pashtuns as an ethnic group, not 4// Afghans. This is a clear
example of how ethnic sentiments continue to remain pronounced among
some, or perhaps many Afghans.

5wuS 5 olasn  From Badakhshan to Kandahar
owSs z s d  From Heart to Nangarhar
o) s &« WS From Paktia to Mazar
ol oy 4 From Jawzjan to Asmar
2,5 o) 42 All together is my house
&9 S odws  Any Muslim is my brother
4 5 o¥s 4 From Bolan to Hairatan
alspz g4 14 From Attak to Sherkhan
dife 5 4 sws,5  From Torghondi to Chatral
alels 5> ,§'a»  Itisall the house of the Afghan
2,557 55 »ly  Each one is the light of my eyes
$25309 8 S olbes  Any Muslim is my brother
&3 S S5\ oo Ifit is Safari or Sori
> @39 Syl gl Ifit is Taheri or Lodi
¢ Ml S s Ificis Hotaki or Abdali
&3 535 s oy They are the power of the fist of Afghan
3 4505 5 oles  Ifhe is Muslim he is my brother
s 22 Feda Muhammad Nowmir

While Ajmal Yusofzai addresses only Pashtuns as an ethnic group, this
piece by Feda Nowmir focuses on the nationalistic notion of “Afghanness.” He
recognizes people from other parts of the country as his brothers. He argues
that the fact that all Afghans are Muslims is reason enough for all Afghans to
be considered a nation. Nowmir sees Afghanistan as the home of one nation,
regardless of people’s ethnicity or geographical location.

The following is another example of a Pashto poem that advocates nation-
hood amongall Afghans. This piece by Abdul-Bari Jahani gives precedence to
nationality, rather than ethnicity as the main pillar of on¢’s political identity.
Born in Kandahar, Jahani is arguably the most famous contemporary (living)
Pashto poet among Pashtuns (south and cast) in particular, and among
Afghans in general.
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Comparative analysis

If it is Kandahar or Laghman, it is my homeland.
If it is Panjsher, if it is Wakhan, it is my homeland.
Tajiks and Uzbeks are all Afghans

This soil’s Hazara and Turkmen are all of my own.
Abdul Bari Jahani

A comparative analysis of poems written by the Taliban and those published

by moderate and progressive poets®” reveals obvious differences in their per-

ceptions of the political affairs in the country. However, authors from both

groups share a common ground within the boundaries of which the authors

share their thoughts and feelings with the reader, hoping to entice the reader/

listener to subscribe to his views of the Afghan social and political realities.

Each struggles to appeal to the reader for certain commonly accepted morals

(i.e. religious beliefs, patriotic sentiments, desire for justice, etc.). The follow-

ing are the main disparities between Taliban and moderates’ views expressed
g p p

in the poems assessed here:

Taliban

Moderates

1) Taliban poets portray their anti-gov-
ernment efforts as an extension of the
anti-Marxist regime that began in the
carly 1980s.

Their main concern is changing the
current state of affairs in the country,
which predominantly revolves around
the issue of forcign invasion.

2) They make use of religious terminol-
ogy and themes far more frequently than
the moderates, i.c. jihad, people of the
cross, martyrs, paradise. In fact, they use
religious doctrine to support their
arguments in favor of political dissent
and military action against the govern-
ment and Coalition forces.

3) Cooperation with the state is

be-nangi, a great shame. This is because
the regime, in their view, is a puppet of
the foreign powers: the infidel invaders.

1) Tend to focus on peace as a theme,
reminding the reader of its value and
necessity for political unity and hard
work in order to achieve and maintain it.

2) They emphasize the importance of
working towards a future that is
prosperous and peaceful.

3) Their poems possess a nationalist
flavor. They often incorporate vocabulary
such as “nation,” “Afghan,” and “unity.” In
general, they look beyond the boundaries
of religion and ethnicity. However, this is
not to say that they ignore religion or
ethnicity altogether.

4) Although they do not explicitly
encourage people to cooperate with or
support foreigners’ presence in the
country, they do not condemn their
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Cooperation with and support of such  existence in Afghanistan either. Many do
government means indirect support of  complain about the country’s “depend-
the invaders and infidels. This qualifies  ence” (political, economic) on foreigners.
the Afghan supporter of the state as a However, they do not aim to instigate
munafiq, or hypocrite. Some argue that  resistance against the “foreign

being a hypocrite is a graver sin then occupation.”

becoming a kafir, or infidel.

4) Guilt and shame are two of the 5) These poets in general convey a sense
emotions that the Taliban authors use to  of hopefulness regarding the future. They
influence the reader’s thoughts. The seem to believe that with hard work, and
reader must feel shameful because not a united nation, it is possible to achieve

only he is not taking any action against ~ peace and prosperity.
foreign invaders, but he is also cooperat-

ing with the enemy. The reader must

begin to act immediately, and participate

in the jihad against the infidel: just as his

ancestors fought against and defeated the

Grecks, the Mongols, the Persians, the

British, and the Soviets.

5) They instigate war and disorder to 6) They see disorder and war as eminent
purify the country of immorality and dangers to Afghanistan’s future.
irreligiosities imposed by Western

political and economic orders.

Conclusion

Two particular aspects of poetry contribute to its widespread use in Afghan
society. One is the rhythm and rhyme embedded in the genre, which aids
memorization. The other pertains to the unique quality of poetry that allows
deep thoughts, sometimes difficult to comprehend, to be entrenched within
a few short lines.

Poetry has an exceptional place within Afghan culture and society, and the
Taliban play on this fact. Condensing deep thoughts and emotions within just
a few words, and expressing them with elegance and flow, has meant that a
Taliban poem’s can be used as a communication device. In the West, on the
other hand, it is the longer essays and novels that have played a pivotal role in
shaping literary discourse around philosophical issues. It is important to
understand and appreciate why poetry occupies such a significant space in the

psyche of the Afghans.
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Poctry in Afghanistan plays a huge role in communicating thoughts and
ideas from person to person. Understanding this fact, the Taliban uses poetry
to communicate the legitimacy of their actions, and to sanctify the ongoing
insurgency. As illustrated in the numerous examples and their associated
stories, the Taliban has three major themes that it employs to accomplish its
goal: defense of the homeland against foreign invaders; defense of Islam
against crusaders; and appeal to personal gain in the form of honor and
esteem. Furthermore, they make excellent use of other aspects of Afghan
culture by playing on feelings of national pride, the code of ethics of
Pashtunwali, and even shame. Poctry resonates so greatly with the Afghan
and Pashto people that the Taliban also employ it as a means of indoctrina-
tion and tactical training.

Through poetry, the Taliban can continue to deliver messages to the people
that the Coalition is nothing more than the latest in a long line of invaders of
the homeland. Furthermore, they seek to portray the Coalition as crusaders
bent on the destruction of Islam. It is against these two beliefs that the West
will have the greatest struggle. As the Taliban has demonstrated, they fully
understand how powerful poetry is in communicating messages to the people

of Afghanistan.

Taranas (chants)>

Similar to poetry, faranas or poetic chants play an important role in Taliban
communication with local populations. The chants are communicated in the
local language and traditional style and often represent a manipulation of
Afghan traditions, narratives, collective memory of events, and culture to
serve Taliban interests. These chants, like poetry, are melodic with memorable
tunes, often with repeating passages that have a tendency to stay in people’s
consciousness. The chants are easily memorized, due to their rhyme, rhythm,
lyrics—much like the advertising jingles that permeate other countries’ radio
and television.

In many areas of Afghanistan, especially those with a significant Taliban
presence like Loy Kandahar, Taliban chanting has flourished.* For example,
many Kandahari music shops that used to sell various types of music audiocas-
settes and musical instruments have begun since the 1990s to supply Taliban
chants to the market. Undoubtedly such dynamics are partly pragmatic in
light of the fact that Kandaharis (and other Afghan urbanites) have been

tortured and imprisoned for listening to or participating in other forms of
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music. In some cases, a number of local singers/musicians have decided to sing
Taliban chants, while others have migrated to other countries because of their
well-founded fear of Taliban prosecution.” Essentially, the Taliban have been
largely responsible for the spread of such chants, which have not only become
a source of entertainment for many but also a key component of the Taliban
information and propaganda war. These chants have also become a powerful
Taliban tool for “instructing” and intimidating the Afghan population.

In June 2009, as the author sat in a hotel lobby in downtown Kandahar City,
he witnessed individuals “blue-toothing” what appeared to be music from one
cell phone to another. Upon further enquiry, he discovered that the “music”
being transferred between cell phones was actually Taliban chants. While aware
of the importance of folklore and music to Afghan culture and traditions, the
author was unaware of how pervasive Taliban jihadi chants had become in
southern Afghanistan. On further reflection, he suspected that these chants
were just another piece of a very sophisticated (and often misunderstood) infor-
mation campaign that the Taliban had pursued for years at the expense of the
United States and NATO. Taliban information operations and narratives have
long used cultural identifiers, historical memory, familiar icons, and schemata;
it made perfect sense that the Taliban would also use a type of musical refrain in
the form of chants to present their message to target audiences.

This section offers a descriptive analysis of Taliban music and messaging in
the form of chants and the stories they reveal that were circulating in the
Kandahar region in the summer of 2009. Through a review and analysis of
actual Taliban chants, this assessment argues that Taliban chants are another
link in a long chain of sophisticated information operations used to reveal
the stories, rationale, and “road map” of the political and social goals the
Taliban wish to achieve. These chants follow a rational, discursive, and iconic
form designed to mobilize and convince the Afghan population of the
Taliban’s worldview.

Afghan music

Historically, music has always been an integral part of Afghan culture and
traditions.* It is especially important to recognize that Afghan songs in the
form of chants are of course closely related to poetry, an intimate aspect of
Afghans’ daily life. “Generally, [Afghan] music implies the use of instruments
and song refers to poetry. Early music was basically in the form of hymns and
sacred chants, the focus was on the underlying text, and so it was often classi-
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fied as literature, not music.”®” Traditional songs and chants are part of the
fabric of Afghan society, with people often singing and chanting as a central
part of ceremonies associated with weddings and other celebrations.*® Many
of these chants and songs are often drawn from Sufi texts and poetry. Indeed,
despite negative reactions from some parts of Afghan society to music and
especially musicians, mystical Sufi orders have always held music as critical to
many of their religious rituals.”

All types of Afghan music were drastically affected when the Taliban came
to power in 1996.% The Taliban not only viewed music as a distraction from
serious and important life matters, they also viewed most music as haram
based on their particular interpretation of Islam. This view of music has also
been upheld and enforced throughout the Pashtun areas of western Pakistan,
particularly in Swat and the Khyber-Pakhtoonkhwa (NWFP) Province since
the Taliban became prominent in the area.* Many mullahs, who are conserva-
tive religious figures, also disapprove of music despite the fact that Pashtun
culture has its own traditional music and musical instruments such as 72b4b,
dohol, shawm, and double-headed frame drum.

The Taliban viewed musical instruments as tools of Shayzan (Satan). They
did, however, apparently allow the use of the frame drum—the duff—because
they believed that other Islamic traditions allowed the use of this instrument
during certain religious and personal celebrations and ceremonies. Hence, as
distinguished British ethnomusicologist John Baily suggests, “the Taliban
were not against all forms of music, and they certainly permitted religious
singing without musical instruments.”* The musical expressions of Taliban
chants and zaranas were allowed. According to Baily, the Taliban taranas are
constructed in “the melodic modes of Pashtun regional music, nicely in tune,
strongly rhythmic, and many items have the two-part song structure that is
typical of the region. There is also heavy use of reverberation.”*

Analysis of Taliban taranas (chants)

As suggested above, chants play an important role in Taliban communication
with local populations. The chants are communicated in the local language and
traditional style and often represent a manipulation of Afghan traditions, nar-
ratives, collective memory of events, and culture to serve Taliban interests.

The chants are very similar to certain types of Afghan poetry that are regu-
larly memorized and recited by Afghans. Afghan poems, much like the chants

assessed here, are wrapped in deep emotions and thought; the language of
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poetry in Afghanistan is the language of wazz (balance or rthythm), and gafia
(rhyme). Abiding by the many other rules of poetry, badee (rules of creating a
poem) and arooz (the art creating balance and flow in poem), each verse of a
poem must maintain a specific wazz, and continuity in gafia. The combina-
tion of the two adds a melodic effect to the lyrics.* This obviously has impor-
tant implications for their resonating narratives as well as their basic
propaganda value.

As will be demonstrated below, theses chants often portray the ongoing
events of Afghan life. Pashto and often Dari languages are mostly used in a
simple and traditional form that resonates with Afghan locals. We find it
particularly interesting that the chants are gaining the attention of an increas-
ing number of Pashtun youth, especially in (rural and urban) areas where the
Taliban have substantial presence.” Nonetheless, the Afghan government and
security forces do not seem to take the chants seriously, perhaps because the
chants are not viewed as a direct threat to the country’s stability. Instead, they
probably consider chants as part of the local entertainment.* It should also be
pointed out that none of the US military or government personnel that the
author spoke to after his field research had ever heard of Taliban chants.”” This
might explain why there is little, if any, news on the scizure of audiocassettes
or CDs, or of any effort to curb business related to the supply of recordings of
chants. Within this permissive environment, the Taliban eagerly and regularly
distribute chants to the population. The Taliban chants are widely available in
books and Taliban magazines,* or on audiocassettes, CDs, cell phone ring
tones, various internet web pages,”” and even on YouTube.>

In an effort to assess the meaning and impact of Taliban chants, we sought
and obtained a series of chants that were circulating around Kandahar in the
summer of 2009,>! all of them vocalized in Pashto, and then translated them
into English.>* Below, we present the actual narrative of each chant, followed
by a brief analysis of its meaning and its potential impact on the Afghan
population.

As mentioned above, all of the chants assessed here were found in Loy
Kandahar, and it is assumed that the primary target audience was the local
Pashtun population. In assessing the meaning and impact of Taliban chants
on Afghan target audiences, we have been forced to make certain generaliza-
tions concerning this population’s own narratives, and their view of local
political, religious, and social environments. We recognize that Afghan iden-
tity and belief systems are multifaceted and dynamic, and are layered by lan-
guage, residence, tribe, clan, family, and gawm (among others), with cach
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playing an important role in an individual Afghan’s worldview.>> Qawm (soli-
darity or affinity group)>* membership is particularly important to chants and
narratives because gawsms are based, in part, on patron—client relationships
that in turn are central to the nature of resonating subjects or narratives for a

typical Afghan:

No single concept is more important to Afghanistan’s internal conflicts than that
of patron—client relationships and the patronage networks these create... The
importance of patronage relations extends to the battle of ideas in Afghanistan.
Afghans are exposed to many different and often competing sources of news, but
there is a tendency to follow the views of the provider of patronage or other
Afghans that they desire to emulate.

While we are not suggesting an “ideal” or reductionist Afghan view of the
world, we have been forced to generalize across the target population in assess-
ing the meanings and impact of the chants on the Pashtun.® The Taliban, in
their construction of these chants, have clearly calculated the intended infor-
mational impact based on their own assumptions about what resonates with
their target audience, and we have attempted to do the same here, albeit ten-
tatively, for this analysis.

Afghan Mulk Angrizan (Afghan region foreigners)

Chant 1

O Afghan, the British (foreigners) are present in your country.

They are your yesterdays’ (past) enemies whom your ancestors defeated,
and then they ran away. Today, they are the rulers who dominate your
soil (country). [repeated chorus]

Today, they have come under the slogan of friendship and rehabilitation

of your country. [repeated]

The spies are present in your country. Your yesterdays’ (past) enemies
are present in your country.

They have invaded your country again. They intend to kill you.
[repeated]

The murderers ofyour ancestors are present in your country.

They hit you with huge bombs, cruise missiles, and napalm bombs.

[repeated]
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Those people are present who pretend themselves to be your friends,
but they are your previous enemies.

Be careful, O Afghan, do not be deceived and do not be segregated
from your goal. [repeated]

Otherwise, Christians will be present [in your country].

The world’s biggest thieves have come to our country, and look! They
are all Westerners. [repeated]

. ,
Your history’s purchasers have come to your country.

The prospects and desires of Siddigi (poet) will be accomplished. They
will be accomplished at the right time and date when once again the
Afghan conquerors are in power.

O Afghan, the British (foreigners) are present in your country.

They are your yesterdays’ (past) enemies whom your ancestors defeated,
and then they ran away. Today, they are the rulers who dominate your
soil.

Taranass story: Our brave ancestors defeated the British after they invaded
our beloved land, yet they and other foreigners have come again to spy on
us and are attempting to destroy the Afghan way of life. They were cow-
ardly murderers when they originally invaded our country and they have
come again as “friends,” but their real intention is to murder innocent
Afghans and try to take over our beloved country. Don’t be deceived by
them, they want to destroy Islam and replace it with Christianity. But just
like our brave ancestors, we will defeat the British and other foreigners
who will eventually run from our country in defeat. It is the obligation of
all Afghans to fight and destroy the invaders.

Analysis: This chant clearly targets the segments of the general Afghan civilian
population who make up the Taliban’s main recruiting pool. This chant
touches on a variety of serious issues that are dear to Afghan history, culture,
and lifestyle:

o Foreign invasion (All foreigners in some parts of Afghanistan are referred
to as “British”);
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o Foreigners want to bring Christianity to Afghanistan;

o The cowardly nature of foreign invaders (“They were defeated and then they
ran away”);

o Defeat of British Empire by Afghan fighters (“ancestors defeated”);

o Fight against invaders (“Do not be deceived and do not be segregated from
your goal”).

This chant also focuses on the mistakes and contemptible behavior of for-
eign forces in Afghanistan (“they pretend to be your friends; they intend to
kill you”), behavior that is in direct contrast with the Afghan value of being a
straightforward “friend” or “enemy.” Foreign invasion has historically been a
very sensitive topic among Afghans, and the above chant repeatedly plays on
this foreign invasion message in an effort to draw the attention and support
of the public. The chant’s reference to past Afghan struggles against foreign
invaders is a theme that we have regularly seen in other Taliban narratives.

The vast majority of Afghans recognize personal freedom and national
independence as core values, and the Taliban understand the significance of
this. But the chant does not merely play on these Afghan sensitivities; it also
explicitly invites Afghans to join the Taliban’s war against the current influx
of foreign “invaders” by encouraging nationalism and playing on nationalis-
tic sentiments.

There is little argument that most Afghans are very proud of their nation’s
history. And some of this pride relates to the fact that Afghans in years past
have defeated some of the world’s dominant powers, including the Soviet
Union and Great Britain. In fact, this narrative of defeating “superpowers” is
arguably one of the most effective motivational tools used to provoke Afghans
against foreign forces, and is regularly used by the Taliban today.”” We suspect
that the Taliban often mention British forces because the British were long
viewed as interlopers; moreover they are part of the present NATO “occupy-
ing” force, so the British can be used to represent both past colonial powers’
attempts to exploit (“purchase”) Afghanistan and the present “invading/
occupying” ISAF foreign forces. This Taliban chant presents the foreign forces
as the “murderers” of Afghans’ ancestors in an apparent attempt to revive a
sense of revenge (badal) amongst their target audience against the foreign
forces. Meanwhile, the Taliban chant reminds the Afghan public about their
ancestors taking revenge and defeating the British.

In this tarana, the Taliban also emphasize a very common and consistent
message found in other pieces of Taliban propaganda: Islam is at risk with the
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presence of international security forces in Afghanistan. The call to arms
against a “threat to Islam” has been an extremely powerful incentive for
Afghan communal action, and has historically been used to motivate
Afghans—including even non-Pashtun elements of society who can be mobi-
lized under the banner of Islam—to take action against foreign invaders. The
Taliban portray invaders as representing a “cosmic” threat®® to the survival of
Afghan’s religion and way of life. They want to project the argument that an
Afghan is not a true follower of Islam if he does not rebel against foreign
invaders. Taliban messages describe foreign forces as cruel and inhumane
invaders who do not respect Afghan culture and religion, and who do not
deserve the respect of Afghans. This chant plays up allegations of foreign
forces’ brutality by referring to foreigners use of aerial bombs, cruise missiles,
and napalm bombs to kill and maim Afghans. These examples are offered as
evidence to prove that US and ISAF forces are neither friends nor protectors;
that the foreign forces came to slay Afghans and to dominate the country®”—
not unlike the Soviet occupation forces, whose widely acknowledged atroci-
ties against Afghans are still fresh in popular memory. These messages
powerfully exploit Afghan emotions by touching on painful historical and
more recent collective memories.

Ultimately the chant tells Afghans that the Taliban are strong enough to
defeat the enemy and to regain power. But the Taliban admit that they must
have the support of the Afghan people to succeed.

Aghyar Ashna (Stranger friend)

Chant 2

Should I complain about a stranger or should I complain about my
friend? I don’t understand, I don’t understand, should I complain about
the world or should I complain about myself? [repeated chorus]

The councils are held under my enemy’s command. Decisions are taken
by disqualified people in the council. They accept plenty of dollars to
kill me.

Should I complain about his children or should I complain about their
father?

They conspire to murder me with the advice of strangers. Some cowards

in our country were celebrating my murder, as if it was Eid’s eve. [repeated]
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Should I trust their regrets or complain about his laughter?

My meat was being cut and you [ pro-government Afghans] were pour-
ing salt on them. My meat was being cooked in the skewers of
brutality.

Should I complain about a butcher or should I complain about you?

I could hardly breathe because of my wounds and pain in this desert. I
was treated like a stranger guest that suffered from pain and no one
offered me treatment. [repeated]

Should I complain about a doctor or whom should I complain about?

I have become crazy about true love and have become like burned rue.
I am burnt on the beautiful candle of Islam. [repeated]

Should I complain about our own traitors or complain about the
world?

I am screaming for justice and recall past times. Where is the security

that I was happy with?

Tarana’s story: Foreign invaders have invaded our country and have been
joined by cowardly, apostate Afghans who accept the blood money of
the foreign invaders to murder us and destroy our country. But I have
faith in Islam and know that we will get our justice and security, just as
our forefathers did.

Analysis: This chant has two central objectives:

e To recruit new fighters, and
e To undermine the Afghan government.

It consists of a series of melodic refrains interestingly based on the
Pashtunwali concept of gila, which means to complain about something
important. In this chant the Taliban use Pashtun tribal mores not only to
“connect” with their target audience (Pashtuns) but also to argue against the
people supporting the Afghan puppet government (“councils are held under
my enemy’s command”) and international forces. In this very emotional chant,
the Taliban complain about the pro-government Afghans’ cruelty, while
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explaining how righteous and innocent the Taliban are. The chant suggests
that the current conflict has been imposed o7 the Taliban, and that they are
the victims of this war (“I am screaming for justice”).

It is instructive to note that the Taliban have established a series of
“shadow” justice systems throughout the country that are highly popular in
adjudicating land (2¢zaka) and water disputes as well as criminal cases. Using
Shar’iah law, a Taliban judge can settle a case in a few hours without bribes—
unlike many of the formal Afghan government courts. While these Taliban
courts may not administer the kind of justice preferred by Kabul or the West,
it is swift and perceived as just by most that use them. This is especially the
case when property disputes are involved. In southern Afghanistan many vil-
lages as well as city dwellers go to the Taliban court to settle such land dis-
putes, that are often quite contentious and a serious source of local instability.®
The shadow courts actually give a certain degree of legitimacy to the Taliban.
The Taliban have also established an ombudsman system that local popula-
tions can use to report an abusive local Taliban commander or other com-
plaints that are then forwarded to an independent authority for resolution.

Most Afghans—particularly southern Afghans—will agree that the com-
plaints (gila) voiced in this chant by the Taliban are legitimate." This chant
not only challenges people to oppose a corrupt, incompetent (“disqualified
people in the council”), and brutal government and the people that support it
(“traitors”); it also slams government corruption (“they accept plenty of dol-
lars to kill me”), the foreign dependency of the Kabul regime, and injustice.
The Taliban call their battle a pure Islamic movement (“the beautiful candle
of Islam”), and call the Afghan government a puppet regime that only serves
foreign countries that aim to dominate the entire country and kill Afghans.

This chant not only attempts to play upon Afghan’s Islamic affinities, but
also to discredit the Afghan government as being un-Islamic. The government
is introduced as evil, corrupt, and unable to provide justice. By doing so, it is
clear that the Taliban recognize that ownership and independent decision-
making are important parts of Afghan and community tradition. In addition,
the Taliban accuse the current Afghan government of killing Taliban fighters
in return for money from foreigners: actions that directly contradict Afghan
ownership and independence. In other words, to local Afghans this chant
suggests that Afghan government officials are killing their own citizenry to
serve foreigners. Likewise, the chant argues that Jirgas (councils) called
together by the government are held with the advice and support of foreigners
who are ruling the country by proxy.

150



POETRY AND TARANAS

Lastly, the Taliban reminds the Afghan public about the past justice and
security which existed while they ruled over Afghanistan (“I am screaming for
justice and recall past times. Where is the security that I was happy with?”).
The phrase is an attempt to gain public support by drawing people’s attention
to the Taliban’s past performance while implicitly comparing the Taliban’s
past with the instability and insecurity under the current Afghan government,
which is itself under the authority of the US and its allies.

Volleyball, football, and cricket

Chant 3

O youth, quit volleyball, football [soccer], and cricket. Take the Rocket-
Propelled Grenade launcher [RPG] on your shoulders. [repeated

chorus]
Play with human heads instead of playing with balls. [repeat]
Quit kids” games; take the RPG on your shoulders. [repeat]

You look good with the weapon and Moswak [herbal tooth brush] but
not chewing gum and chocolate.

Purchase every worthless human for free (Kill the enemies.) [repeat]

You will soon defeat the enemies. You only need to put some more
efforts defeating them.

Bchead by using the sword those people who open the country gate to
the strangers. [repeat]

Walk beside Ayubi [poet]. Don’t be late, not even for a minute! [repeat]

O youth, quit volleyball, football (soccer), and cricket. O youth, take
the RPG on your shoulders.

Tarana’s story: Afghan youth must accept their responsibilities and give
up their trivial pursuits, such as sports and candy, and join the righteous
jihad against the infidel invaders. The youth of Afghanistan will be suc-
cessful and defeat the foreign invaders, but this will take dedication and
immediate action.
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Analysis: This tarana is specifically written and sung to recruit Afghan youth
to join the fight against the foreign invaders. The chant implicitly encourages
Afghan youth to regain their zang (honor) by focusing their attention on
important matters (defeating and killing the foreign invaders) instead of wast-
ing time (“don’t be even late for a minute!”) on “kid’s games” and trivial pur-
suits such as “gum and chocolate”

That the Taliban have chants that target a specific demographic says a lot
about the sophistication of their overall information campaign. Chants such
as this are aimed at influencing specific age groups of locals (under 25)—a
major recruiting pool for the Taliban—as well as the jobless and uneducated.
The Taliban understand that many Afghan youths spend their free time play-
ing different sports (“volleyball, football (soccer), and cricket”). In general, the
most popular Afghan sports are soccer, cricket, and volleyball. Due to a series
of recent successes by Afghan sports teams in the international arena,” the
numbers of Afghans who participate in these sports and sports fans have
increased tremendously. This increased popularity has had a directly negative
impact on Taliban recruitment, and the Taliban recognize this. In an effort to
reach local youth and convince them to stay away from activities that do not
correspond to the needs of the Taliban, the Taliban have included this topic
in their chants.

As is apparent in this chant, the Taliban use various symbols and icons that
fic Afghanistan’s war-torn situation by talking about Rocket-Propelled
Grenades (RPGs), fighting on the battlefield, and killing the enemy.
Specifically, the RPG was one of the most well-known weapons used during
the war against the Soviet Union. The RPG was widely available during the
war, and Afghan Mujahidin became quite accomplished at using RPGs to
destroy Russian tanks, military vehicles, and pro-communist Afghan forces.
In past centuries, the sword was the most well-known weapon in Afghanistan,
but it has more recently been replaced by the AK 47 (Kalashnikov) and the
RPG. Therefore, the Taliban use these symbols of “modern” Afghan warriors
in an attempt to motivate Afghan youth to become “real” champions by join-
ing the Taliban in their fight against the foreign invaders.

Arman-Khodaya (Wish-Allab)
Analysis: This chant has two objectives:

o To create sympathy for the Taliban among the Afghan public, and

o To fuel people’s sentiments against foreign forces.
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Chant 4

O Allah, it is very sad that our innocent youths are colored with blood
[martyred].

It is very sad that our village is (full of sorrow), covered with dust.
[repeat]

O Allah, it is very sad that this dust and ashes come from the (dead)
flower plant. [repeat]

O Allah, it is very sad that the [innocent Taliban died] innocent lamps
of love fell down. [repeat]

It is very sad that despite the resistance of young flowers, they are falling
down [the Taliban dies].

O Allah, it is very sad that the blood flow shakes our young plants.

O Allah, it is very sad that our innocent youths are colored with blood.
It is very sad that our companions’ gatherings (Majlas) are destroyed.
Life is full of tasty honey.

O Allah, it is very sad that their red blood (loss of life) brought harsh

life to the community. [repeat]
It is very sad that the grey huts of love carry the coffin of desires.
O Allah, it is very sad that our innocent youths are colored with blood.

It is very sad that my prospects and desires are unachievable, only Sakhi
Bacha (poet) is crying.

O Allah, it is very sad that sorrow shakes our country. [repeat]

O Allah, it is very sad that our innocent youths are colored with blood.
[repeat]

Taranas story: Foreign crusaders are martyring innocent Afghan youth
as well as our hero Taliban. The foreigners not only kill honorable and
brave Afghans, they are also here to destroy our villages and way of life.
But we will win if the people join the just Taliban cause.
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This chant focuses on the sadness of the dead youth (“innocent youth,”
“dead flower plant”) and commemorates young slain Taliban fighters (“despite
the resistance of young flowers, they are falling down”). The target audience
of this chant appears to be both the Taliban and the Afghan public. The chant
implicitly introduces the Taliban as “freedom fighters” and attempts to create
sympathy for the Taliban among the public. The chant also suggests how valu-
able the lives of the Taliban are for the country’s prosperity. This chant aims
to give emotional support to the Taliban in an attempt to explain the impor-
tance of each Taliban fighter’s life in the community and their struggle to free
the Afghan nation (“it is very sad that their red blood (loss of life) brought
harsh life to the community”). These chants are meant to create a high level of
local public support, particularly for the relatives and villagers of the fallen
Taliban fighters. Generally, the Afghan public tends to be very sympathetic to
adead or “martyred” Afghan, even if he is viewed as an enemy.

This chant is also intended to prompt people to side with the Taliban
against the foreign forces. One traditional Afghan way to attract popular
support is to be humble in the invitation for assistance while at the same time
keeping open the door for a participatory struggle. The Taliban encourage all
Afghans to join their war against the enemy: “It is very sad that our compan-
ions’ gatherings (Majlas) are destroyed.” Also, they convey a message,
through this chant, that this holy war is unwinnable without the participa-
tion and cooperation of the public: “It is very sad that my prospects and
desires are unachievable.”

Ay Ghrabi Shamara (O Western dragon)

Chant 5

O Western dragon! Where will you go when we shut all the ways?
[repeat]

O Western dragon! You have an opportunity to run away now.
Hurry and get out of Kabul so that you won’t regret when you are
captured. [repeat]

O Western dragon! Where will you go when we shut all the ways?
You will leave like a handicapped Russia and you will never gain
victory. [repeat]

O Western dragon! If you want to stay healthy, hurry up and apolo-

gize for your actions. [repeat]
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O Western dragon! Where will you go when we shut all the ways?
The Afghans cannot be deceived; they are intelligent.

O Western dragon! You will be ashamed and you won’t be able to
recover. [repeat]

O Western dragon! Where will you go when we shut all the ways?
This country is a flower in the turban of Asia. This nation is a great
champion.

This force will make you lose your direction.

O Western dragon! Where will you go when we shut all the ways?
This country belongs to Ghazi Abdullah. [repeat]

O Western dragon! This is the residency of Ahmad Shah Baba.

O Western dragon! Learn from this poetry.

O Western dragon! Where will you go when we shut all the ways?

Taranass story: America and NATO, you have the opportunity to save
yourself, but you must leave Afghanistan immediately or you will suffer
the same fate as other foreign invaders such as the Russians. If you don’t
leave immediately you will have no escape; you have no chance of con-
quering us. History has demonstrated time and again that Afghanistan
cannot be defeated. We are the champions of Asia and we will not only
repel your invasion but totally destroy you.

Analysis: This tarana is an exercise of power by the Taliban and a warning to
US and NATO military forces (“Western dragon”) in Afghanistan to leave the
country while they are still able (“you have an opportunity to run away now.
Hurry and get out of Kabul so that you don’t regret when you are captured”).
The target audience is the Afghan public, although this chant is composed of
a series of ultimatums to international forces. In fact, via this chant, the
Taliban suggest Afghanistan’s degree of power and influence in the region
(“this country is a flower in the turban of Asia”). In addition, this chant claims
that the Taliban will soon regain power and defeat their enemies by invoking
past Afghan victories (“you will leave like a handicapped Russia, and you will
never gain victory”). Similar to other chants, the Taliban want to empower
their supporters’ morale by reminding them of Russia’s defeat in Afghanistan
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and the courage of Afghan national heroes (Ghazi Abdullah, Ahmad Shah
Baba) fighting various invading armies throughout history.

While the Taliban were in power, they rarely honored past national heroes
because this did not explicitly serve their interest and goals. During their rule,
they considered themselves the real and superior Afghan heroes, in part
because they were ready to sacrifice everything for religion and country.
However, more recently, they have increasingly used the names of past Afghan
heroes in their chants, especially those who fought foreign invaders in past
conflicts. Honoring national heroes’ achievements and their struggles to
defend the country against foreign invaders is a tactic the Taliban now uses to
connect to the general public. This tactic also reflects a nationalistic pride:

o By suggesting that Afghanistan “is a flower in the turban of Asia” and a
“great champion.”

o By invoking the legend of Ahmad Shah Durrani (“Ahmad Shah Baba,”
Ahmad Shah the “father”), the founder of the Durrani Empire, and the
founder of modern Afghanistan, as well as Abdullah Shah Ghazi who tradi-
tion suggests was a famous commander and conqueror during the Afghan-
Anglo wars.

Afghans generally and fondly recall past historical “victories”, and the
Taliban continually play on this by recalling past victories in an effort to
engender pride and confidence in their target audience.

Ay Mujahid (O Mujahid)

Analysis: This chant focuses on praising and honoring the Mujahidin® (aka,
Taliban fighters). Interestingly, the Taliban’s former ambassador to Pakistan,
Mullah Salaam Zacef, now under house arrest in Kabul, stated that the group
refers to its own forces not as Taliban but as Mujahidin, because only one in
ten fighters is a true Taliban, while the rest are “ordinary Afghans.”**

This type of farana appears to have two central objectives:

o To provide moral support and encouragement to the Taliban, and
o To assist in the recruitment of new fighters.

To achieve these two objectives, this chant claims that there are four central

benefits of being a Mujahid:

e You become a hero to the people (“you are champion and courageous. You
are our beloved man; you are our pride in the world”);
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Chant 6

O Mujahid fellow, you are a champion and courageous man.
You are our beloved; you are our pride in the world. [repeat chorus]

The enemies hear the fearful sound of your sword that won’t let them
get sleep and relax.
You are the thunder to every brutal enemy.

You devoted yourself and suffered difficulties for the sake of Allah.
You have defended your bunker with the cost of your blood.
You are a recorded champion in history.

The country’s deserts exist because of your braveness.
The deserts are colored with your blood and look like red flowers.
You are the beauty of the country and protector of the whole book of

the Qur’an.

You are very famous for your bravery and everybody knows about you.
I am proud of your heroism; you are the solution to our problems.

O Mujahid fellow, you are a champion and courageous man.
You are our beloved man; you are our pride in the world.

Tarana’s story: Our beloved Mujahidin are the courageous heroes of the
world. All the unjust and the brutal enemies of Afghanistan fear you.
You fight and are willing to sacrifice everything for your people and
Allah. Enemies run from you and your braveness and the whole world
loves you and knows that you are brave and heroes to all righteous and

just people.

e You make history and become a historical figure (“You have defended your
bunker with the cost of your blood. You are a recorded champion in his-
tory...You are very famous for your bravery and everybody knows about
you”);

e You become a servant and protector of Islam (“You devoted yourself and
suffered difficulties for the sake of Allah... The deserts are colored with your
blood and look like red flowers. You are the beauty of the country and pro-
tector of the whole book of the Qur’an);
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e You provide protection to the community (“You have defended your bun-
ker with the cost of your blood ... you are champion and courageous”).

All of the aforementioned qualities have immense value in the Afghan cul-
ture and community. Moreover, all these qualities offer moral-related benefits.
The Taliban are attempting to suggest that new fighters are not being offered
material benefits such as salary, pension, and promotion; rather, in the eyes of
the Taliban, the benefits include the protection of their communities and
religion.® The Taliban recognize that helping and defending the community
is very important to the Afghan public. They regularly play on the fact that the
Afghan government has been unable, in most instances, to provide for the
protection and defense of the Afghan people. The Taliban portray themselves
as ready to provide that security and protection to the Afghan people and to
Afghanistan without any foreign support and backing. Their objective is to
impress the public by stressing their hope for a secure Afghanistan following
decades of war. They know that a large percentage of the Afghan population
is extremely war-weary.

Interestingly, the chant suggests that a key advantage of joining the Taliban
is that it allows one to become a “recorded champion in history.” This claim
resonates with the Afghan population’s narrative of a proud history comple-
mented by ancestors and historical figures that were great warriors and con-
querors. Thus, this chant invites the Afghan people to follow and build upon
their ancestors’ struggle to protect the country from foreign invaders. Afghans
are generally emotional by nature, and pride themselves in being strong and
brave. Chants such as this serve as a reminder of their proud, collective history
and invoke memories of their elders and ancestors in defending their territory
from invaders. This chant also reinforces the Taliban claim that NATO secu-
rity forces are foreign occupiers of Afghanistan.

As we have seen in other chants, the Taliban use the appeal of Islam for
recruitment and to legitimize their actions. Taliban narratives, in conjunc-
tion with the Mullah status of many Taliban, allow the Taliban to leverage
their religious authority and teachings in support of their cause. Mullahs are
an important source for providing narratives, information, and guidance to
village populations. Therefore, the public, and especially the rural Afghan, is
increasingly under the Mullah’s sphere of influence. A large majority of local
Afghans are religious, but cannot read religious books and teachings; they
rely on the Mullah (who is often illiterate himself) to teach and interpret for
them the Islamic narrative.® The religious status and influence of Taliban
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Mullahs as a powerful authority to guide the local population should not be
under-estimated.

Badan Zakhmi (Wounded body)

Chant 7

My entire body is wounded. The wounds are colorful. O Allah, please
assist the Taliban’s madrasas. [repeat chorus]

We are holding the martyr’s shawl and pray for him.
After his (Taliban) death, he left his family behind.
There is nobody to take care of him.

The Islamic nation does not take the lessons [responsibility to assist us.]
O Allah, we only need your treatment.

All the cruel infidel nations oppose him.

O Allah, the Taliban defends your religion.

O courageous Afghan, please be brave [join us.]

O Allah, please be kind to us now.

My “Ayobi” prayer is for one whose body is wounded.

This is a shame for our descendants.

My entire body is wounded. The wounds are colorful. O Allah, please

assist the Taliban’s madrasas.

Taranas story: Please, Allah, protect and save our madrasas, students, and
the Taliban. We mourn our fallen Taliban. Foreign invaders who have
wounded Afghanistan threaten Islam. All Afghans need to join the
Taliban and the jihad and save Afghanistan from the infidel invaders.

Analysis: This chant mourns the death of a Taliban, and asks Allah to help and
save their madrasas. Attracting support and creating sympathy for the Taliban
fighters appears to be the specific objective of this chant. Similar to other
chants, this zarana illustrates that the Taliban are the true followers of Islam
because they sacrifice themselves for the sake of Allah and seek assistance only

159




TALIBAN NARRATIVES

from Allah. The chant further implies that although war has cost Taliban their
lives, they are still determined to seek assistance only from Allah because they
are true believers of Allah and Islam.

They also claim in the chant that they are the sole protectors of madrasas,
referencing the religious schools that provide Islamic religious instruction,
while also complaining about the Afghan people for their reluctance to join
the Taliban. Furthermore, the Taliban do not only state that the motivations
behind this war are divine, but also claim that Islam’s fate is reliant upon their
survival. The Taliban invite people to join and support their cause because
Islam is at risk, a common narrative that we have seen in other chants.

Bagh-Baghwan (Stranger-gardener)

Chant 8

It was a blooming garden of flowers but the stranger gardener took
over this garden.

Every flower’s leaves fell down because the autumn is a stranger.
[repeat chorus]

All the deserts, stones, and plants look forward to seeing their lovers
(Taliban).

We have not seen yet the red lips of those lovers. [repeat]

Taranass story: Foreign invaders are trying to destroy Afghanistan, but
as in the past, the Taliban will eventually destroy the foreigners and
reclaim our beloved homeland.

Analysis: This chant represents an iconic metaphor about how Afghanistan—
portrayed as a beautiful flower garden (“blooming garden of flowers”)—is
being destroyed by foreign forces, portrayed by a “stranger gardener.” Afghans
generally have an aflinity for flowers and gardens and this chant plays on this
empathy.”” The chant’s story concentrates on how a foreign invasion is leading
to the destruction of the once prosperous and peaceful Afghanistan, while at
the same time they all wait for their “real lovers” (Taliban). The chant holds
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foreign forces responsible for all the misery in the country. It argues that
Afghanistan was at peace in the past, but the outsiders have devastated every-
thing. It also conveys a message to the people that they are the true caretakers
of the country, and that they will soon take control of Afghanistan.

Ghaleem pa Kaano (Enemy by stones)

Chant 9

O Lord, people stone me because of my love for you. The sons of
Nomudiaan stone Ezrayel [Angel.] [repeated]

Analysis: This chant targets the Afghan public and justifies Taliban actions as
“holy warriors.” This short but effective chant portrays the Taliban as pure
Muslims who suffer all kinds of problems for the love of Allah (“O Lord,
people stone me because of my love for you”). Meanwhile, it claims that all
those people who oppose the Taliban, including the Kabul government and
the international forces supporting the government in Kabul, are evil. The
Taliban often refer to the Karzai government and international forces as the
enemies of Allah because of their opposition to the Taliban, who claim to
fight in the name of Allah. The Taliban are ever vigilant of the notion that
most Afghans are highly religious, and this chant plays on those emotions by
highlighting Islam as core of the Taliban life-style.

Gulan Paasha (7oss flowers)

Chant 10

Please come, dear friend, and throw flowers on my grave. I lie on deserts
so please come always. [repeated]

Analysis: Although this chant is not fully copied from its original version, the
context of the song is obvious. The Taliban believe, as suggested by previous
chants, that they are national heroes who are often “martyred” as they attempt
to protect their country and people. This chant encourages people to visit

161




TALIBAN NARRATIVES

shrines dedicated to dead or martyred Taliban: typically a Sufi tradition, and
outlawed under the previous Taliban regime because shrine visitations pre-
date Islam. This chant suggests an interesting turn of events, possibly meaning
that cither the Taliban have become more politically adaptable in their percep-
tion of Islam and more flexible about their tolerance of traditional cultural
norms, or possibly because this zarana was created by a more localized, non-
ideologically aligned segment of the insurgency who reflect more traditional
Afghan values. In sum, this chant may represent the true face of local resist-
ance in Afghanistan comprising indigenous Afghans who are less influenced
by the radical interpretation of Islam subscribed to by neighboring Pakistani
Taliban fronts, than by ancient traditional customs and Sufi influences
observed in rural Afghanistan.

Afghans generally have a high level of respect for the shrines of national
heroes, influential figures, and religious leaders. Moreover, nearly every village,
town, and city in southern Afghanistan has a shrine visited by local Afghans
for a variety of reasons. They often go to pray beside the graves of deceased
ancestors. Many local Afghans believe that some shrines hold the key to solv-
ing problems faced by individuals and communities today. For example,
Afghans often go to shrines to ask for help for their sick children or relatives,
to pray for better family relationships, or to ask for increased economic oppor-
tunities and wealth. It is also common for Sufi and Shi’a Afghans to visit simi-
lar shrines in the Pashtun areas of Pakistan. The observation of this tradition
on the Pakistan side of the border has drawn heavy criticism and resentment
from the Pakistani Taliban who habitually bomb and kill visitors to such
shrines, as witnessed during an early July 2010 attack against a Sufi shrine in
Lahore, Pakistan that killed 37 and wounded 180 others.®® In summary, this
chant plays on people’s aflinity for shrines, and implicitly asks Afghans to
consider the Taliban as national heroes whose only purpose is to save the
Afghan people from outsiders and foreign invaders: a central justification for
their war against the Afghan government and international forces.

Jama ki da dosthai (I the clothes of friendship)

Chant 11

The enemies have come in the shape of friends.
They look like human beings but they are wild animals.
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The act of disuniting people stays in their blood.
Their messages look like flowers but they are full of poison.
They have come under the banner of friends but they are murderers.

I have always made the destiny of this country.
I have brought happiness and beauty to my country.
They have come under the name of sympathy but they are muggers.

They are Jewish but half of them believe in statues.

They are [ pre-Christianity Zoroastrianism] believers who came from
East and West.

The enemies have come in the shape of friends.

They look like human beings but they are wild animals.

Tarana’s story: Beware of foreigners, who claim to be friends of
Afghanistan but are actually infidel, murderous crusaders who want to
divide our people and destroy our country.

Analysis: This chant, like the others we have analyzed above, challenges the
presence of international forces in Afghanistan by focusing on the notion of
false friends.

Generally, Afghans take the issue of friendship very seriously. They have a
tendency to respect those who call themselves friends of Afghanistan. In this
chant the Taliban claims that foreigners:

e Appear as “friends’ but they are really “wild animals “murderers” and
“muggers’;
o Present messages that “look like flowers” but are really “full of poison.”

This chant tells the people to beware the international forces because they
are insidious, false friends. The Taliban often use terms such as “disunity;
“unreal or false friends,” and “deception and non-believers” in their propa-
ganda narratives. If we carefully assess these terms, we will be reminded of
Afghanistan’s former invading powers (the British Empire and Soviet Union).
Afghans recall that Soviet forces consistently referred to themselves as “friends
to the Afghan people” while they bombed and raped Afghans. Indeed, there
are many common local stories concerning this topic that nearly all Afghans
have heard numerous times. This chant reinforces these stories and may be
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aimed at creating suspicion of all foreigners who offer friendship but are per-
ceived as not having fulfilled promises since 2001.

Pashtun Mayaan (Pashtun lover)

Chant 12

Be brave and get your gun, those are not Pashtun who fight at the house
like a fox.

Get the sword of your ancestors because the infidels have come to our
innocent Afghanistan.

Please protect Haji Mullah Dadullah because the Taliban are proud of
him.

Get your swords and let’s be united. All the streets are full of non-
believers. My country is my belief.

Whoever further destroys our country, Allah may give them punish-
ment in hell.

I am with the Taliban because it is the army of Islam and I want to
impress Allah.

The mother of martyr cries while his coffin is carried by the angels of
the sky.

Allah says that our brothers are alive, the Taliban are colored with

blood.

Tarana’s story: Proud Pashtuns, get your weapons and guns and fight the
foreign infidel invaders, just as the honorable and martyred Mullah
Dadullah and your forefathers did. The infidels are everywhere and are
here to destroy our country. The Taliban are the defenders of Islam and

will die, if need be, defending Afghanistan and Islam.

Analysis: We received this chant as part of a video that showed the chant being
sung by a local Afghan singer at a picnic. The video is significant in that it
indicates that the Taliban have been able to spread some of their chants using
local singers. Weekend picnics like the one displayed in the video are very
popular in Afghanistan, especially for urban Afghans who leave the city—
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Kandahar in this instance—to picnic in rural village areas. We find it very
interesting that local singers who are often hired to entertain at these picnics
would sing a Taliban chant that implicitly indicates the presence and influence
of the Taliban in the area.

Although this chant seems like a mix of various other chants, it still presents
very powerful messages about the Taliban and their jihad against international
security forces. For example, this chant encourages Pashtuns to use their cour-
age and honor (“Get the sword of your ancestors”), central components of
Pashtunwali, to protect Afghanistan from the non-believers” invasion. The
chant also includes requests for Afghans to join the jihad and to protect
Mullah Dadullah (a slain Taliban commander known for his brutal and inhu-
mane battlefield behavior). Familiar refrains about the righteousness of the
Taliban, the proud history of the Afghans in expelling infidel foreign invaders,

and the power of Islam and the Taliban are also prominent in this chant.

Taliban Nasheed (7aliban ode)

Chant 13
I will defeat Khalilzad’s red brothers. I will defeat American and British

forces. I will be neither tricked nor deceived. [repeated chorus]

I have power in my arms to defeat these forces. [repeat]

I want to announce today that I will break the teeth of Westerners.
[repeat]

The outsiders live in Kabul and I publicly say that I will defeat American
and British forces. [repeat]

I will come down from the bunkers with power and dignity. [repeat]

I will destroy pharaoh’s residency in these valleys. [repeat]

I will break crusade and crusaders.
I will defeat American and British forces.

Tarana’s story: It is inevitable that the Afghans will defeat the Americans
and British and their apostate Afghan allies. The Taliban will not be
tricked or deceived; we will come from all regions of Afghanistan to
destroy the foreign crusaders.
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Analysis: This chant is recorded as background sound for a video of Mullah
Dadullah Mansour and his fighters.®” It is sung in a way that demonstrates
Taliban power, and to let the public know that they will defeat their ene-
mies. The video shows Mansour visiting a suicide bomber training camp and
giving a speech to very young trainees at the camp. It is an emotional and
motivating chant that focuses on giving moral support to fighters. The chant
primarily focuses on the idea that Taliban victory over American and British
forces is inevitable.

Interestingly, the chant also refers in the opening refrain to former
Presidential Special Envoy and US Ambassador to Afghanistan 2003-5,
Zalmay Khalilzad. The chant insinuates that Ambassador Khalilzad was allied
with the “communists” in Afghanistan, invoking the Soviet experience in
Afghanistan (“I will defeat Khalilzad’s red brothers”). We suspect that this
chant might be referring to a specific group of Taliban that operates in regions
within the British and American forces’ areas of responsibility (e.g. in
Helmand province). Alternatively, the American and British forces may also
have been invoked in this chant, because they are well known today by most
Afghans across southern Afghanistan.

Taliban Reciting Nasheed (Ode)

Chant 14

Women fought on the battlefield because they wanted to scarify for the
sake of Islam.

The Muslim is reliant upon Allah. The war is for Allah (there is no other
God but him). [repeat]

In the war of Uhud, our beloved prophet got injured.
The war is for Allah (there is no other God but him). [repeat]

Analysis: Although we only have a portion of this chant (we obtained it as part
of avideo), the main theme of the chant is jihad. The video shows a group of
Taliban singing this chant with Arab fighters watching them. This is the only
chant we have heard that refers to women’s role in defending Islam. We sus-
pect the term “women” is used either to persuade males to join the jihad, or to
seck the involvement of women in Taliban military operations.
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The chant suggests that the fight against the Afghan government and inter-
national forces is a “war for Allah.” Hence the message to the Afghan people
is that there is only one worthy motive behind this war, and that is to serve
Islam. This chant implicitly dismisses a notion held by many that the Taliban
fight for power and wealth, a charge often leveled against the Taliban.

Conclusion

This analysis of Taliban chants and their associated stories suggests that the
Taliban carefully pick the topics to be portrayed in their faranas. The chants
are seemingly developed explicitly to reflect values held dear by most Afghans,
and by Pashtuns in particular. It is also interesting to note that many of the
narratives and topics presented in the chants are also featured in other types
of Taliban propaganda, such as night letters. Unlike Western information
operations campaigns in Afghanistan, which seem to try to cover a multitude
of topics and issues, the Taliban have limited the topics that their chants and
other propaganda artifacts address.

Simple, culturally relevant messages communicated in local dialects project
these messages into the popular Afghan consciousness through messages that
resonate deeply with local Afghan communities. While the chants analyzed
have focused on a variety of key topics, including Afghan history, religion, and
tradition, the specific themes the Taliban zaranas address are limited in scope.
The chants’ and stories” overarching themes include:

e Taliban victory in cosmic conflict is inevitable;

e Islam cannot be defeated;

o The Taliban are “national heroes” and willing to sacrifice all for Allah and
country;

o Afghans have a long and honorable history of defeating invading foreign
infidels;

o Foreign invaders as well as their Afghan puppets are attempting to destroy
Afghan religion and traditions;

o All Afghans have an obligation to join the jihad against the foreigners and
apostates.

The themes portrayed by Taliban chants are relatively unadorned and to the
point. The themes are presented through the use of symbology and iconic por-
traits engendered in emotions of sorrow, pride, desperation, hope, and com-
plaints. Each of these themes and topics is presented in a narrative and poetic
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form that is familiar to and resonates with the local people. When one listens to
the chants, their thythmic and melodic form is immediately apparent.

Islam, and a Muslim’s duty to protect it, is one of central themes the
Taliban use to influence people and gain recruits; it is a powerful motivator
among rural Afghans. As we have seen in earlier chapters, the Taliban have
been able to use Islamic rhetoric effectively in their chants to help legitimize
their actions, and to help fuel Afghan anger against the foreign forces. Most
Afghans accept Allah’s divine will, and believe that Allah will punish the
oppressor (foreign invader) because Allah is fair and just. In rural
Afghanistan, and even in some urban areas, mullahs hold a near monopoly
of power over religion, and they instruct people about what is right or wrong.
This association between mullahs and Afghanistan’s rural population has
developed into a powerful patron-client relationship. The Taliban have used
the mullahs to present a coordinated narrative to the people. Undoubtedly,
the Taliban have been able to manipulate religion, and have used this manip-
ulation as a powerful weapon in their jihad against the Afghan government
and its international allies.

The analysis of these chants and stories also suggests that cultural values and
traditions are used by the Taliban to shift public loyalties away from the gov-
ernment. The analysis clearly suggests that many of the Taliban chants attempt
to connect emotionally with Afghans through the chants’ explicit use of exam-
ples from Afghan history, and through appeals to Afghan nationalism. The
Afghan public is generally proud of their history and their ancestors’ perfor-
mance in defending Afghanistan against foreign invaders over the centuries.
Chants that focus on these sentiments remind Afghans of past foreign inva-
sions (by Great Britain and the Soviet Union), and suggest the ignoble moti-
vations of the foreign invaders: “they may appear as friends but they have more
sinister motives.”

The analysis clearly suggests that the Taliban attempt to use and manipulate
Afghan culture and traditions through their chants. For example, the use of
gila (complaints), a traditional tool that is tied to Pashtun lifestyle, was used
in a number of the chants. In addition, the Taliban have used chants to appeal
to subtle Afghan emotions.

Some of the chants posit that the Taliban are actually victims rather than
perpetrators of war. These chants portray the Taliban as an innocent and hum-
ble people, while simultaneously portraying US and ISAF forces as evil and
reckless invaders. The Taliban also use metaphors in their chants to send indi-
rect messages to the Afghan people, aligning themselves with Afghan tradi-

168



POETRY AND TARANAS

tions. At the expense of over-generalization, Afghans frequently communicate
indirectly, using idioms and poetic expressions when they want to complain
about something without directly or explicitly stating their concerns. For
example, in the chant “Bagh-Baghwan, we saw how the Taliban compared a
blooming garden of flowers with Afghanistan, and a strange gardener as the
foreign forces.

All of this begs the question, was there ever a realistic way to counter Taliban
chants and other Taliban narrative expressions? The simple answer, as we shall
see below, is that countering Taliban narratives is an extremely difficult and often
almost impossible task for the West, because of sensitivities concerning religious
themes that dominate the Taliban narrative space. This, in addition to the rela-
tive lack of Western linguistic capabilities, especially the understanding of local
dialects, makes the countering of za7anas extremely difhcult.

Songs and chants are important mechanisms for storing and sharing
Afghan memories, and a thorough understanding of these cultural artifacts as
well as Afghan history could play an important role in helping to win the trust
and confidence of the Afghan people. A more nuanced understanding of these
clements is essential to building influential communication bridges from the
West to the Afghan population. Taliban chants and other narratives evidently
work effectively because of their simplicity, cultural relevance, iconic symbol-
ogy, and rhythmic repetition.
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THE LAYEHA, THE TALIBAN CODE
OF CONDUCT!

Introduction

This chapter assesses the Taliban’s Layeba or “codes of conduct,” and in so
doing offers valuable insights into the Taliban’s objectives and key strategies,
and their attempt at consolidating the movement at the tactical and opera-
tional level. The codes of conduct also reveal overt and concealed clues into
the psyche of the Taliban leadership and their information campaigns.
Moreover, the codes highlight the Taliban’s weaknesses, fears, and vulnerabili-
ties. Finally, the Layeha also represent a sophisticated Taliban information
operation artifact.

The Taliban’s code of conduct manifesto, “Rules and Regulations for
Mujahidin,” offers critical clues into how the Taliban intended to operate as
well as how the movement was structured according to the Taliban, and repre-
sents a component of the Taliban strategic communication campaign. It also
suggests a catalog of weak points, vulnerabilities, and fears that are entrenched
within the Taliban organization and its top echelon of leadership. A thorough
examination of the document reveals the Taliban’s attempt to wage a guerrilla
campaign implementing a rudimentary population-centric strategy, while call-
ing upon elements of Pashtunwali and Shar’iah law into the doctrine as well.

While there is a rich scholarly literature on the Taliban,” relatively lictle has
been written concerning the Taliban’s Layeba or “codes of conduct” that they
issue periodically for their cadre.> We propose that although there are clearly
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limitations to the analytical use of Taliban LZayeha—parts of these documents,
as posited above, relate to a kind of public relations or information operations
exercise’—these codes of conduct clearly suggest clues concerning the psyche
and perspective of Taliban leadership, as well as insights as to how the Taliban
see themselves and their organization.

What the Taliban presented in their latest manifestation of their Layeha
was unlike the usual media or political assessments of the Taliban’s strategic
positions and tactics. This document depicts a sense of urgency and offers
details as to how the Taliban, as an organization, planned to pursue their
short-term objectives and also make it serve as a propaganda narrative against
the Kabul regime.’ The Taliban continues to expand,® but struggles in many
respects to maintain its command and control authority as well as its “ideals”
and “core principles.” Moreover, after the announcement of the death of
Mullah Omar, the Taliban has fractured into at least two factions. The move-
ment, at least at the tactical and district level, seems to be suffering from a
variety of dynamics including greed, predatory behavior, and criminality. Self-
prescribed treatment for these dilemmas, if this Layeha is to be believed,
comes in the form of consolidation, loyalty, obedience, structure, professional-
ism, tolerance, lawfulness, and unity.

This chapter examines what the Layeba implies about Taliban objectives,
strategy, information operations, and organization.” It is premised on the
assumption that deconstructing the Layeha provides important clues into the
Taliban’s organization following the capture of several of its political and mili-
tary elite in 2009 and 2010, as well as other recent changes in the organization.
For example, the rise to power of younger, more aggressive and militarily capa-
ble commanders, such as Mullah Abdul Qauyum Zakir and his deputy Mullah
Abdul Rauf Alizai® and their power struggle with old-guard Taliban leadership
was partially evidenced in the 2010 Layeha and will be assessed below.

29 May 2010 issue of Layeha

The Taliban first issued their code of conduct manifesto in Spring 2006. They
reissued the code in May 2009 and again in late May 2010. The Taliban’s most
recent code of conduct manifesto’ is significantly different from the 2009
edition. The May 2010 Layeha included major modifications as compared to
carlier versions, including an additional chapter and 18 new “articles” (rules).
The reissuing of the Layeha came at an important juncture in the Afghan
conflict, especially in light of the seizure and detention of several leading
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Taliban leaders since January 2010, including the “Deputy Imam,” Mullah
Abdul Ghani “Berader” (he was later released by the Pakistani ISI), who,
interestingly, was mentioned seven times in the 2009 Layeha." It is hypothe-
sized that the restructuring of the Taliban Quetta Shura following a series of
high-profile arrests and the targeted killings of “365 high-ranking and mid-
level insurgent commanders and mid-level Taliban leaders” between May and
August of 2010 prompted many of the changes observed in the 2010 Layeha."
It is also interesting to note that the largely absent voice of Mullah Omar had
become more apparent by Fall 2010, possibly signaling that some commanders
had lost (or were losing) faith in the Taliban’s then-supreme leadership.'
Some even claimed that Mullah Omar was basically under house arrest in
Pakistan, or at least tightly controlled by the Pakistani intelligence services."
The ultimate role of Omar in the operational and strategic posture of the
Taliban at the time of the publication of the Layeha was critical to a whole
series of issues, including the feasibility of Taliban negotiation and/or recon-
ciliation with the Kabul regime, which had become a major focus for Kabul
as well as within certain sectors of the US Afghan policy community.

Although the publication of the Layeha was perceived among some
Western analysts as political theater, the document does provide important
clues as to how the Taliban intend to operate in the developing security envi-
ronment, as well as how the movement had been restructured—all according
to the Taliban’s leadership perspective. As will be seen below, the document
reveals the Taliban’s attempt to wage a guerrilla campaign in concert with a
rudimentary population-centric strategy; including the important creation of
a complaints commission: a shura that investigates suspected abuse of Afghan
civilians by Taliban leaders and their fighters. It appears that the Taliban have
become particularly sensitive to local perceptions and increasingly relied upon
traditional “population-centric” lines of operation to consolidate their battle
for “hearts and minds” of the Afghan populace and especially the southern,
rural Pashtun.'* All of these apparent Taliban positions also have powerful
information operation implications.

As in the past, the Taliban remain conscious, and vulnerable, to the damage
done to the movement’s political capital by the incorporation of criminals
(Taliban-e duzd) into the movement during the “open door” recruitment
policies enacted in 2003. Infighting among Taliban factions was another key
concern, something that has been recorded steadily over the past few years'
and has been explicitly witnessed in 2015. The Taliban are exerting tremen-
dous efforts to rectify issues concerning abuse and criminal activity by Taliban

173



TALIBAN NARRATIVES

commanders and, as will be seen below, dedicated several new articles in the
Layeha to deal with these issues. Such efforts definitely have IO implications,
because many organizations and personnel associated with the Kabul regime
are widely viewed as massively corrupt, and even criminal, by a significant
majority of Afghans.

Tribal and communal conflicts were also of particular concern, and the
Taliban exerted considerable efforts to mitigate these issues by creating effec-
tive mediation council and dispute resolution mechanisms, usually termed
“shadow courts,” which were critical to achieving local support and sympa-
thies.” The 2010 Layeha paid particular attention to the importance of these
judiciary councils and outlined the accepted way for Taliban fronts to create,
utilize, and manage these systems. The Taliban judicial system is also an
important subject of their information campaign.

Methodology

The analysis of the Layeha presented below is based on a qualitative content
analysis of the 2009 and 2010 documents. This analysis was primarily inter-
ested in categorizing and comparing the statements presented in each of the
two published Layeha. Particular research attention was devoted to analyzing
differences in content and themes. The Table of Contents of each document
was carefully compared and similar sections were systematically assessed in an
effort to identify changes in scope, intent, and focus between the two docu-
ments. This analysis was then complemented with previously obtained docu-
ments, including interviews with top Taliban leaders published in jihadist
leaflets, magazines, and websites, as well as the Layeha of 2006. The research
objective was to assess changes as well as similarities in the Taliban’s own state-
ments as presented in the two manifestos, concerning their strategy, tactics,
and goals."”

Before presenting the content analysis of the May 2010 Layeha and com-
parison with the 2009 “code of conduct” below, we first compare the structure
of the 2010 document with its predecessor. We will then present an analysis
of the 2010 Layeha and compare it to the 2009 document. Finally, we will
examine the Taliban’s organizational construct as presented in the 2010
Layeha. This organizational case study will demonstrate how the Taliban have
adopted portions of the Layeha in actual practice.
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Structure of the 2010 Layeha as compared to the 2009 manifesto

Table 8.1 presents a comparison of the Tables of Contents of the 2010 and
2009 Layeha. The code of conduct manual offers a structured approach using
a chapter format with numbered “articles” listed below each chapter subhead-
ing. As evidenced in Table 8.1, the Tables of Contents of the two documents
were very similar. Ten of the fourteen 2010 section topics were the same as
2009. New topics suggested by the 2010 Table of Contents as compared to
the 2009 document were:

e Decisions Pertaining to the Surrender of Opponents and Giving Invitations
to Them;

o Health Related Issues;

e National Issues;

e Advice.

While many of the sections of the 2010 Layeha were similar to the 2009
document, the 2010 Layeha nevertheless represented a significant expansion
of instructions (although not necessarily a replacement) as compared to the
originally released 2006 Taliban Layeha.'® The 2009 Layeha was mentioned
in the foreword of the Taliban’s much longer 2010 version, which contains 14
chapters and 85 articles (or rules).” In the 2010 Layeha, the Taliban leader-
ship asked its operators to abandon all previous modes of operational doc-
trine, including the 2009 Layeha, and abide by the new set established within
the code of conduct.

Table 8.2 presents an overview of the thematic changes evidenced in the
2010 Layeha as compared to the 2009 version. As suggested in the table, out
of the 85 articles in the 2010 Layeha, 47 were repeated from the 2009 Layeha,
14 were modified/altered, and 24 were new (18 of which are new additions,
6 are additional articles to replace the omissions from the 2009 Layeha). At
least 17 out of the original 30 Layeha were repeated in the 2009 manifesto.
The following analysis is focused on types of variations found in the Taliban’s
latest iteration of the Layeha, and provides insight into the Taliban’s overall
strategic shifts, alterations in Taliban command and control structures, and
the Taliban’s perceived adaptation to the ongoing and fluid security environ-
ment unfolding in Afghanistan. Similar to the US military force structure in
Afghanistan at the time, the Taliban have undergone serious leadership
changes between 2009 and 2010, and obviously since; these changes, many
caused by Coalition operations against senior leadership elements as well as
some arrests of senior Taliban leadership in Pakistan, had a seemingly signifi-
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cant impact on the Taliban’s group cohesion and political objectives. An
examination of the 2010 Layeha strongly reflects these dynamics relative to

thematic changes in the document.

Table 8.1: Tables of Contents of 2010 and 2009 Layeha

2010 Layeha 2009 Layeha
1. Decisions Pertaining to the 1. Security;
Surrender of Opponents and Giving 2. Regarding Prisoners;
Invitations to Them; 3. Regarding Spies;
2. Regarding Prisoners; 4. Enemy’s Logistics and Construction
3. Regarding Spies; Activities;
4. Enemy’s Logistics and Construction 5, Captured Enemy Equipment;
Activities; 6. Mujahidin Organization;
5. Captured Enemy Equipment (War 7. Mujahidin Personal Issues;
Booty); 8. Education and Training;
6. Regarding Commissions (i.c. 9. Regarding Mujahidin Organization;
Mujahidin Organization); 10. Local Personnel Topics;
7. Internal (Personal) Issues of 11. Prohibited Items;
Mujahidin; 12. Recommendations and Focus
8. Education and Training; Regarding These Rules and
9. About Departments and Companies; Regulations;
10. Health Related Issues; 13. The conclusion is summarized by a
11. National Issues; poetic statement by Mullah
12. Prohibited Items (Forbiddance); Mohammad Omar, titled God Give
13. Advice; Us Victory.
14. Recommendations about the Code
of Conduct.
15. The conclusion is marked by a small
speech of Mullah Omar, called Dear
Grateful Mujahidin Brothers.
Analysis of 2010 Layeha

The 2010 edition, as previously suggested, was much longer and covers in
greater detail more strategic and tactical concerns than the earlier Layeha.
Significant additions were made to chapter 7 (“Internal Issues of the
Mujahidin”), with 10 new articles added, and a new chapter 10 entitled
“health-related issues” was included.?

There were suggestions that the Taliban were attempting to moderate their
behavior, after events in Sangin district in Helmand, where the Taliban
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Table 8.2: Overview of 2010 Layeha thematic changes

Repeated (47) Alterations (14) New Additions ~ Omissions (6)
(24)
o Guerrilla o Properly dividing war e Rules for ¢ Condoning
fundamentals booty Provincialand ~  attacks against
o Prohibited behaviors e Construction and District NGOs
such as torture, logistics activities Commissions e Narcotics
kidnapping for e Decision-making e Rules on health
ransom, home on captured Afghan  services
invasions, and logistics personnel
accepting bribes

o Recommendations
for suicide attacks

e Ordering fighters to
blend in with the

local population

shadow governor was replaced several times in 2012 because of brutality;*' but
this was clearly not universally recognized or followed by all Taliban and
Taliban groups. Code stipulations such as “protection offered to any govern-
ment official, worker or contractor captured by the Taliban” have been cited
to suggest a “softer, kinder” Taliban, but this was not a new doctrine.”” This
rule was previously outlined in the Taliban’s 2006 Layeha and is also a widely
accepted tenet of Pashtunwali?® Obscene battlefield atrocities, such as behead-
ings, the murdering of women, and the mutilation of Afghans working for the
government and NATO forces were still occurring. The Taliban repeated their
prohibition of cutting “ears, nose, and lips” (chapter 12, article 70 of 2010
Layeha). However, in practice, the Taliban have continued the practice of
mutilating Afghan citizens, severing ears and noses, and often beheading
Afghan villagers (including women) and security forces.** Hence, one needs
to ask if such pronouncements are mere IO propaganda or actual policy pro-
nouncements. The appeal by Taliban leadership to end this unpopular bat-
tlefield conduct remained a major bane to the Taliban’s political capital,
especially when they were linked to heinous acts like the carving out of a vil-
lager’s eyes in Kandahar province back in 2008 and the execution of a preg-
nant woman in Badghis province in August 2010.%

The content analysis of the main themes of the 2010 code of conduct sug-
gests that the main purpose of the reissuing of the Layeha in light of the
restructuring of the Taliban’s leadership infrastructure was:
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e A continued focus on network communication, consolidation and control;

e A focus on the quality of jihadist operations;

o A recognition of the importance of public support;

o To ensure jihadist operations do not negatively impact the Taliban’s politi-
cal capital;

e An attempt to convince the local population that the Taliban—not the
local Afghan government, local security force, local militia, or even a rival
insurgent faction (e.g. Hezb-e-Islami)—is the real power in that specific
region;

o To convey the new construct of the Taliban provincial leadership, namely
the importance and structure of political commissions, the Taliban’s prover-
bial “silver bullet” in defeating the government of the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan by creating an effective and legitimate parallel government that
responds to the social, political, and security needs of the people;

e To incentivize Afghan government personnel not only to defect to the
Taliban, but to be rewarded as newly “high-ranking Mujahidin” if they
kill a top government official or Coalition soldier or if their actions cre-
ate an environment where the Mujahidin can kill a high-ranking official or
Coalition forces;

e To loosen the command-and-control parameters on executing captured
government officials, clerics, commanders, and elders.

It appears that the 2010 manual’s target audience was the provincial and
district leadership (many of the Layeha are directed at them), and stressed the
importance of obedience and the chain-of-command in conjunction with the
larger Taliban administrative bodies (provincial commissions). The 2009 ver-
sion seemed to target “group leaders,” tactical-level Taliban commanders in
charge of dilgai (local cadres) numbering 10-15 members. It also outlined the
organizational responsibilities of both the district and provincial-level com-
mand apparatuses. Interestingly, the 2010 Layeha only scantily refers to the
Taliban’s then supreme leadership, Mullah Muhammad Omar (Amir ul-
Momineen)* and his Deputy, who goes unnamed unlike the 2009 version
where Omar’s then most trusted deputy, Mullah Abdul Ghani “Berader,” was
referred to frequently.”” Berader was arrested by Pakistani authorities in
Karachi sometime in January 2010 and later released to great fanfare. In the
2009 manifesto, Mullah Omar was referred to six times and his deputy six
times; in the 2010 version, Mullah Omar was referred to eleven times and
Berader seven times. In previous versions, Omar is referenced three times,
Berader not at all.
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A significant addition to the 2010 edition of the Layeha was a directive
concerning Taliban access to medical facilities. The Taliban at the time report-
edly maintained several clandestine medical clinics throughout southern
Afghanistan, such as those in Helmand’s Garmsir district. Additionally,
wounded Taliban/insurgents had also been treated regularly at the Italian
NGO clinic [Emergency], then in Lashkar Gah, Helmand.”® This directive
was most likely aimed at curbing Taliban fighters from abusing their access to
such medical provision, because they sent their relatives and friends to seek
treatment from these facilities for non-combat-related injuries and ailments.
This stricture could also be advice from foreign sponsors, such as elements of
the Pakistani security establishment, who reportedly established medical
facilities close to the Afghan—Pakistan border to treat wounded Taliban.”

“Guerilla fundamentals,” an important addition to the 2009 Layeha, are
largely repeated in the new version. In the 2009 Layeba these fundamentals

included:

e “The Mujahidin must have a good relationship with all the tribal commu-
nity and with the local people, so that they are always welcomed and are
able to get help from local people”

e “The Mujahidin should forget about tribal or language differences. The
Mujahidin should not fight among themselves. Prophet Hazrat Mohammad
says, “Those people that fight each other because of language or tribal differ-
ences, they are in the wrong path’ (chapter 319). If you are living under the
one flag and fighting under the same flag, then the language or tribal differ-

ences should not be important.”

“The Mujahidin should always have the same uniform (read ‘dress’) as the
locals because it will be difficult for the enemy to recognize them, and also

to make it casy for the Mujahidin to go from one location to another.”

The dismissal of the importance of a particular tribe reflects the Taliban’s
preference (in recent years) to have members, especially “foot soldiers,” from
all tribes living in a particular locale. Downplaying the differences of tribes as
reflected in the above codes reflects the strategy that the Taliban had adopted
since around 2004-5.

The 2010 Layeha gave special attention to article 62 in chapter 11 [National
issues] which referred to two other articles [articles 46 and 76]. Article 62 was
presented as a cardinal rule regarding legal/judicial matters and states:

If the regional residents ever present a request to Mujahidin with the aim of judicial
resolution for rights or other conflicts, then not every group’s leader holds the
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authority to intervene in public affairs. Although only the provincial commander,
the district head or his deputy can take the petitioner’s request application into
consideration and according to the procedures, initially in collaboration with the
mediators, the issue should be resolved with peace and organized Jirga in such a
way that it does not contradict the sacred Shar’iah. If reconciliation or Jirga con-
sultation is not possible, then in case of availability of courts, they should proceed
to the court and if a court doesn’t exist then in that situation the procedures in
agreement with the scholar’s points of view should be followed.

It is interesting to note that the Taliban in this Layeha, as demonstrated
above, referred to themselves as Mujahidin. Mullah Salaam Zacef, the
Taliban’s former ambassador to Pakistan now under house arrest in Kabul,
stated that the group does not refer to its own forces as Taliban, but as
Mujahidin, because only one in ten fighters is a true Taliban, while the rest are
“ordinary Afghans”* While many of the Mujahidin of the anti-Soviet jihad
(1978-89) joined the Taliban in the early 1990s, it should not be forgotten
that many of the Mujahidin, especially those allied with Jamiat-e-Islami,
Shura-ye Nazar, and various Shi’a tanzim, formed an anti-Taliban bloc called
the United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan; they were the prin-
cipal enemy of the Taliban after they came to power, and were their opponents

in the brutal Afghan civil war of 1994-2001.3

Significant differences: 2010 vs. 2009 doctrine

Although the Taliban had incorporated more than half of the prior Layeha
into their new manifesto, it is important to note which rules were modified or
removed altogether; additionally, which rules were added: namely just addi-
tional caveats and explicit details to particular rule sets (i.c. more detailed
rules for prisoners, the creation of provincial commissions, and dividing war
booty). Rules that were added to the 2010 doctrine are listed below, followed
by noteworthy deletions from the previous Layeha.

Actions prohibited by the Taliban (chapter 12) remain mostly unchanged
from the 2006, 2009, and 2010 Layeha except this important modification:

¢ 2010, article 69: “Youngsters (those without beards) are prohibited from
living in Mujahidin residencies or administrative centers.”

¢ 2009, article 50: “Youngsters (those without beards) are not allowed to be
taken on jihad”

The importance in this modification was not so much the Taliban’s accept-
ance of child soldiers, but the prohibition of them from Taliban sleeping
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quarters. Male-on-male sexual activity, especially that of man-on-child abuse
(known locally as bachabauzi, or “child’s play”), is a practice that allegedly rose
to prominence throughout the past forty years of conflict.”> Most Afghans
view bachabauzi as a grave social injustice, and even the Taliban movement
itself prides itself on the widely held narrative that the event that prompted
Mullah Omar and his small band of #4/ibs to take up arms against the warlords
was the tank duel that ensued between two commanders who were fighting
over the right to own a young dancing boy.** The issue is so contentious that
Afghan laws also prohibit the young from dwelling in Afghan police and mili-
tary barracks.

Kidnapping and the criminalization of the Taliban remained a major vul-
nerability to the Taliban organization and how they were viewed among cer-
tain Afghan communities.” Article 73 of the 2010 document expressly
prohibited kidnapping for money. The continuing focus on kidnapping and
other criminal activities in the Layeha would seem to suggest that the senior
Taliban leadership was fully aware of the negative reactions garnered by local
communities regarding the movement’s involvement in kidnappings, extor-
tion, mutilations, bribery, and attacking educational systems and students.
Nevertheless, 2010 saw a major increase in kidnappings in Kandahar City and
other locations.* It is strikingly apparent that the Taliban organization(s) had
severe problems with banditry, extortion, bribery, and all-out criminality
within their ranks.”” Opportunistic predatory behavior was interfering with
Taliban tactics and strategy, and corrupting the organization from the district
level upward, likely infecting provincial-level leadership as well.*® Media
reports from summer 2012 speculated on a financial drain of the “central
treasury” that was partially caused by corrupt and greedy tactical and district-
level commanders who helped bleed resources for their own self-interests and
caused inner-Taliban rivalries based on economic domination of specific ter-
ritories, specifically within Zabul province;* evidence of this phenomenon
also existed in nearly all areas where insurgent groups were operating.

The 2010 Taliban doctrine highlights a directive by Mullah Omar written
on the back page of the manifesto. Table 8.3 presents this statement as well as
his statement in the 2009 document. As evidenced in the table, Omar’s 2010
statement was nearly identical to 2009’s, with one addition (highlighted in
Table 8.3): this included the emphasis on “consultation” before jihadi opera-
tions were carried out, a further indicator that the Taliban were striving to
consolidate command-and-control capabilities throughout the battle space,
highlighting the importance of the many new additions to the Layeha regard-
ing provincial commissions and quality of operations.
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Table 8.3: Mullah Omar statements in Layeha

Layeha 2010 statement Layeha 2009 statement

by Mullah Omar by Mullah Omar

Dear Mujahidin, Dear Mujahidin,

1. Your intentions and all other 1. Everything you do should be according
activities must match the policies to Islamic Law and only for God.
of almighty God and the Prophet 2. Stay like a rock to face the enemy and
Muhammad. never go back.

2. Stand firm like steel in front of the 3. Keep good relationships with your
enemy, any incidents or propaganda friends and the local people, and do
should not shake your resolution. not let the enemy divide/separate you.

3. Love your Mujahidin brothersand 4. Always be careful during your
your own people. Keep the brother- operations.
hood and firm honest relationship 5. Do not give anyone difficulties because
with people so that the enemy of your personal issues.
cannot penetrate to divide you to 6. This is our mission: to keep people and

obtain its sinister aim.

. All of your jibad activities and
operations must encompass consultation,
carefulness, contrivance and cleverness.

5. No one should use personal animosity,
inferiority complex, or carelessness to
punish someone.

6. Safeguarding the wealthy and the
ordinary people is the basic responsi-
bility of the Mujahidin. All of you are
to fulfill these obligations responsibly
and do not allow those ambitious,
armed, and material-loving individuals
to abuse people and waste their wealth
for their own personal gains.

Amir ul-Mominin*

their property safe. Do not let those
people who love money take away
people’s property and cause them
problems.

Amir ul-Mominin

Financial matters as well as extortion appeared in several other rules
throughout the 2009 manifesto as well as the 2010 document, and have

important Taliban IO implications:

o “Taking money in order to forgive someone is prohibited.”

e “When we mention that we need a ‘guarantee’ from someone, we are saying

that a trusted person should provide a guarantee. We are not talking about

property or money.”
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e “When you capture drivers, contractors, or soldiers, releasing them for
money is prohibited.”

o “If an Afghan National Army soldier is captured, the Imam or Imam’s
Assistant will make the decision whether to kill him, to use him for a pris-
oner exchange, or exchange him for money.”*!

In Pashtunwali, money is often a means of settling disputes, or forgiving a
transgression between individuals or clans. It is a measure of conflict resolu-
tion that has been an established process in Afghanistan for thousands of
years.*> Afghanistan’s customary criminal norms are based on restorative jus-
tice rather than retributive.®> In Pashtun communities, this means that a cul-
prit is asked to pay poar, or compensation money, to the victim or the victim’s
family and to ask for forgiveness rather than spend time in a prison. This
underlying custom of seeking apology and eliminating enmity is known as
nanawati among Pashtuns and ‘zr among other communities. Even within
the doctrine of Shar’iah law, this type of “blood money” payment is also
prevalent and is known as diyaz. In respect to the Taliban’s prohibition of
taking poar, the Taliban were preventing a traditional practice among
Pashtuns, Tajiks, and other ethnic groups in Afghanistan.

Apparently in anticipation of having Afghan government employees and
others switch sides and join the Taliban (likely as a response to the increase in
US and Afghan government support for often unsuccessful reconciliation
programs for the Taliban and other insurgents), the 2010 code of conduct
included a series of new rules as to how to handle such events or government
desertions. These, like other rules presented above, have important Taliban IO
as well as “story” connotations:

e “The people who surrender and regret their past deeds will have to return
the money or properties in case they have snatched the money or properties
while they were working with the infidels or their slavish government.”*

“Those who quit the puppet government and join the Mujahidin should
not give him a place in their lines until they develop satisfaction about the
person. In case of giving a place to such a person in their lines, the Mujahidin
will have to obtain the approval of the provincial commander.”*

“If a person quits the opposite camp and is unable to defend himself, it is
not justified to kill him until it is known if he plans to join the Mujahidin

or attack them.”#¢

Although there had not been reports of significant members of the former
Karzai regime or government workers “switching sides,” a 16-man Afghan
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police unit did defect to the Taliban in Khogeyani, Ghazni, an explosive and
unstable area south-west of Kabul.”” The mere fact that a series of new rules
addressing such a contingency was added to the 2010 Layeha is interesting in
its own right. It was probably an indication of the confidence that the Taliban
had in early 2010 that their side would eventually be victorious. These rules
might also indicate the Taliban recognizing that Pashtuns historically have
been very willing to change sides, especially if they think the other side will
eventually be victorious.®

While the last few years have witnessed concentrated Taliban attacks on US
and NATO supply lines in both Pakistan and Afghanistan,” 2010-12 wit-
nessed considerable concern in Washington concerning the intensity of
Taliban attacks on coalition logistics and supply convoys.”® The 2010 code of
conduct explicitly addressed such dynamics and contractors and others
involved in US/NATO convoys and logistics:

e “For those contractors who deliver and supply oil, resources, or other mate-
rial, and build governmental centers for the infidels or their slave adminis-
tration ... and drivers supplying the enemy with goods who are captured, the
death penalty should be pronounced if the judge has solid proof in regard

to their involvement.>!

The seriousness that the Taliban assigned to supply convoys was suggested
by the penalty that they ascribe to those proven guilty of being associated with
convoy work—death. Like the 2009 Layeha, the 2010-reissued version had a
special set of rules of conduct concerning construction and logistics activities.
The rules assigned specific responsibility to Taliban leaders (provincial author-
ity only) who attacked and seized contractors’ construction equipment or
vehicles and what was to be done with captured construction personnel.
Again, there were special instructions for Taliban fighters not to obtain and
loot convoys for their own self-interests.

e “Burning a private vehicle which transports material to the infidels or pro-
vides other services to the infidels is lawful, but it is forbidden to spare them
in exchange for money or use them for any benefit.”>*

o The Taliban “have the right to kill” men who use “vehicles which transport
material to the infidels. The rules assign specific responsibility to Taliban
leaders (Taliban judge or in the absence of a judge, a Provincial Shadow

Governor).”

The 2010 Layeha also published new rules concerning construction and
logistics activities:
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o “When it is confirmed that contractors ... are transporting oil or other
equipment ... the Mujahidin should burn their resources and they (contrac-
tors) should be killed.”>*

e “When it is confirmed [that] contractors are providing laborers and work-

ers to the enemy ... [they] should also be killed.”

These rules further suggested the importance that the Taliban apparently
placed on logistics, convoys, and especially oil transport by the types of penal-
ties proffered for those found supporting such activities. This is especially
interesting in light of the fact that a number of new more “moderate” rules in
the 2010 code of conduct pertain to penalties and prisoners. For example:

e “Mujahidin are not allowed to torture any prisoner with hunger, thirst,
heat, cold even if these prisoners deserve death ... nobody is allowed to
pronounce punishment decisions except the Imam, deputy Imam, and the
judge. The district judges are not allowed to pronounce death sentences
without the approval of the provincial judge. However, if a provincial judge
is not yet appointed, then pronouncing death sentences or other type of
punishments will be the authority of the governor.”>¢

e “As there are so many Shar’iah obligations linked with execution, if
Mujahidin intend to execute a criminal person ... Mujahidin ... must ...

inform his relatives about his date of execution.””’

As in earlier Layeha (2006, 2009), the 2010 document had a section and
a series of specific rules devoted to war spoils or “booty.” “Booty” was defined
as “property captured from infidels during war.”>® All money or other com-
modities captured by the Taliban during combat was to be split between
participants. One-fifth of such spoils were to be expended by the provincial
commander, and the remaining divided amongst “those Mujahidin who
fought.” Rule 28 states that before a battle begins, the relevant Taliban com-
mander should record the “names and particulars of the [participating]
Mujahidin” to aid in the “distribution of booty”® Money or property that
was obtained by means other than combat, according to the Layeha, was to
be distributed to the Baitul Maal, the “central treasury,” which is a Taliban
organization for distributing commodities and goods amongst the people as
well as the “Mujahidin.” Although hardly a serious attempt by the Taliban to
institute Hezbollah-type social welfare programs, the author has seen “com-
munity ledgers” written by the Taliban that documented names, ages, and
other descriptors of local individuals supportive of the Taliban and their
military activities. Programs that benefit the people, at least in the eyes of the
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Taliban, were also reflected in the new rules concerning war spoils of the
2010 Layeha:

o “If Mujahidin carry out fighting against infidels in a village and if the villag-

ers also participate in the fighting, then they will have a share in the booty.”®

The benefits the Taliban offered villagers have been a major theme of their
efforts to win over sympathy and support from local communities. Having an
explicit rule that suggested that locals who participate with the Taliban in
fighting “infidels” would reap rewards (in the form of war spoils) was an
attempt to gain the trust and confidence of the local Afghan population.
While the Taliban explicitly stated that none should accept cash for transgres-
sions, they leave an opening for provincial authorities to accept money. This
aspect could be emphasized to show the hypocrisy and corruption of Taliban
leaders: hoarding money for themselves.

Both the 2009 and 2010 Layeha attempt to expand and reinforce the suc-
cess of the Taliban shadow court system, which represents a parallel legal
system that is acknowledged by local communities as being legitimate, fair,
free of bribery, and swift. The Taliban shadow justice system is easily one of
the most popular and respected elements of the Taliban insurgency by local
communities, especially in southern Afghanistan.®! The author witnessed this
first-hand in the Panjwayi district of Kandahar where there existed no formal,
operable justice system to adjudicate criminal cases or extremely important
civil disputes involving water and land rights. Disagreements over land
(mmezaka) and water were (and are) presently a serious source of social instabil-
ity in the district. Such disputes were quite frequent because of a complicated
and convoluted system of landownership and inheritance that had been aggra-
vated by decades of violence and malfeasance by predatory local officials.
Attempts to resolve these disputes or claims through the channels of the
Afghan government’s formal justice system can take years and significant
monetary bribes. The Taliban have effectively exploited this situation through
their shadow justice system once housed in Zangabad (Horn of Panjwayi).*?
Using Shar’iah law, a Taliban gazi (judge) can settle a case in a few hours
without bribes. While this court may not administer the kind of justice pre-
ferred by Kabul or the West, it is swift and perceived as just by most that use
it. This is especially the case when property disputes are involved. Many vil-
lages as well as city dwellers go to the Taliban court to settle such land dis-
putes. The shadow court system actually gives a certain degree of legitimacy to
the Taliban and strongly enhances their political capital.®® The elders’ account
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of how the legal system is organized and how it functions matches the 2010
Taliban code of conduct rule on justice exactly. These codes concerning justice
also play an important role in Taliban IO stories.

Organizational analysis of the Taliban movement: internal issues

of the Mujahidin

Important information can be obtained regarding the organizational force
structure of the contemporary Taliban movement through the examination
of the new articles in the 2010 Layeha chapter concerning “Internal issues of
the Mujahidin.” The Layeha identified how the Taliban plans to increase its
efficiency and popularity in rural environs and zones of conflict by the crea-
tion of walayat-kommsyon, so-called “provincial commissions,” which are
investigative councils designed to ensure the interests of the local population
and maintain order within the Taliban’s provincial force structure. Chapter 6,
“About Commissions” (articles 34-39), and chapter 7, “Internal Issues of the
Mujahidin” (articles 40, 41, 4250, 58), and chapter 11, “National Issues”
(article 62), indicate the Taliban’s methodology to be used to create provincial
commissions. The encouragement to create district-level commissions, which
are managed by a district governor and his deputy, is also critical in organizing
and directing the Taliban’s activities at the village and area level. The Layeha
advised its provincial governor to help create these councils and seek out well-
respected leaders and deputies who have civil service skills to help with politi-
cal and social causes, rather than having two military commanders in charge
of Taliban governing duties.

Since the issuing of the 2010 Layeha, US and Afghan forces carried out a
protracted series of operations aimed at dividing and conquering elements of
the Taliban’s senior leadership. The Pakistani arrest of [Deputy Imam] Mullah
Abdul Ghani “Berader, several ranking members of the political and ideology
committees, and the killing of scores of other senior leaders within the
Taliban’s military and political committees in 2011, led to a restructuring of
the Taliban leadership. An analysis of the Layeha chapters dedicated to the
creation and maintenance of the Taliban’s provincial-level force structure led
to the construct the Taliban organizational structure presented in Figure 8.1.

The Taliban’s vision of a provincial command and control structure is cen-
tered around five entities: the provincial governor, the provincial council, the
Shar’iah court, the district commission, and the district governor and his
deputy. The provincial command and control infrastructure remains loyal to
and under the management of the hierarchal leadership of the Taliban Quetta
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Figure 8.1: Provincial military force structure of the Afghan Taliban
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Table 8.4: Responsibilities of the Taliban chain of command®

Responsibilities of Taliban command and control apparatus

Zonal c/oief Provincial District
commission governor
Has the authority ~ Responsible to Comprises at least  Must appoint a

to make changes in
the provincial
command structure
after consultation
with the governor.

Coordinates
regional military
activities of the

Taliban.

Opversees Taliban
operations
nationwide and
makes strategic
decisions
accordingly.

Must occasionally
send delegates to
the provinces to
assess the strength
of the provincial
command
structure.

Investigates cases of
abuse committed
by a district
governor, his
deputy, or a dilgai

commander.

form a provincial-
and district-level
commission and
Shar’iah court

Has the authority
to make changes in

command structure
after consulting
with the district

ensues, the case is
then passed to the

five members, three

of which must be
present in their
area at all times.

If any issues arise
between the
Taliban and local
residents, the
commission will
investigate the
matter and help
resolve the
situation. If the

commission cannot

resolve the issue, it
must be investi-
gated by the zonal
chief.

Ensures no spies,
thieves, or
criminals enter the
ranks of the
Taliban.

The provincial
commission
conducts a
monthly survey of
the Taliban
fighting in the
province to ensure
they are abiding by
the Layeha and are
being effective.

deputy to serve asa
civil works/social
outreach representa-
tive for the Taliban.

In conjunction with
the district commis-
sion, he ensures no
spies, thieves, or
criminals enter the

ranks of the Taliban.

If the district
governor or group
commander suspects
any Taliban member
of repeatedly
breaking the layeha
rules, they must refer
this case to the
provincial council
who will investigate
the matter and
consult with the
provincial governor.
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Shura, whose regional military council and respective rais-e-thazema (“zonal
chief”) relay strategic decisions and requests from Mullah Omar to the pro-
vincial leadership (Figure 8.1); Table 8.4 details the explicit responsibilities of
the Taliban chain of command.

Noteworthy Code of Conduct deletions

A number of articles were omitted or significantly altered from 2009’s Layeha
as compared to the 2010 version. For instance, one of the major differences
was the reconfiguration of the decision-making process as applied to captured
Afghan Iogistics personnel. The previous strictures recommended “any con-
struction companies that repair infidel foundations or bring oil to the infi-
dels—after the Mujahidin warn them and they do not stop working for the
infidels—will be captured and taken to the provincial authority, who has the
right to decide their fate.”® The new directive ordered Taliban fighters to kill
the logistics drivers on sight and burn their vehicles; if the drivers were cap-
tured alive, they must be tried by a Taliban judge for their alleged involvement
in supporting the Coalition and the Afghan government and subsequently
would be sentenced to death if found guilty. Additionally, the new rule 26
indicates that any contracting firms who were providing laborers to the
Coalition should also be targeted and their personnel shot on sight. These
measures offer the glaring evidence of an organization whose main aim is to
separate the state from the people and the people from the international com-
munity, by ordering the summary execution of such “collaborators.”

Previous Layeha included scathing commentary against NGOs operating in
Afghanistan and justified the targeting and killing of unarmed NGO field
personnel. The 2009 and 2010 manifestos did not include any mention of
international NGOs nor did it promote the targeting and killing of their per-
sonnel; primarily because many residents find the services provided by such
organizations to be somewhat useful, especially healthcare services, food distri-
bution, and agricultural assistance. The removal of NGOs’ death warrants also
offered the Taliban a level of plausible deniability when they do commit such
atrocities; although several examples from 2010 onward indicate that the
Taliban are still deliberately targeting and killing NGO personnel. For instance,
the Taliban claimed responsibility for the execution of ten international NGO
personnel in a remote forest of Badakhshan on 7 August 2010: a grim reminder
of the Taliban’s intentions despite the barring of such rules in its code of con-

duct.®® According to the Afghan National Safety Office Third Quarterly
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Report, between January and September 2010, 25 NGO workers were killed
in Afghanistan compared to 17 who were killed over the same period in 2009;
and the deliberate targeting of de-mining personnel had also increased.®”

Conclusion

The purpose of the 2010 Layeha was to establish an operational order and
retain discipline within the Taliban movement and promote their IO narratives
and stories. This was probably an attempt to solidify the movement in possible
preparation for the future withdrawal of international forces beginning in
2011, or in case acceptable political offers were presented by the central govern-
ment’s newly established “High Peace Council” tasked with reaching out to
Taliban networks for potential reconciliation measures. This analysis suggests
that the Taliban remain most concerned with: chain of command principles;
preventing the fragmentation of the various Taliban networks; obtaining and
maintaining political capital by winning “hearts and minds” of local residents;
ensuring enough fighters remain engaged in combat; and galvanizing the per-
ception that the Taliban represent a capable, desirable, and fair alternative to
the current political establishment.

The content of the Taliban’s 2010 Layeha exposed specific weaknesses
regarding the Taliban movement: their obsession with group cohesion and
consolidation, unifying the command and control structure, issues concerning
communications, and the difficulties the top leadership (the late Mullah Omar
and his Rahbari Shura) had in coordinating with fighters at the district and
provincial level from their safe haven in Pakistan. Reissuing strictures that
prohibited group members from “taking money” to forgive someone, “guar-
anteeing” someone in exchange for money or property, and outlawing the
practice of kidnapping people for money indicated that the Taliban leadership
continued to worry about losing political capital from low-level members
engaged in criminal behavior.

“Additionally, it is widely known that the Taliban’s ‘central treasury” had
been drained numerous times due to false claims from Taliban commanders
requesting payment for attacks they did not commit or to ‘replace’ war equip-
ment under false pretenses.”® The punishment for criminality (rule 36) is
immediate banishment (Pashtunwali element of ostracizing) from the group
and future prohibition from joining any other Taliban factions unless the
individual pleads for forgiveness, which was a fairly light punishment. One
possibility was that the Taliban, although a resilient and redundant organiza-
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tion able to regenerate its rank and file somewhat easily, were finding it chal-
lenging to regenerate as quickly as they did in the past, due to an increase in
Coalition, Afghan and Pakistani military offensives in the years 2010-12.

This brings up a second major implication: the 2010 Layeha laid out
numerous specific duties, most of which were directed at provincial military
force structure and its district-level chain of command, and the heavy reliance
upon the provincial- and district-level commissions, investigative bodies
tasked with ensuring “good behavior” and hearing the complaints of the local
population against local Taliban officials. This was the Taliban leadership’s
attempt at solidifying its political legitimacy and thwarting the proliferation
of criminality among its commanders and foot soldiers at the local level. It is
obvious with the inclusion of “guerilla fundamentals” as well as the late
Mullah Omar’s statements at the conclusion of the Layeha that the Taliban
remained strategically concerned about the movement’s image among the
populace. In step with public perceptions, the Taliban prohibited the video-
taping of executions, outlawed all forms of torture, ordered those sentenced
to death to be shot (not beheaded) (rule 21), and strictly avoided the tactic of
cutting off noses, lips, and ears (rule 70).

The Taliban have suffered politically from engaging in barbaric, ultra-vio-
lent, and un-Islamic methods such as beheadings and mutilating civilians.
While this method may have short-term advantages in garnering support from
certain foreign donors or outbidding among competing insurgent groups, it
has had detrimental long-term strategic effects on Taliban efforts at gaining
public support among rural communities. This analysis suggests that media
reports framing the Taliban as criminals, a hostile entity vehemently against
education, rapists, bandits, or kidnappers has had an effect on the decision-
makers within the Taliban’s upper echelon. The fact that protecting civilians
and their property was a tenet from Mullah Omar himself signifies the ire that
civilian casualties caused among local communities.

As the past has shown and 2015 explicitly experienced, Taliban factions are
susceptible to tribal rifts, rivalries, and conflicts, as much as any non-insurgent
Pashtun community may be. This can mean the difference between a safe
haven and a hostile environment regarding areas intended for penetration and
expansion. Neatly sixteen years have passed since the US-led attack against
Afghanistan ended the Taliban’s former regime, yet the Taliban has failed to
represent a plausible replacement to the current political establishment, pre-
senting itself as no model candidate for state-building experiments.®”” However,
despite the Taliban’s effort to portray its organization in a certain light—as a
structured, orderly hierarchy with efficient information flow and doctrine—
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this does not represent the Taliban in a realistic sense. The 2010 Layeha clearly
dictated that the military chain of command, and political commissions
designed to hear the will of the people, ultimately refer back to a military
committee of the Quetta Shura for guidance. Clearly designed political and
social mechanisms—such as a hierarchal political and ideological committee
or public services committee operating at the Quetta Shura—were not men-
tioned in the Layeha. In the final analysis, the assessment here suggests that
the Taliban were simply repeating the same mistakes as in the past, overly
focusing on military objectives and intra-organizational functions, while fail-

ing to capture the true will of the Afghan people.
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HEZB-E-ISLAMI GULBUDDIN (HIG)
PROPAGANDA ACTIVITIES

Having assessed a large variety of Taliban information operation artifacts and
dissemination methods, we will now turn our attention to assessing the IO and
associated strategy of another central Afghan insurgency group: Hezb-e-Islami
Gulbuddin (HIG).! HIG has long been one of Afghanistan’s leading insurgency
groups and radical Afghan political parties. Indeed, HIG is one of Afghanistan’s
three major insurgent groups and continues to produce propaganda materials
and issue statements against the Afghan government despite public statements
indicating that HIG is willing to participate in political negotiations with the
Afghan government. In comparison to the Taliban’s information campaign,
HIG has produced propaganda that is often better written and intellectually
more sophisticated than much of the Taliban’s information. HIG’s IO venues
have increased over the past years, particularly during the group’s high-level
delegation visit to Kabul in March 2010.* In 2010, HIG launched a new website
called Ogab (Eagle) presenting information and propaganda in both Pashto and
Dari. This website served as HIG’s official communication hub and offered vari-
ous types of propaganda materials, including dozens of online books written by
its supporters as well as Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. The website is no longer avail-
able and has been currently replaced by a blog forum, which also contains a
plethora of HIG materials and content.

HIG continues to recruit fighters and maintain its influence over the activi-
ties at the Shamshato refugee camp located near Peshawar, Pakistan. HIG has
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recruited many of its foot soldiers from this large refugee camp. What distin-
guishes the Shamshato refugee camp from other camps is that it is under the
direct control of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and his followers and has been for
years. The 64,000 inhabitants of the camp have access to “schools, medical
facilities, mosques, madrasas and a crime-free security offered by HIG.”® HIG
publishes two local newspapers (Shabadat and Tanweer) for the refugee camp
that serve as important fora for propaganda dissemination.*

Historical analysis of Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin (HIG)

The Soviet occupation of Afghanistan inevitably served as the catalyst for the
jihad against foreign invaders and the birth of some and expansion of other
Mujahidin factions, including Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin (a resurgent militia
of Hezb-e-Islami and the former Mujahidin Tanzim party). Originally one of
the leading fronts of dissent in Afghanistan during the 1970s, Hezb-e-Islami
emerged as the leading Mujahidin resistance organization throughout the
1980s Soviet—Afghan war and a favorite of Pakistan’s ISI. Although the party
itself split into several competing organizations before the Soviet—Afghan war
began, Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin, as the name suggests, was and is led by the
notorious Islamist warlord and former prime minister of the Afghan
Mujahidin government, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. Even during the 1980s, HIG
excelled at media interaction, strategically communicated with the Afghan
refugee community in Pakistan (especially, the Shamshato refugee camp near
Peshawar and camps in Iran), and widely published and disseminated propa-
ganda materials throughout the region. The rigid and hierarchal structure of
Hezb-e-Islami allowed the group to maintain some coherence over the course
of the past forty years and is indicative of the group’s re-emergence following
the international community’s involvement in Afghanistan post-2001.

As suggested above, during the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan, HIG had
a prominent propaganda and IO machine that included the production and
dissemination of shabnamah, magazines, and other media products:

The pro-Hekmatyar Afghan News Agency (ANA) was headquartered in an Inter-
Services Intelligence (ISI)® building in Islamabad. There, HIG and ISI propagan-
dists worked side by side to roll out pro-Hekmatyar tracts. The Pakistan ISI played
a major role in nearly all facets of early HIG information operations and worked
“side by side” with Gulbuddin’s propagandists until HIG lost ISI favor to the
Taliban in 1994.

ANA was the most voluminous Hekmatyar mouthpiece in his ISI/Saudi well-
lubricated media network, reporting, usually shrilly, near-daily condemnations of
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the US, his Afghan critics, especially the three moderate Peshawar parties in the
Afghan Interim Government (AIG, February 1989-April 1992), his bombard-
ments (ISI supplied and assisted inside Afghanistan) of the Mojaddidi and

Rabbani-Masood interim regimes in Kabul after Najib’s overthrow.®

During the Afghan Civil War, which began soon after the Soviets withdrew
from Afghanistan, there was brutal fighting between various Mujahidin forces
all vying for power in Kabul. While Hekmatyar was prime minister of the
Mujahidin government that had overthrown Mohammad Najibullah
Ahmadzai, the “Marxist” president and “Soviet puppet” 1987-92, in mid-
1992 he conducted fierce rocket attacks on Kabul, killing thousands of civil-
ians, and his ANA” continued to push out HIG propaganda:

ISI trucks carrying rockets, ammunition and other armaments ferried supplies to

Hekmatyar’s base camps south and east of Kabul. Hekmatyar’s ISI-assisted ANA

news agency in Islamabad and his newspaper in Peshawar, Shahadat, published

articles glorifying his murderous rocket barrages against Kabul's 2 million
inhabitants.?

HIG, which is currently one of the largest militant groups in Afghanistan,
continues to use the same rhetoric against the US and its allies as it did against
the Sardar Mohammed Daoud Khan Afghan regime (1973-8). Unlike other
Mujahidin parties, however, HIG’s primary focus has been based on propa-
ganda production and dissemination within its own ranks. Besides using other
media sources, HIG has focused on operating its own printed media, schools,
university, and large gatherings to expand its sphere of influence among the
Afghan population, particularly among Afghan refugees living in countries
neighboring Afghanistan since the early 1980s.”

Although both Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin and the Taliban are currently
fighting a common enemy, their gestation and operational strategies differ
significantly. It is worth noting that high-ranking HIG members were and
continue to be much more educated than their quasi counterpart, the Taliban.
Much of the leadership of HIG emerged from the University of Kabul in the
early 1970s and radical, urban intellectuals complemented this leadership. In
1994, the Taliban emerged as the force against groups such as Hezb-e-Islami
and eventually seized control over 90 per cent of Afghan territory. HIG was
one of the major enemies of the early Taliban, and like many other former
Mujahidin groups, the Taliban defeated HIG, and its leader, Hekmatyar, took
refuge in Iran.'

The collapse of the Taliban in 2001 and the presence of international mili-
tary forces in Afghanistan ultimately resulted in a pseudo relationship and
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collaboration between HIG and the Taliban along the lines of “an enemy of
an enemy is a friend”. However, HIG makes a conscious effort to distance itself
from the style of ongoing military operation that induces major civilian losses,
whereas the Taliban are notorious for such brazen attacks. Furthermore,
whereas the Taliban have been quite resolute in abstaining from serious peace
dialogues with the Afghan government, recent HIG visits and official mes-
sages indicate that HIG is more amenable to engaging in a peace negotiation
with the current Afghan government. In order to establish a better relation-
ship and gain legitimacy from the Afghan population, HIG makes a concerted
effort in addressing some of the ailments of the Afghan people, as evidenced
by its public statements, as will be seen below.

Information operations of Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin (HIG)

Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin (HIG) utilizes a wide range of delivery systems to
maintain its political influence and to publicize its official position regarding
social and political events unfolding in Afghanistan. The group regularly uses
official spokesmen, shabnamah, as well as the internet and printed media (host
newspapers, newsletters, books, magazines) and videos to convey its state-
ments and policies to the Afghan populace and international community.
HIG’s strategic communications attempt to address political, cultural, and
religious themes in a more structured, organized, consistent, and clear format
compared to other insurgent movements active in Afghanistan. HIG messages
often portray sympathy toward civilians, government employees, and public
property, while its most offensive messaging is usually reserved for the inter-
national community, namely NATO and the United States.

A statement attributed to Gulbuddin Hekmatyar during Eid 2011 high-
lights the important differences between HIG and Taliban communication
strategies:

I advise Mujahidin to concentrate on a real enemy. Do not get busy in other wars
[meaning internal fighting]. When you load your rifle, your intention should be
firing at your real enemy’s red chest. Don’t let people in your lecki (military fronts),
who harass people, don’t have Islamic manners, don’t respect Islamic rules, fuel
rivalries and dispute among Mujahidin, and disunite Mujahidin. Also, don’t let
them carry out explosions in mosques, Madrassas, schools, health clinics, bridges,
offices, public facilities and areas that harm people. They [those people] have other
plans than focusing on destroying military power of a real enemy. Avoid explosions
that hurt civilians. Don’t kill government civilian employees such as teachers,
judges, Mullahs, Engineers, doctors, reporters and other civilians. Do not force
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people to pay usher and zakaat. Only the Islamic government has the right to ask
for usher and zakaat in return of providing security for its people. Encourage peo-
ple to pay Mujahidin usher, zakaat, and charity voluntarily."!

These are powerful stories that HIG has repeatedly presented to the Afghan

populace.

Printed media'

Two of the main sources of statements from HIG are online and printed
newspapers/newsletters: Daily Shahadat (Martyrdom) and ZTanweer
(Enlightenment).

Daily Shahadat (Martyrdom): Unlike other media sources related to the
Afghan insurgency/jihad, the HIG newspaper and website, Daily Shabadat,
is designed to target audiences from a variety of backgrounds and age groups.
The website is divided into different sections which explicitly address adoles-
cents, children, editorials, poetry and literature, articles, books, magazines,
and useful links. Daily Shabadar conveys various HIG social and political
messages while publishing current news on domestic and international issues
with particular emphasis on topics related to the Global Muslim Community
(Ummabh). A central focus is the military operations in Afghanistan, events
related to Palestinians, and conflicts in other Muslim countries. The official
party newspaper of HIG, it is designed to target audiences from all educa-
tional backgrounds and some certain age groups. The website is colored green,
portraying the HIG’s party flag color, while the newspaper hardcopy is printed
in black and white. Although the website often becomes unavailable online, it
can usually be found at hetp://dailyshahadat.com/index.php

Tanweer (Enlightenment): Tanweer is a HIG monthly, published in
Peshawar and offering the views of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and his organization
on Afghanistan, as well as its activities inside the country. Based on analysis of
several volumes of magazines, it appears generally designed to include com-
mentary on current political events, religious and social articles, HIG monthly
military/battlefield achievements, and official statement and narratives. A
number of recent magazines also include a chapter from a book called Bible Da
Islam pa Rana Ki (Bible in the light of the Qur’an) authored by Hekmatyar.

° Length: 60 or more pages.
e Language: Pashto and Dari.
e Publication: Monthly.
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Interestingly, the magazine is published in both Dari and Pashto in an
attempt to reach a wider general Afghan audience. It is estimated that approxi-
mately 40 per cent of Tanweer’s content is published in Dari and 60 per cent
in Pashto." The typical table of contents for Tanweer suggests the importance
of the following issues and themes:

o Editorial (paigham tanweer) (politically themed);

o Complaints and suggestions section (readers’ comments);

o Religious teachings (multiple);

o Interview, official statement, or book excerpt attributed to Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar;

o Interviews with a Hezb-e-Islami military commander;

e Pashtun culture (including literature/grammar lessons);

o Regional coverage (e.g. Western world and Israel; Open Letter to Obama);

e Martyr list of HIG personnel killed in Afghanistan and their biographies;

o Khpalwak Afghanistan (Independent Afghanistan) publishes their politi-

cal statements (primarily anti-Western sentiment) within Tanweer.

HIG’s use of printed media in the last few years has resulted in a consider-
able increase in HIG’s propaganda activities. This surge in HIG’s dissemina-
tion of stories and narratives began during (and immediately after) their
“peace delegation” trip to Kabul in March 2010."

Shabnamah and spokesmen

Like other insurgent groups active in Afghanistan, HIG use shabnamah to
communicate with local audiences, usually at district and village level, but
occasionally at the provincial level as well. Some speeches attributed to
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar are also neatly reprinted and disseminated as shab-
namah, including bi-annual Eid statements.

HIG relies upon official spokesmen to relay messages to local and interna-
tional media sources, but also allows its lower-level commanders to speak to
the media. Engineer Haroon Zarghoon is widely regarded as the chief spokes-
man for HIG, while a number of lesser-known regional commanders occa-
sionally serve as spokesmen for district or provincial-related messages and
incidents. Zarghoon rarely, if ever, appears in public, and no actual image of
him is currently available online or in print. But other high-ranking HIG
officials, like Ustad Qareebur Rahman Saeed, who serves as the senior repre-
sentative to Europe; Mohammad Daud Abedi, the HIG representative to
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Figure 9.1: HIG spokesmen and representatives
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(a) Eng. Qutbuddin Helal, Ariana TV interview, 2007 (broadcast from US) (b) Ustad
Qareebur Rahman Saeed, Shamshad TV interview, 2010 (broadcast from
Afghanistan) (c) Mohammad Daud Abedi, Noor TV interview, May 2011 (broadcast
from US) (d) Dr Ghairat Baheer, Canvas TV interview, September 2011 (broadcast
from Belgium) (¢) Eng. Mohammad Amin Karim Tolo TV interview, May 2010
(broadcast from Afghanistan)
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North America; Eng. Mohammad Amin Karim and Dr Ghairat Baheer, mem-
bers of the HIG delegation to Kabul to discuss HIG peace proposal with the
Afghan administration; and Eng. Qutbuddin Helal, the deputy political
director of HIG, occasionally offer official statements to local and interna-
tional media outlets.

Lesser-known or locally active HIG spokesmen include Sher Agha for
Nuristan province,”® Qari Mansoor for Nangarhar,'® and Zubair Siddiqui for
Kunar province;'” all have provided statements to Afghan press organizations
regarding military activities attributed to HIG.

Internet activities

In 2010, a new website called Ogab (Eagle) was launched by HIG, sharing
information in Pashto and Dari languages; by May 2011 it had been shut
down. Ogab served as HIG’s official hub of communication and dissemina-
tion for several books written by HIG commanders, including several alleg-
edly written by Gulbuddin himself.

Oqab published a variety of statements, commentaries, and directives that
represented the official HIG view, as well as news updates on war and political
activities. Up until 4 March 2011, the website was able to offer services in
English and Arabic languages, with tabs for both languages. At the top of the
website was a Dari poem and logo showing a cavalry on the map of
Afghanistan holding a green flag with a Kalema Shahada (There is no god but
Allah, and Muhammad is His messenger), the first of the five pillars of Islam.
Most importantly, it shared with its audience many books authored by
Hekmatyar himself and HIG members. Loaded with poetry, audio and video
taranas, and video clips on HIG fighter operations across the country, the
website was still in the process of expanding when it was disrupted and taken
offline. It was formerly accessible online at http://www.oqabl.com/

Tanweer weblog is another web-based outlet that disseminates HIG propa-
ganda and literature. This blog, under the name Dostdaraan-e-Watan, pub-
lishes HIG official messages, statements attributed to Gulbuddin Hekmatyar,
members’ articles, videos, pictures, Hekmatyar’s interview transcripts with the
media as well as the weekly newspaper Mesag-e-Esar. It carries almost as much
information as their websites. Some of the literature present in the blog sug-
gests that several senior HIG members contributed to writing for this blog.
According to its archive dates, it seems that Zaznweer weblog became available
online around 2006.
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Figures 9.2A: (above) and 9.2B (below): The above logo of Zawanano Islami Tanzim

appeared in one of the HIG Facebook accounts.
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HIG on Facebook

HIG appears to disseminate its propaganda on Facebook as well. Beside vari-
ous Facebook accounts under people’s names, Shahab Hezb is their official
Facebook page for sharing HIG propaganda on a daily basis. Content includes
military news, HIG statements, and photographs depicting atrocities blamed
on US and NATO forces as well as photos of HIG fighters, commanders, and
those HIG fighters killed in battle (shaheed). After studying their activities on
Facebook, it seems that HIG propaganda on social networking sites is han-
dled by its youth wing, Zawanano Islami Tanzim. This group, probably based
in Shamshato camp in Peshawar, is active at connecting with Afghan youths
and HIG media products.

DVDs and videos

Like the Taliban and other insurgent groups operating in Afghanistan, HIG
also uses digital technologies other than the internet to convey political and
military messages. These formats include DVD and internet-based video dis-
semination methods, such as YouIube (users Huryat786, Tanweer7866,
Tanweer 786, Oqaab08, Ghazy66, and ZAZAI11). HIG also uses its own
media label (Shabadah, or martyrdom). The videos are heavily reliant upon
imagery, including montage sequences of still photos showing American
forces in Afghanistan and Iraq, and are usually accompanied by background
music (taranas).

In a video uploaded to YouTube on 10 November 2010 entitled “Stay for
another little while, O you: the martyr who has no grave,” HIG presented
footage of one its fighters preparing for a suicide attack. The nine-minute
video is accompanied by a zarana urging Muslims to prepare to conduct sui-
cide attacks to achieve the status of a martyr. Although no date is presented in
the video indicating when it might have been made, the footage appears to be
cut from multiple sources and depicts various suicide bomb attacks in
Afghanistan. A date stamp of 6:27 indicates that the footage was probably
recorded on 27 June 2007 and possibly shows the individuals who launched a
car bomb attack against a security convoy in western Kabul on that same date.

The video is a rather crude attempt at replicating the preparations of a sui-
cide attack, and the only audio soundtrack is a #arana. Unlike Taliban-
produced videos, this video lacks personal statements from the bomber, and
no further information on where or when the attack occurred and what it
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Figure 9.3: Stills from HIG video “Stay for another little while, O you: the martyr who
has no grave”

(d)

a) Shabadah is the media label of HIG. The green flag is the iconic symbol of Hezb-¢-
Islami. b) The video, which was unaccompanied by audio other than a music track,
features suicide bombers greeting other militants before launching their attack. c) The
video shows several car bomb attacks against alleged security targets, such as military
convoys, although they are never close enough to be photographed. d) The video also
recycles suicide-attack footage from other militant networks, including some Taliban

attacks previously produced under the Manba ul Jibad label.
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Figure 9.4: Stills from HIG video “How large is the caravan we have?”

a) Shahab (Arabic for a shooting star) is another media label attributed to HIG. b) The
iconic green flag of Hezb-e-Islami is prominently displayed throughout this video. The
militant group’s Imam leads his “caravan” of fighters over rough terrain while bearing
the flag. ¢) The producers of this video appear to be extremely mindful of operational
security, blurring out the faces of all individuals in the video except the group’s reli-
gious leader (shown top right). d) The masked militants wear green Kalima head-
scarves bearing the Islamic testification of faith while being led in prayer by their imam
(face uncovered). A voice-over sermon by Maluvi Shah Mohammad is presented in
both Dari and Pashto.
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might have accomplished. Other HIG videos, such as “Shaheed Habibullah
Shahab Hekmatyar,” a video eculogy to a slain relative of Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar uploaded in June 2011, and “How large is the caravan we have?”
are similar in that they lack any dynamic audio tracks or audio taken at the
scene.'® Instead, they are accompanied by a single track, a farana, and the
images are usually long, somewhat roughly cut together shots or still images
presented in a montage sequence.

While HIG periodicals and websites are sophisticated, well-written, and
articulate, HIG-produced videos seriously lack both quality and creativity.

Major political themes of HIG propaganda

The themes of HIG’s IO activities and stories have concentrated on promot-
ing a number of consistently focused political tropes, such as:

o Protecting civilians (exploiting collateral damage by Coalition and Afghan
forces and even the Taliban);

o Coalition forces are facing an imminent defeat in Afghanistan;

o Political discussions about a permanent presence of foreign forces and mili-
tary bases in Afghanistan.

o Implications of the parliamentary and presidential elections;

e The HIG peace proposal.

Collateral damage: the failure to protect civilians

Civilian collateral damage is a primary issue of HIG propaganda and an issue
that it attempts to condemn in very strong words." Civilian casualties have
become a very sensitive topic among the general Afghan public, and HIG
seems to attempt to distance itself from the kind of ongoing insurgent opera-
tions that result in major civilian loss: attacks which are usually carried out by
groups like the Taliban, the Haqqani Network, and the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan (IMU).

Unlike the Taliban, HIG rarely claims responsibility for attacks that cause
civilian deaths. As an example, in a statement to the residents of Loy Paktiya
(Greater Paktiya),”” Hekmatyar admired his followers while also confirming
the sacrifices made by the people of Loy Paktiya in the jihad against the
Soviets. This typical HIG statement discussed three major issues: the need for
the public to support the Afghan insurgents and need for unity among them;
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the encouragement for people to wage jihad; and instructions for avoiding
killing civilians and destroying public properties.

It should be noted, however, that HIG has also inconsistently claimed
responsibility for a number of attacks in which Afghan civilians have died.
One case in point is when HIG spokesmen claimed the deadly attack against
the Finest Supermarket in the heavily guarded Wazir Akbar Khan section of
Kabul on 28 January 2011. A suicide bomber detonated himself in the
crowded food store after engaging the armed security guards in a shoot-out,
killing eight people, including five Afghans from the same family.*!

Similarly, HIG claimed responsibility for the high-profile execution of ten
Western aid workers traveling through a remote valley in northern
Afghanistan on 5 August 2010—as did the Taliban through their spokesman
Zabihullah Mujahid, although Taliban commanders from Nuristan later
denied that their fighters attacked the convoy of aid workers. A spokesman for
HIG contacted the Afghan media outlet TOLO News and said that the ten
medical workers were killed because they were “spies” who “had gone to the
province for espionage.”** A similar statement was given to the Afghan media
outlet Pajhwok News by self-proclaimed HIG spokesman Qari Mansoor,
claiming that HIG killed the foreign aid workers on suspicion of their work-
ing for NATO forces.”® HIG and Taliban spokesmen regularly offer compet-
ing claims of responsibility for attacks for purposes of prestige and fear among
the populace.

Following a series of Taliban attacks on soft targets killing hundreds of
civilians across the country in March 2011, HIG published the statement
below:

Greetings to the pious and brave Mujahidin

HIG Leader Eng. Hekmatyar message to pious and patriotic Mujahidin [people]
of Loy Paktiya

In the Name of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful

I pray for pious and heroic Mujahidin to further succeed. I hope Paktiya, Khost,
and Pakrika’s heroic Mujahidin keep their courageous ancestors” history alive and
transform this region into robust jihadi trenches once again. Increasing attacks and
resistance against the crusade armies indicate that God willing, our desires will turn
into reality. Hence, Mujahidin from Loy Paktiya will be recognized as the leading
people of Islamic jihad. In the past jihad, Loy Paktiya was an unbreakable active
trench. The predominant population had actively participated in Jihad and had
suffered martyrdoms and injuries. It is an honor and pride for the courageous pub-
lic to have actively contributed in the continuous Jihad. God grant martyrs higher
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grades in paradise and grant victories to brave warriors. They certainly made all
Mujahidin proud and their turbans’ shamley up.**

I congratulate the pious and Mujahed nation of Loy Paktiya. I pray God to
empower your Jihad and make you victorious. Loy Paktiya’s Mujahidin are appreci-
ated because they have avoided internal disputes and maintained unity. They have
turned their attention toward real enemy and have avoided such military operations
that lead to civilian casualties and the destruction of public property. They have
ignored wrong and satanic fatwas® of those abrasive clerics who justify internal
conflict and military operation causing civilian loss.

I wish success to the pious victors of Loy Paktiya. I wish glory to Loy Paktiya; a firm
trench of Mujahidin.

Hekmatyar®

Invading forces are losing the war in Afghanistan

Another primary focus of HIG’s IO involves HIG’s exaggerated claims of the
capabilities of its forces and the damage it “inflicts” on foreign forces. Their
websites, newspapers, and magazines consistently publish reports and analyses
of the “successes” of HIG fighters in their actions against foreign and Afghan
forces. This type of information is generally aimed at achieving three goals:

1) It boosts the morale of HIG supporters and forces.

2) It attempts to encourage financial supporters and donors to support its
political and military actions.

3) It demonstrates the power and influence of HIG and demonstrates the
strength of HIG’s position especially relative to the balance of power with
other insurgent groups.

These objectives are evident in the following HIG news articles.

Fighting between Mujabidin and invaders in Jowzjan: 13 foreign and
government soldiers killed Shaburghan, Jowzjan (Mujahidin News Sources)

13 foreign and domestic soldiers were killed. Reports from Jowzjan province
inform about fighting between Mujahidin and foreign forces. Yesterday, the battle
started around 10 am and continued for two hours. According to the report, during
this heavy fighting, Mujahidin’s RPGs destroyed 2 Tanks and 4 Ranger Cars
[Pickup trucks]. In addition to that, 13 foreign and domestic soldiers were killed.
Mujahidin also seized GPS, one box of dehshaka bullets and different types of
ammunition. It has to be mentioned that two Mujahidin were martyred during

these few hours of fighting.”

209



TALIBAN NARRATIVES
American forces withdrew from number of districts

03-01-2011 Asad Abad, Qalat (News Sources)

NATO forces led by the US transferred the authority of some districts to govern-
ment forces. Based on the reports from news agencies, the former deputy head of
NATO forces, Licutenant General David Rodriguez, said that the security respon-
sibility of Arghandab, Maizan, and Dai Chopan are transferred to government
forces and foreign forces have left these districts. This was announced in a gathering
held in Qalat yesterday. According to another report, the spokesman for NATO
forces, Gen. Josef Blotz, announced in a gathering in Asad Abad of Kunar province
yesterday to reporters about the exit of their forces from Pechdar district and offi-
cially transferred security responsibility to government forces.

Gen. Blotz and Gen. David Rodriguez, however, didn’t say about the relocation of
these foreign forces. Anyhow, this is an excuse for flecing and evacuating foreign

forces from Afghanistan because of Mujahidin attacks and fighting.*

Permanent Presence of the United States in Afghanistan

Afghan politicians are presently discussing and weighing the potential option
of US permanent bases in Afghanistan. HIG was among the first insurgent
group to react to this issue through its propaganda artifacts. For example, they
condemned such a plan and questioned the basic legitimacy of the Afghan
government for even raising the issue:

HIG Europe office statement and story on US permanent military presence
in the country

In the name of God, the most merciful, the most compassionate. As the US mili-
tary forces have been facing heavy resistance from our brave nation and suffer grow-
ing financial and human loss, they search for honorable exit of their forces;
however, there are rumors spread by the puppet government about their desire to
negotiate the permit for building permanent invading forces bases. It comes at a
time when neither the puppet government nor handpicked parliament has such
authority to take this shameful and dishonorable decision on the fate of our brave
and proud nation. HIG, on behalf of Mujahidin and the nation, will not allow
anyone to cut such a deal with invaders that will lead to lasting slavery and invasion
in order to stay in power. HIG is determined to continue its peaceful struggle until
all foreign invaders withdraw from Afghanistan and we regain independence of our
country.”
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Parliamentary and presidential elections

Parliamentary and presidential elections and the controversies surrounding
them have become a topic given considerable attention by the HIG propa-
ganda machine. Per their general narrative, HIG has taken a softer approach
to participation in clections. In fact, many HIG members have been elected
to the Afghan parliament. While HIG statements condemn such elections as
illegitimate, unlike Taliban propaganda, HIG does not warn the Afghan pub-
lic to refrain from participation in the election. It also criticizes defected HIG
leaders who officially operate under the new constitution and serve as part of
the government with a prominent presence in the Afghan parliament.

Although recent Afghan elections have been marred by widespread corrup-
tion and dispute among candidates, HIG is concerned that the continuity and
improvement of such events may eventually lead to increased government
legitimacy and public participation. HIG, on one hand, tries to delegitimize
and disrupt elections, while on the other hand it softens its communication
toward the ordinary people:

HIG is stronger, robust and a united Zanzim. Those [HIG members] who joined
the Kabul administration are just a handful of people. Their position does not
represent our code of conduct and objections to participation under the strangers’
hegemony. No honest and loyal member of HIG would participate in an un-Islamic

government supported by strangers. HIG officially reject such elections under the

authority of invading forces and does not participate in it.*’

HIG peace proposal™

Beginning with the anti-Soviet Jihad, HIG has historically been recognized as
one of the most violent and opportunistic groups among Mujahidin Zanzims.
In an apparent effort to deflect some of these negative views and restore the
group’s reputation as well as to differentiate itself from other insurgent net-
works such as the Taliban, HIG has expressed a certain level of flexibility in
their views toward negotiations, particularly in negotiating “peace” with the
Kabul regime. In the past, both the Taliban and HIG have offered similar
preconditions for peace talks—the complete withdrawal of foreign forces
prior to any negotiations. However, HIG has redefined its demand and appar-
ently accepted the announcement by the US of an expected withdraw as
opposed to the previous demand of the complete removal of foreign forces
before such talks could even begin. The Taliban, however, retain a rigid
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demand of a complete withdrawal of foreign forces before meaningful discus-
sions can take place.

HIG devotes considerable effort to statements, articles and news reports
covering events concerned with peace talks, especially events involving their
own envoys. HIG senior officials have publicly appeared on numerous local
media outlets in Kabul discussing peace talks and negotiations.>* Such visits
with Afghan senior officials and politicians bring substantial attention to the
insurgent group by prominent Afghan media sources both inside and outside
the country. To engage with a wider audience in the Afghan community, HIG
official delegates even appeared in interviews with several Afghan television
channels targeting the Afghan diasporas in the West.*

A prominent narrative of these interviews is that HIG is not waging an
offensive war as much as resisting un-Islamic foreign forces that have invaded
Afghanistan. Hekmatyar and his followers have attempted to introduce HIG
as a more noble Islamic political organization as compared to the Taliban, in
an attempt to establish ties with the population and increase Gulbuddin’s
influence. Many of these efforts are also an attempt by HIG to rebuild
Hekmatyar’s public image and redirect blame away from him as the lead cul-
prit in the destructive Civil War battles that killed tens of thousands of civil-
ians, ruined Afghanistan’s infrastructure, and destroyed Kabul between 1991
and 1994.%

While the Taliban’s reputation has often been sullied due to incidents tar-
geting civilians, HIG attempt to build momentum and public support by
focusing on negotiations and ending the conflict. The following are the key
points of the HIG peace proposal and call for negotiations with the Afghan
government and international forces:

HIG requests all political and civil society groups through its national contract
[ peace proposal] to reach an agreement granting Afghanistan’s independence.

HIG will strengthen national unity and provide an opportunity for Afghans to
choose their preferred leadership and establish administration according to their
belief and trust. Foreign forces should begin withdrawing and complete the process
in 6 months. During this period, they should stay in the military bases and leave
population centers and cities.

Transfer all security responsibilities to the ANA and ANP. Foreign forces under no
circumstance have the right to carry out military operations, house searching and
arresting suspects.

Transfer power to an interim administration that is acceptable to all rival sides. If
other sides do not agree to establishing interim administration, there should be
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reforms in the current government; however, the current government should avoid
having people who are controversial, corrupt, traitors, infidels or accused of war
crimes. Also, leaders of all three institutions [government, parliament, and justice]
should be neutral and avoid fighting in favor of any group.”

As suggested above, recent years have witnessed a political dialogue between
the HIG representatives and the Afghan administration (at various levels).
These discussions have become a major point of discussion in the local media,
including the HIG official newspaper Daily Shabadat (Martyrdom). It is also
interesting to note that many of these discussions have appeared in the adoles-
cent section of Daily Shabadat and associated website, possibly indicating that
a number of young HIG members were suspicious or unclear of their party’s
move toward political settlement with the Afghan administration.

To provide more details and inform its supporters, HIG leaders have articu-
lated arguments and narratives in support of the peace talks while stressing
their continued opposition toward foreign forces in the country. In an article
written by HIG member Mukhlisyar, he explained how HIG used this oppor-
tunity to introduce its organization as a peaceful movement.’*® His article
included the following arguments:

. Justifying HIG’s peace dialogue.
. Portraying HIG as a peaceful and patriotic group.

. Exercising HIG influence over the people.

DN =

. Defending the HIG leadership stance on the Afghan conflict and indicat-
ing that US/ISAF is the primary enemy of HIG.
5. Attempting to sabotage US involvement through the discussion of the
prominence of US-caused civilian casualties.
6. Persuading Afghan National Security Forces to turn against ISAF and
suggesting that Afghan public support for ISAF/US forces no longer

exists.

Major religious and cultural themes of HIG propaganda and stories

HIG’s propaganda activities are focused on a number of religious and cultural
themes such as:

o Wk are fighting crusaders;
o Islamic government is our purpose;
e Pashtunwali;

o Afghan history.
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Beside politically oriented messages, HIG propaganda is replete with reli-
gious and cultural stories and narratives. HIG focuses on disseminating reli-
gious messages, as does the Taliban, that involve terms such as “crusades.”
Branding the current insurgency as a religious war has been a fundamental
propaganda effort that insurgents have made against Coalition forces. The
following statement by Hekmatyar describes how HIG labels their fight as
jihad for God and Islam, calling coalition forces “crusader armies™

My advice to Islamic Ummah (Nation) is to keep strengthening your patience. Do
not lose your trust in God’s indispensable victory. Do not follow other imperfect
paths but continue with [the perfect path of ] jihad. You should be confident that
God the all-powerful will grant us victory over Satan’s forces. The crusader armies
will face defeat.’”

In another statement, an Islamic government is argued as the only solution to
honor and stability, while disapproving of the current government and calling it
un-Islamic and unelected. According to HIG, Islam will only come into exist-
ence and dominance when foreign forces leave the country: “Afghans will cele-
brate their independence day at the time when all the foreign invading forces
leave our beloved country, [when the] Islamic flag is waving over the country,
and [when] we have our elected Islamic government. Without Islam, neither
will one enjoy real freedom nor will he achieve honor and stability.”**

HIG also utilize Pashtunwali themes that are common across Afghanistan.
For example, consider the following HIG statement: “One who protects him-
self by others [strangers], his house keys are in possession of Pradai [strangers].
They are not ashamed of humiliating and disgraceful living under strangers’
airplanes wings. His Ghairat never arises when these forces [foreign troops]
kill his tens of innocent countrymen on a daily basis. They violate their
Namous and Ghairar”® Afghans across all ethnicities have some specific tradi-

tions in common: Namous, Ghairat™

and strangers are key themes culturally
sensitive to all ethnicities in Afghanistan. HIG selectively choose these themes
to resonate with every Afghan citizen throughout the country.

HIG repeatedly uses the historical event in Maiwand*! in its narratives and
propaganda to evoke nostalgia among the Afghan population and to draw
parallels between its fighters and those Afghans who—during the second

Afghan-Anglo war—destroyed British forces in Maiwand in July 1880.

Conclusion

HIG is an influential insurgent group operating throughout Afghanistan and
its propaganda operation continues to address relevant Afghan issues. In the
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Typical HIG story: “Today, the crusader forces’ flags led by US and
Britain are waving in our country. They give us Paighour, they test our
Ghairat, and threaten our religion, sect, independence, and freedom.
Look, invaders transform their Afghan slaves into freedom and democ-
racy champions and these slaves praise their superiors as freedom fight-
ers and [ people of ] reconstruction; likewise, they call rascals, thugs and
terrorists our freedom fighters, the Mujahidin. They speak to our nation
and Mujahidin exactly the same as Shah Shuja did 90 years ago and the
Russians did 22 years ago. History is repeating itself again and it puts a
heavy burden for a war of independence on our shoulders. It [history]
requires us to revive our memories of Maiwand and Jagdalak and pre-

pare for another great and historic jihad.”*

past decade, it has increasingly focused on many issues Afghans consider criti-
cal for their country’s situation. As suggested above, all of HIG’s information
operations are aimed at not only improving HIG’s image in the political arena,
but also building a direct connection to the Afghan people.

The manipulation of topics like avoiding civilian casualties and the promo-
tion of potential negotiations with the Kabul regime have been key elements
in HIG’s attempt to attract Afghan popular support. Their strong statements
on protecting the civilian population, condemnation of civilian loss, and the
focus on peace talks have attempted to gain HIG political advantages in the
Afghan war. HIG clearly understands the significance of propaganda and its
implications for its future.

In summary:

e Throughout its history, HIG has specifically focused its Information
Operation on eastern and central Afghanistan by infiltrating universities,
schools, media, government institutions, as well as other “elite” institutions,
and establishing political associations within the institutions that are vehe-
mently supportive of HIG.

e HIG’s statements and apparent primary political concerns have concen-
trated on permanent US military bases in Afghanistan, Afghanistan’s
Parliamentary and Presidential elections, and the HIG Peace Proposal.

o Religious and cultural messages revolve around themes such as jihad, crusade,

Afghan history, and Pashtunwali that resonate with the Afghan public.
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o HIG-produced videos depicting insurgent operations against government
and NATO forces have increased visibility on a variety of HIG-afhiliated
websites and social media websites.

o The daily newspaper Daily Shahadat (Martyrdom) regularly provides
updates concerning HIG activities. This information is regularly published
in other print media as well as on the internet, such as in HIG’s monthly
magazine Tanweer (Enlightenment) and online books.
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THE UNITED STATES’ AFGHAN INFORMATION
AND PSYOP CAMPAIGN AND A COMPARISON TO
THE TALIBAN’S CAMPAIGN

Introduction

For the past sixteen years, the Unites States has striven to achieve an explain-
able victory for Operation Enduring Freedom-Afghanistan (OEF-A),' the
moniker given to the US government’s counter-terrorism campaign in
Afghanistan.” Despite early success in the effort to overthrow the Afghan
Taliban regime, which, to the surprise of many, took only approximately eight
to ten weeks in late 2001, since then the US and its NATO allies have strug-
gled to define the parameters of the war. In fact, many have argued that the US
has failed to define meaningful future strategies for Afghanistan, Pakistan, and
Central Asia.®> Another critical problem that has plagued US polices in
Afghanistan, as will be argued below, is that the US has never had a story or
narrative that would resonate with the Afghan population.

In 2009 the US adopted counter-insurgency (COIN) tactics in Afghanistan.*
One way to conceptualize COIN, as posited in Chapter 1, is that it is an
information war supported by military kinetics. Yet even before COIN tactics
were adopted in Afghanistan, where strategic communication efforts—includ-
ing information operations (IO) and psychological operations (PSYOP)—are
a critical component, US strategic communications efforts had been consist-
ently critiqued since the beginning of the war. The initial US strategic com-
munication effort during the onset of the war in October 2001 was the
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deployment of millions of crudely made leaflets which were dropped all over
Afghanistan,’ but they soon suffered when resources were diverted to the US
mission in Iraq, beginning in 2003. The US 10 leaflets campaign did improve
over the years, as we shall sce below, but leaflets are only rarely productive and
may actually prove counterproductive. Afghans were often afraid to hold onto
them or pass them around in fear of the Taliban catching them with one.®
Most Afghans are illiterate: nationally 61.8 per cent and much higher in the
Afghan rural areas.” Thus, for leaflets to be useful, they must be understand-
able in picture format alone. However, if the imagery is not properly vetted, it
can also be used as IO against the deployer if picked up by insurgents. The US
strategic communication efforts would continue to face serious challenges
throughout the campaign and struggled to compete with the often superior
master narrative and approaches by the Afghan Taliban (see Chapter 2),
which expertly maximized religious and cultural values.

The first portion of this chapter examines the genesis and permutations of
the US effort to communicate strategically with the Afghan population—the
most important target audience of the Afghan conflict. While this chapter
focuses on US strategic communication efforts in Afghanistan, it should be
noted that the Afghan battle space became more complicated when in
December 2001 the US-led Coalition became the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF): a NATO-led security mission in Afghanistan estab-
lished by the United Nations Security Council. Although the main purpose
of ISAF was to train the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) and assist
Afghanistan in rebuilding key government institutions, ISAF elements also
engaged in armed conflict with the myriad of Afghan insurgents. The ISAF
mission, which concluded in December 2014, also employed a wide range of
strategic communication efforts, often in parallel to US efforts.

Additionally, this chapter compares the overall US effort with the robust
propaganda campaign employed by Afghan insurgents to counter US mes-
sages and the presence of foreign forces in Afghanistan. The US strategic com-
munications strategy in Afghanistan often lagged behind the effective and
powerful narratives consistently employed by Afghan insurgents, of which the
most effective master narrative belonged to the Afghan Taliban.®

The final objective of this chapter is to assess some actual US IO and
PSYOP artifacts and their associated stories (or lack thereof).

The Afghan Taliban movement continues to view itself as a viable alternate
to the current Afghan government structure, and refer to themselves as the
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (IEA): a strategic interpretation that we sus-
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pect is meant to invoke a level of authority and legitimacy among its followers.
It must always be remembered that Afghanistan’s population is estimated to
be 99 per cent Muslim,” and Islam plays a critical role in all Afghan life. This
therefore has an immense impact on the IO battle space in Afghanistan. So
the vast majority of Taliban stories and narratives are based on their vision of
Deobandi Islam and the jihad. This means that the US knows that it has no
credibility with the Afghans relative to these topics. Moreover, the Afghan
government has also been reluctant in countering the Taliban’s Islamic mes-
saging. Thus, the US and Kabul basically have conceded 90 per cent of the IO
battle space to the Taliban.

The Taliban’s strategic objectives are to evict foreign troops from
Afghanistan, to overthrow the US-supported Kabul government, to restore
the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, and to implement Shar’iah law; for these
ends, the Taliban utilize a strategic communication toolkit designed to dele-
gitimize the current government and garner local support by demonstrating
the shortcomings and perceived failures of US and NATO policies in
Afghanistan. As will be seen below, the United States and NATO-ISAF have

had a very difficult time “countering” these narratives.

The US goes to war in Afghanistan

The US responded swiftly following the devastating and unprecedented terrorist
attacks in New York City and Washington DC on 11 September 2001. A
US-led Coalition attacked Afghanistan on 7 October 2001 to remove the
Afghan Taliban regime, which had refused unconditionally to hand over Osama
bin Laden, the mastermind of the 11 September attacks. The US-led Coalition
also sought to target and destroy the al-Qaeda network, a global terror franchise
that had used Afghanistan as its base for planning and operations.

During the onset of the war, the US employed conventional PSYOP, such
as dropping millions of crude leaflets with messages secking to gain local sup-
port in overthrowing the Taliban regime and preparing the local population
for the presence of foreign troops.'® The messages were heavily influenced by
the 11 September terror attacks, and many of the PSYOP products even
incorporated images of the burning World Trade Center, shocking visuals that
were lost on many rural Afghans who had never seen such Western buildings.
A poll taken in September 2011 found that “Some 92 per cent, or 25 million
people, said they were unaware that terrorists had flown planes into the World
Trade Center on 11 September 2001, sparking the invasion of their country.
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They called it ‘this event which foreigners call 9/11” and had no idea what it
meant.”"! This being the one central basis for the US Afghan military opera-
tions, the US information campaign was a non-starter. It meant nothing to the
Afghan population, who were the target of the US IO mission.

The US-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003 further degraded the US effort
in Afghanistan and resulted in a substantial decline in the capability of the US
PSYOP Task Force (POTF) in Afghanistan during this time period.'?

The US relied upon a fairly consistent set of strategic communication
themes between 2001 and 2006:

o The War on Terror is right and just;

o Coalition forces come in peace;

o Al-Qaeda and the Taliban are enemies of the people of Afghanistan;

o US forces are technologically superior (difficult to sell when it comes to
collateral damage);

e There would be monetary rewards for providing information about Taliban
and al-Qaeda leaders;

o There would be monetary rewards for turning in weapons;

o The Afghan government is legitimate;

o Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) serve the people of Afghanistan;

e Democracy will benefit the people of Afghanistan.”

But the Afghan population, and especially the rural population, had little
knowledge of or interest in most of these themes. Also, importantly, these
themes were never couched in stories or framed in narratives that were coher-
ently presented to the Afghan population.

Much of the effort during this time was dedicated to messages intended for
the Afghan population, and even in 2007 the Afghan population remained
the most important target audience, yet the US did not seem to know how to
motivate their support. By contrast, senior insurgent leaders and rank-and-file
insurgents were, respectively, ranked seventh and eighth in terms of the most
important target audiences:'

Afghan population

Afghan government

Government and military of Pakistan

Pakistani population

Governments of ISAF Troop-Contributing Nations (TCNs)
Populations of ISAF Troop-Contributing Nations (TCNG)
Enemy leadership (AQ, Taliban, criminal networks)

NV R WD =

220



THE US’ AFGHAN INFORMATION AND PSYOP CAMPAIGN

8. Taliban rank-and-file

9. Governments of Central Asia
10. Central Asian populations
11. IGO and NGO community
12. US domestic audience

In 2007, the US in conjunction with NATO-ISAF revamped its effort to
streamline the strategic master narrative and emphasized the following themes
and stories:

1. The government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, NATO-ISAF, and
the US are committed for the long term to ensuring a democratic, stable,
peaceful Afghanistan that is inhospitable to terrorism. The Afghan people
can rely on its allies, including the US government and NATO, to stay the
course.

2. Success in Afghanistan over insurgency, terrorism, violent extremism, and
trafficking in narcotics is critical to the security of the Afghan people, the
United States, our NATO allies, its regional neighbors, and the interna-
tional community.

3. Afghanistan’s security, reconstruction, and development needs remain
large but the country has come a long way since the overthrow of the
Taliban, and the government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan con-
tinues to make progress.

4. Success requires a comprehensive approach that includes security and sta-
bility as well as reconstruction and development.

S. The Taliban are a destructive force that target innocent Afghan civilians.
They engage in criminal activity and brutal tactics for their own gain and
cannot offer long-term security, stability, or development for the people of

Afghanistan.”

The US strategy and these stories were problematic at various levels, including
an inability to present or articulate them to the Afghan population in an intel-
ligible manner. Most of the time, the stories and overall narrative failed to reso-
nate with a vast majority of the Afghan population; the narratives and messages
were seemingly tailored to the urban, educated, or elite elements of Afghan
society, rather than the rural population, which comprised 75 per cent of
Afghanistan’s overall population. Moreover, the United States was relatively
ignorant about Pashtun culture and cultural dynamics that would have greatly
enhanced US IO efforts.' For example, the United States never came to grips
with what the term jihad meant to the average Afghan, especially among resi-
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dents in southern Afghanistan,'” for whom it meant broadly any defensive effort
to protect Islam from outside invaders and negative influences. While histori-
cally this often implied armed actions, in many instances it merely meant follow-
ing the faith and one’s personal Islamic virtue (“greater” jihad in Islamic
teachings) and supporting those who were battling for Islamic righteousness.
The US never understood these nuances. In a broader indictment of US IO
efforts, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen, for
example, said that for “US efforts in Afghanistan and elsewhere to send a posi-
tive message about US military action and development efforts, [it] hurt US
credibility when they do not coincide with what the populace sees on the
ground.” Mullen’s criticism came as US officials acknowledged that the US was
losing the war of ideas against its Taliban and al-Qaeda enemies.'

Recognizing that they were clearly losing the information war and the
“hearts and minds” of the Afghan population—to use an often-cited COIN
term—the NATO-ISAF Strategic Communications Framework for 2011
sought to reset the key communications themes as the US and NATO pre-
pared to move forward with the process of transition and developing a long-
term partnership between Afghanistan and NATO. The new objectives and
narratives included:

1. Communicate that stability in Afghanistan is crucial to global security and
that NATO-ISAF will never again allow Afghanistan to become a launch-

ing pad for international terrorism.

The stability of the country and the deaths of Afghan civilians had become a
major issue for Afghan President Hamid Karzai and became an important
point of contention between the United States and Karzai. In 2009, under the
command of US General Stanley McChrystal, the US and ISAF implemented
directives limiting the use of airpower to curtail the perception that coalition
airstrikes were causing a significant number of civilian casualties in
Afghanistan. Shortly after the directives were implemented, US Army Colonel
Francis Scott Main assessed that the “inability of PSYOP and strategic com-
munications to address this perception of excessive [casualties] had restricted
one of the most effective kinetic tools available to the coalition.”"

2. In coordination with the government of the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan, explain and gain support for transition.

Ten years into OEF-A and the Bonn Accords, the Afghan government was

still facing charges of massive corruption and lack of “democracy” and trans-
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parency. Transparency International produces a yearly “Corruption
Perceptions Index” (CPI), and Afghanistan has always been judged as one of
the most corrupt countries in the world, just behind North Korea and
Somalia.” The Afghan rural population had become extremely antagonistic
to Kabul and this, in turn, had significant implications for US COIN efforts
throughout the country. US night raids, for example, became a rallying point
for not only Karzai but also rural Pashtuns throughout the country. These
operations had multiple layered effects. First, the operations offended the
village and its elders when men of military age were taken from the home
without a perceived reason. Second, entering the home of a Pashtun without
permission dishonors the owner. If his wife is home and another man enters,
Pashtun culture considers this rape, thus dishonoring the entire family. Third,
the district and provincial governments were often unaware of these opera-
tions. The inability of the Afghan government to notify or step in as an inter-
mediary both delegitimized the authority of the government which the US
was trying to strengthen, and set the people against their representatives.?!
Finally, such operations presented crucial and important IO to the Taliban
every time they were conducted.

3. Generate the active support of the Afghan people, the GIRoA, Troop
Contributing Nations’ (TCNs) populations and international community
for the ISAF mission.

As suggested above, a variety of US tactics had disturbed the Afghan popu-
lation, especially those in rural Pashtun areas. Moreover, perceptions and the
exploitation of US collateral damage had turned many Afghans against the
US and Kabul. Indeed, the death of Afghan innocents as a result of US, ISAF,
and Afghan security forces had become a major recruiting tool for the Taliban
and associated groups.

4. Promote NATO’s long-term commitment to Afghanistan in close coordi-
nation with GIRoA.

After decades of war and years of OEF-A, the populations of many NATO
countries started to question the wisdom of a continuing combat presence in
Afghanistan. The theme of NATO’s long-term commitment became an
important IO theme, but its ultimate resonance with the Afghan population
was questionable.

5. Communicate progress against ISAF campaign objectives and priorities,
articulated in theatre-defined measures of effectiveness.
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Theatre-defined Measures of Effectiveness (MOEs) for IO and PSYOP were
a continuing problem for OEF-A. Much of this was due to the basic lack of
knowledge of Afghanistan and the Pashtuns, in particular, by members of the
US Coalition. The United States and its NATO-ISAF partners spent much
of their time in discussions with Afghan elites and Afghan technocrats at the
expense of listening to the needs and desires of rural Afghans. This was espe-
cially problematic considering the rural insurgency that this war represented.

6. Diminish support for the insurgents and criminal patronage networks that
are detrimental to the ISAF mission and effective Afghan governance that
commands public confidence.

Criminal elements and Afghan drug mafias quickly became associated with
the Taliban. Groups such as the Hagqani Network were as much criminals, if
not more, than the insurgents.”” These criminal networks preyed on the
Afghan population and helped to increase corruption in a wide variety of
ISAF and US development efforts and other policies.”

The core strategic message at this time emphasized the partnership between
the US, NATO-ISAF, and Afghanistan: “This mission is essential for our shared
security. Our strategy is sound, our long-term commitment is solid and with our
Afghan partners we will succeed.”* Themes had also been redefined to help
promote and achieve the overall strategic communications objectives.

Following the conclusion of the NATO ISAF mission mandate in late
2014, the subsequent NATO-led Resolute Support Mission Afghanistan
(RSMA) began on 1 January 2015. Its objective was to “build on the achieve-
ments made by the now completed ISAF mission while officially and formally
recognizing Afghan Security Forces’ growing capabilities and their assump-
tion of full security responsibility for the future of Afghanistan.”” But even
here the realities did not match the messages that the US were propagating.
Several tribal leaders we interviewed in Kandahar City in July 2008, for exam-
ple, suggested that the Afghan Nation Police (ANP) units operating in the
districts of Kandahar were generally “corrupt” and were viewed negatively by
local communities and travelers. The ANP, these leaders suggested, were
engaged in drug trafficking, drug use, abductions, rape, and “terrorism.”

The Resolute Support Mission operates under a training and advising direc-
tive that supports four Lines of Effort (LOE): Posture the Force, Protect the
Force, Complete Afghan Security Institutions/Afghan National Defense &
Security Forces (ASI/ANDSF) Development, and Support Political
Transition. The four LOEs are further focused on eight specific areas of con-
centration known as Essential Functions (EFs):
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EF1: Multi-year budgeting and execution of programs

EF2: Transparency, accountability, and oversight

EF3: Civilian governance of the ASI

EF4: Force generation

EF5: Sustainment

EF6: Strategy and policy planning, resourcing, and execution
EF7: Intelligence

EF8: Strategic communication

The Resolute Support Mission EF8 comprises a train, advise, and assist
framework that secks to create a consistent message among Afghan institu-
tions such as the Afghan Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Defense.

There are two components of the Resolute Support Mission EF8. One,
Public Affairs and Strategic Communication, combines government relations,
media communication, issue management, and information dissemination,
and is managed through the Government Media Information Center and the
Cross Ministry News Desk. The general Afghan population and Afghan gov-
ernment are most likely the intended audience for these efforts. The
Government Media Information Center serves as a means to coordinate,
produce, and distribute accurate and timely information, as well as providing
training for Afghan communicators and a venue for press briefings. The Cross
Ministry News Desk is an information nerve center comprising representa-
tives from the Ministries of Defense and Interior, the National Directorate of
Security (NDS), and the Independent Directorate of Local Governance
(IDLG). The Cross Ministry News Desk allows these representatives to coor-
dinate and disseminate press releases and official statements about Afghan
security operations and activities.

The second component of EF8 is EF 8.2 Information Operations and
Afghan Information Dissemination Operation/Special Information Forces,
which focuses on countering and disrupting insurgent communications
through messaging at the national level. This includes the relatively standard
message dissemination techniques such as billboards, leaflets, and radio and
TV spots that are most likely intended for insurgent leadership, insurgent
rank-and-file, and the local Afghan population.?

S trategic messaging to insurgents

US efforts at the tactical and operational level of strategic communications
were intended to influence targeted insurgents and insurgent leadership
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nodes, with the most common desired effects including: undermine morale,
counter-propaganda, exploit fissures, disrupt wider support network, and
disrupt supply network. But most of these efforts proved ineffective. We have
seen no evidence that these efforts had any significant impact.

In order to understand the United States approach to information opera-
tions and strategic communications in Afghanistan, it is critical to assess these
approaches relative to strategies and means of IO communication used by the
Afghan Taliban and other insurgent/jihadi groups. IO strategies and tactics
cannot be viewed in isolation. All such communication is dyadic and it is criti-
cal not only to understand target audiences but also the IO approach used by
these actors to counter or inhibit US/NATO-ISAF efforts.

Taliban’s effective messaging and their insurgency/jibad as compared
with the US messaging and counter-insurgency

As suggested throughout this book, the Taliban have a concise, effective infor-
mation discipline that is in tune with the audiences they wish to influence. We
would submit that the US Coalition never totally understood this, and this
lack of understanding had a negative influence on what turned out to be an
ineffective counter-insurgency doctrine in the information domain. The
Taliban are not invincible on the information battlefield. They have weak-
nesses that could have been exploited by an aggressive information campaign,
but this was not to be. The US Coalition messaging system was primarily a
passive one that tried to discredit the Taliban among the Afghans through
ill-formed attempts to make Afghans realize the superiority of the Coalition
cause. This strategy did not work, in large part because the US had no message
or story to tell that made a case in a way that the Afghan population could
understand or believe.

In Afghanistan, as in most asymmetric conflicts, there is a marked differ-
ence between the motivation levels of the actors in conflict. When strong
actors decide to fight against weak ones, it is typically in pursuit of a limited
set of objectives relevant to national policy, but seldom viewed as vital to the
national interest of the stronger party. Even if such conflicts are viewed as vital
to the strong state, a protracted conflict will often change this view dramati-
cally. Thus the weaker but determined American Continental Army, Algerian
ALN, Viet Cong, and many others overcome their much stronger adversaries,
as the protracted conflict causes the strong actors to re-evaluate the overall
value they place on the object of the fight. Statistically, the weak actors in
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asymmetric conflicts will win when the strong actor employs a conventional
strategy of direct military engagement against the weaker actor’s strategy of
attacking the fighting will of the strong actor. Using historical data of asym-
metric conflicts, Arreguin-Toft shows that the weaker forces win by a margin
of 28 per cent when this situation exists.”’

In light of this “motivation disadvantage,” the task of the weak actor is to
remain credibly in the field while the strong actor’s determination wanes. To
remain in the field, the weak actor must have at least the tolerance, at best the
support and participation, of the people. And a stalemate is a victory for the
weaker state. Mao, the master of asymmetric warfare, built his guerrilla cam-
paign around the political mobilization of a disgruntled peasantry who gave
his irregulars shelter and sustenance. Similarly, Castro and Guevara were able
to aggravate the schisms between the people and the regime with only a hand-
ful of determined guerrillas.”® The weak actor will thus capitalize on the strong
actor’s impatience,” while nurturing his vital shelter among the population.
This nurturing is achieved through an effective means of communicating with
the population that provides this support. The challenge for the US in
Afghanistan was to develop a strategy for defeating the insurgent narrative
just as decisively as the enemy’s capability. Unfortunately, this was never done.

A central purpose of information operations, as suggested throughout the
chapters of this book, is to influence the decision of a target or affect a deci-
sion in support ofa given objective. This requires communication to a speciﬁc
audience. Moreover, in order for a messaging campaign to be effective, the
messenger must have an intimate understanding of the audience for the mes-
sage, as this group’s interpretation of the message will occur within the narra-
tive framework constructed by the group’s experiences and biases. Information
campaigns must be designed to communicate effectively to a wide range of
audiences. Each audience group should be approached and engaged with
unique tactics. As we have seen, since at least 2008, the Taliban have devel-
oped a sophisticated capability for IO directed at Western audiences, publish-
ing English language websites, complete with appropriate idiomatic
expressions that indicate participation by native English speakers.*

Communication lies at the heart of the insurgent effort in an asymmetric
conflict. In any conflict, two competing actors can attack the opponent’s capa-
bility through conventional operations, or they can attack the will of the
adversary through unconventional operations. The Taliban attack US and
their Coalition capabilities through guerrilla attacks against conventional
targets, but they must know that this will not bring victory. The Taliban’s only
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hope of victory rests in attacking the Coalition’s will to fight. Attacking the
will happens through communication. This communication can take several
forms: it can often look like kinetic operations, like a terrorist’s car bomb, an
assassination, or roadside IED. This is communication to the adversary and is
designed to break the will of the enemy. Suicide attacks are designed to show-
case the difference in motivation that exists between the Taliban and the
United States. The message is perfectly tuned for the Western audience: “Do
you see how determined we are? You don’t want this nearly as much as we do,
so why not give up now?”

The Taliban messaging strategy secks to recreate a national identity and
expand their political capital by tapping shared values and customs and
exploiting collective experiences of the past, such as the anti-Soviet jihad.
While it is difficult to counter the Taliban’s propaganda, it is not impossible
given the inherent vulnerabilities inherent in the Taliban’s overall strategic
communications strategy. Themes indicative of weakness in the Taliban’s strat-
egy include: insurgent attacks against civilians, or insurgent attacks that inad-
vertently kill and maim civilians, allegations of the Taliban abusing and
brutalizing the local population, the well-known ties between the Afghan
Taliban and foreign intelligence services (Pakistan’s ISI), and Islamic opposi-
tion to terrorism, especially suicide terrorism. Similarly, while the Taliban
messaging campaign is consistent, the strategy is primarily a negative one,
playing on the perceived failures of the international community and Afghan
government to restore law and order, enforce justice, and to complete con-
struction and development projects. The Taliban’s messaging campaign fails
to offer viable solutions or alternatives to the current situation, other than
threats of more violence and destruction—a strategy that promotes the
notions that the Afghan government, the United States and NATO are inef-
fective in governance and security; but it also limits how deeply public sup-
port can ultimately be reached.

Yet the US efforts have not significantly attempted to play on these vulner-
abilities with their messaging efforts. The US IO and PSYOP planners strug-
gled with crafting and processing an appropriate response, not only because of
bureaucratic red tape, but also because the quality of the message would not
have compared to that of the Taliban forces. It is highly unlikely that a large
part of the US IO or PSYOP forces would have an intimate grasp of Afghan
history or an understanding of the cultural nuances buried within references
to carly rulers, in order to craft letters or poctry on a par with that of the
Taliban forces. In order to prepare work that resonates with a historically
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aware population, message architects must have extensive and accurate cul-
tural intelligence and be fluent in the minutiae of Afghanistan’s history, poli-
tics, religion, society, and militant activity. Cultural intelligence is one aspect
that was much needed to lay the groundwork for an effective and powerful US
IO and PSYOP campaign.

There was a fundamental lack of cultural literacy among US military mem-
bers as a whole at the beginning of OEF-A. And, quite frankly, it has not
improved much since. Especially in the early stages of OEF-A, there were few
Afghanistan cultural and area “experts.” And until the US military’s Foreign
Area Ofhicer (FAO) Program was expanded, there was little effort on an insti-
tutional scale to create a cadre of active duty military officers and enlisted
members who could master high-demand languages and cultural cognizance
and who could serve as capable message architects and advisors to construct
successful US messaging campaigns. In addition, the process of crafting truly
nuanced messages and stories proved to be impossibly demanding in this con-
text: the time crunch meant they were too rushed, and without a proper cul-
tural aptitude they failed to create clarity within the message and indirectly
sabotaged the campaign altogether. Finally, it took years after the start of
OEEF-A for the Department of Defense to make the heavy investment needed
to create IO and PSYOP leaders who were culturally fluent, could speak
Pashto or Dari, master the political/social and historical aspects of
Afghanistan, and could make basic predictions of behavior that were accurate
and truthful. A lack of intelligence (cultural and operational) about the target
audience greatly hindered the OEF-A effort.

US messaging leaflets in Afghanistan’
Early 10 efforts during OEF-A

The leaflet campaign conducted by Operation Enduring Freedom-
Afghanistan provides a useful case for comparing US messaging and IO strate-
gies with those of the Taliban. This section will examine cultural messaging
efforts used during the operation, especially during the early phases of OEF-
A. A general lack of cultural awareness and perspective, especially in the early
years of OEF-A, hindered the US IO campaign and created significant chal-
lenges for US PSYOP and IO personnel supporting the campaign. As we shall
see, leaflet messaging distributed throughout Afghanistan at the start of the
US invasion failed to resonate with the Afghan population and often resulted
in a2 muddied objective for military IO and PSYOP. And yet over 80 million
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leaflets were dropped over Afghanistan from October 2001 until March
2002.** Theoretically, that represents almost four leaflets per Afghan citizen!

The options for delivering messages depend on available means of transmis-
sion and other matters, including the target audience for the messaging.
Geographic barriers, linguistic diversity, and extremely low literacy rates chal-
lenged message architects during the run-up to OEF-A. This created a particu-
larly difficult challenge for cross-cultural communication. Messages would
have to be conveyed primarily through images on leaflets, simple written
phrases, or radio broadcasts. In order to convey behavior-generating commu-
niqués, message crafters would have to be particularly adept at employing
cultural symbols, frames, and recognition of behavior through still images. It
was believed that each part of the message delivery, from transmission to
reception, would have to be saturated with well-placed cultural imagery. In
order to prepare an effective leaflet campaign, OEF-A planners would have to
possess current and accurate cultural intelligence. In addition, a grasp of geo-
ethnic and linguistic distribution would be vital in order to get the right mes-
sage to the right group. The problem of low literacy rates and subsequent
watering down of OEF-A messaging would surface as a major problem for US
PSYOP planners when the Taliban responded with eloquent and culturally
indigenous night letters distributed to educated members of rural villages to
read to the illiterate members of the group.”

Putting the right message in the right place at the right time was a challenge
for IO and PSYOP campaigners. There were many cases of leaflets being
dropped into the wrong locations, which affected the resonance and impact
of PSYOP and IO efforts in the area. Moreover, there was little coordination
between the geographic targets and timing of maneuvers. Some Special Forces
(SF) teams reported complaints from rural Pashtuns as to why all the “litter”
was being dropped on their village and what it meant.** Such Afghan senti-
ments clearly suggested that the US efforts were not persuasive and not having
their desired impact on the Afghan target audiences.

At the start of the conflict, there were few cultural advisors available to
preview leaflets, and close scrutiny by CENTCOM and Joint Special
Operations Task Force (JSOTF) created challenges to message architects.
Moreover, in the eatly stages of OEF-A there was limited US knowledge con-
cerning Afghan psyche and culture nuances.” Most of the early data available
to US IO personnel on Afghan tribes, history, culture, and regional influence
came from books purchased prior to their deployment.

The hasty initial OEF-A IO and PSYOP campaigns were certainly detri-

mental to the overall goals of the war planners, primarily due to a failure in the
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cultural framing of the leaflet operation. The messages that OEF-A military
planners wanted to send were not overly difficult to incorporate into leaflets,
but the problem manifested itself primarily through a lack of effective cross-
cultural communication and inaccurate geographic targeting as well as lack of
knowledge as to how messages would be viewed and interpreted by the
Afghan target audiences. Military operations began on 7 October 2001, but
leaflets were not dropped until 15 October because of high winds.

The first leaflets of the campaign were dropped to prepare the Afghan
population for an impending US military invasion. Planners wanted to create
a message that told Afghans what to do when US forces arrived, how to avoid
harm during the bombing raids, and not to stand under food drops.*® Other
messages targeting the Taliban and co-located al-Qaeda operatives were
dropped without pre-testing and geographic coordination. The failure to
coordinate leaflet drops with military maneuvers became counterproductive
as the conflict wore on. Although the initial “blind” leaflet drops could have
had a limited effect on the Taliban, the progressive campaign began to run in
cross-purpose to the action on the ground.”

Time was not just a factor in the lead-up to OEF-A, but also hampered IO
and PSYOP efforts on the ground during the conflict. There were problems in
the product approval cycle between the JSOTF and the IO and PSYOP plan-
ners on the ground. When the PSYOP cadre prepared campaigns that needed
to be distributed quickly, either in response to a Taliban information operation
or in reaction to a US military maneuver, the “request—approval—delivery cycle”
did not even meet deliberate planning requirements.” There was a distinct lag
on the part of the JSOTF to respond to tactical needs in the field.

Inadequate message crafting and the failure to grasp the nuances or, in many
cases, even the basics of Afghanistan’s culture became a major and significant

problem for the military and civilian IO and PSYOP:

Delivered as acrial leaflets (carpet bombing), [the leaflets] were recovered by local
Afghans, a great many of whom could not read. Often, the leaflets were presented
to the most educated local villager for interpretation, who would render a judg-
ment of the “rewards” and “threats” as stupid, and regarded them as an insulting
level of literature. The villagers, esteeming the educated villager, generally adopted
his interpretation and attitude. Westerners tend to be condescending toward non-
literature-based cultures. Cultures that do not primarily rely on written words often
compensate with poetry as a memory tool to retain narratives ...[they] also inter-
preted the Western style of directness as flat, lacking social elegance and intellect.
Regardless, they were the intended audience, and our messages fell flat.”

The level of cultural intelligence prior to and even during the initial cam-
paign fell short of adequate and could not compete with the Taliban informa-
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tion campaign which made use of its indigenous grasp of local, provincial, and
national themes to render their messages more powerful to their audience. In
contrast to the elementary and cartoonish OEF-A IO campaign, the Taliban
IO operation was a strategic and effective effort to craft poetic diatribes that
appealed to the moral reasoning of Afghan villagers. The messages were
viewed as eloquent, impressive, and were subsequently more effective than the
US IO campaign.®

A major problem with the initial OEF-A leaflet campaign, as suggested
above, was a failure to absorb accurate and timely cultural intelligence. But
there where other significant problems: for example, there was a milieu of
expatriates and Afghan urban clite, especially Kabulis, serving as informal
advisors to IO campaign® who had not lived in Afghanistan since the Soviet
invasion in 1979. Moreover, the targets for the bulk of this early IO campaign
were the rural Pashtun population or supporters of the Taliban and al-Qacda,
and most of these Afghan expatriates had never been exposed to or had little
knowledge of this target population.

Additional problems involved the lack of pre-testing leaflet messages that
might inform relevant personnel as to messages probably failure or success. This
resulted in many of the messages being deployed that not only failed to resonate
with the target audience but, in some instance actually alienated or insulted the
target audience. There were also no formal feedback mechanisms or “measures
on merit” available to assess the success or failure of a particular message.

Early phases of OEF-A leaflets

A critical analysis of the initial OEF-A leaflet campaign exposes the key prob-
lem with the initial IO and PSYOP campaigns: the lack of knowledge con-
cerning Afghanistan’s people, society, and culture. It is important to note that
not all the leaflets dropped during the beginning phases of OEF-A were cul-
turally insensitive or insufficient; but most were, and a sample of these leaflets
demonstrates the US’s poor cross-cultural communication. The most glaring
factor, which hinders most cross-cultural dialogues, is that each communica-
tor assumes that the other looks at the world exactly as he or she does.* That
is, while a message might make perfect sense to an American writing it, this
surely does not guarantee that the Afghan receipent will understand it at all.
It ultimately comes done to the point made in Chapter 1, that a person’s per-
spective will be intimately tied to the narrative that drives how they view and
interact with their environment and the stories that make sense to them.
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Figure 10.1: Partnership leaflet®
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If the objective of the IO and PSYOP campaign is to induce or create
behavior, then the message should resonate culturally and communicate some
type of instruction to the recipient. The following samples of leaflets were
dropped in the initial OEF-A leaflet campaign and provide examples of suc-
cessful or unsuccessful cultural messaging.

Figure 10.1 shows one of the first leaflets dropped during OEF-A, leaflet
AFD10c, “Partnership.” The front of the message in Pashto and Dari reads,
“The partnership of nations is here to help,” while the back of the leaflet reads,
“The partnership of nations is here to assist the people of Afghanistan.” The
leaflet has an image of what appears to be a Coalition soldier shaking hands
with an Afghan male.
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Figure 10.2: Peace and partnership leaflet*!
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This is an example of an effective and somewhat neutral leaflet. There is no
specific behavior implied, only that the placement of the Coalition male in an
equal stance with the Afghan male as well as shaking hands creates the impres-
sion of a man-to-man bond between the two. The Afghan male garb is com-
parable to that which is found in parts of some rural Afghan provinces (a wool
pakul hat that is quite popular in Afghanistan), and the message is a fairly
simple one. The perception shaping strategy for this leaflet was simply to cre-
atc awareness and a sense of partnership between Coalition forces and the
Afghan population. An important aspect of this IO artifact is that it com-
municates the message visually: the message is clear from the image, regardless
of text.

Figure 10.2 shows a leaflet with text that translates as “A united Afghanistan
offers peace and prosperity.” This leaflet is an example of poor and even con-
fusing cultural messaging. Copies of these leaflets were brought to Coalition
forces by Afghans thinking that the dove was a type of chicken and that the
leaflet was a coupon that entitled them to a free bird from the “Partnership
of nations.”* The symbol of the dove and olive branch originates from a
Biblical story of Noah and the ark and does not resonate with a large part of
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the Afghan population. Although the dove and olive branch are widely
understood in the Arab Middle East as a symbol of peace, this is primarily
because of the history of interaction with the Christian minority.
Afghanistan has been overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim for centuries, and has
had no exposure to Christianity to relate the picture of the dove with the
concept of peace. The other problem with the leaflet is that the Afghanistan
flag in the backdrop has horizontal stripes, whereas the official flag has verti-
cal stripes. A crucial mistake such as this makes one doubt the amount of
basic research in preparing the leaflet. This was not the only instance when
the Afghan flag was depicted incorrectly, as will be seen below. There were at
least two other instances where a similar error was reproduced. Although
some Afghans may not have noticed the error, it is evident that any prepara-
tion and research done for this leaflet fell short. But most importantly, the
images have no cultural meaning for the audience.

Figure 10.3: Mullah Omar as a dog and bin Laden playing chess with Afghanistan,
#AFD-51c%
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Figure 10.5 is a leaflet depicting Osama bin Laden in traditional Arab
clothing holding a chained leash attached to a dog with Mullah Omar’s head.
The message on the front of the leaflet reads, “Who really runs the Taliban?”
The back of the leaflet depicts bin Laden playing chess on a board representing
Afghanistan and moving chess pieces with heads of Mullah Omar. The text
reads, “Expel the foreign rulers and live in peace.” There are several aspects
culturally problematic with this leaflet. First, the fact that there is a dog in the
picture fosters a nearly inaccessible attitude among many Afghans. Dogs are
considered unclean by most Afghans, and depicting one near any Muslim is
an insult to Islam. When one Afghan calls another a “spay” or dog in Pashto,
it means a fight is soon to follow. The fact that the dog’s foot is resting on the
outline of Afghanistan sends an even more culturally insensitive message
about how the Coalition forces see Afghanistan. The vast majority of rural
Afghans have absolutely no knowledge of the geographical shape of
Afghanistan. Gilles Dorronsoro, author of Revolution Unending, opines that
this leaflet was definitely ambiguous when distributed by non-Muslim forces.”
The back of the leaflet is not offensive, but appears culturally irrelevant. The
Taliban banned chess during their rule, and although educated Afghans may
know how to play and enjoy the game, the more rural population would not
be familiar with the concept or follow the meaning of the leaflet. This side of
the leaflet does not send a message effectively, and appears for the most part
culturally misinformed. There is not any particular behavior being encouraged
by the document, but the intention was of perception management strategy
in persuading the Afghan people that Arab foreigners are controlling the

Figure 10.4: American family and Afghan family*
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Taliban. The cultural message from this leaflet is strategically ineffective and
possibly offensive.

Figure 10.4 depicts an Afghan family and an American family with the
caption “Friendship.” A total of 2,540,000 copies of this leaflet were dissemi-
nated throughout Afghanistan until September 2002.%

This leaflet is a regrettable example of cross-cultural miscommunication
and a counterproductive IO story. There are various significant problems with
it. First, the Afghan family depicted in the photo does not appear to be
Pashtun, the key center of gravity of the Afghan conflict, to use a
Clausewitzian term.>® The second and most damning problem with the leaflet
is that the vast majority of Afghan families would never take a photo of their
female members’ uncovered faces and show it to strangers. While such a leaflet
makes “perfect sense” to Americans, sharing a picture of a wife or daughter
would be an extremely dishonorable act for any rural Afghan, especially
Pashtun. As explained in Chapter 2, it would be inconceivable for an Afghan
to show a picture of a female family member, because this would ultimately be
a violation of an Afghan’s honor (zamus), pride, and esteem (ghariat). As
demonstrated throughout this book, for an Afghan man to maintain his
honor as defined by Pashtunwali correlates directly with his ability to protect/
control his zaz (women of his family).”! One possible cultural message seem-
ingly conveyed to an Afghan receiving this leaflet is that you and your family
should become like the American family. This creates the possibility of a mis-
perception by the Afghan population that Coalition forces are in Afghanistan

Figure 10.5: World Trade Center leaflet AFD 189
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to unveil Afghan women (many of whom who live in a state of purda) and
make everyone look like Americans. This is regrettably a culturally ineffective
message; in fact, the evidence is that this leaflet and its message were counter-
productive: it did much more harm than good.

Finally, as mentioned before, the leaflet originators are displaying their
ignorance of the Afghan flag: the stripes should be vertical with a gold crest
in the center. A new leaflet was eventually issued with the correct flag design,
but not before millions of these embarrassing leaflets had been dropped into
Afghanistan. To have such an IO artifact deployed without accuracy checks
by people with knowledge of Afghan culture highlights one of the central
problems the US faced with its intial IO campaign in Afghanistan. That is, the
US IO and PSYOP personnel had not taken time to learn about Afghan cul-
ture and what would resonate with the Afghan people.

Figure 10.5 is another example of an IO leaflet that may make sense to the
average American, but means virtually nothing to most Afghans. This leaflet
depicts the destruction of the World Trade Center and reads, “20 September
1380 (Persian Calendar). World Trade Center. The Coalition Forces came to
arrest those responsible for the terrorism against America. They also come to
arrest anyone that protects them. More than 3,000 people in the United States
of America were murdered in these attacks.” The major problem with this
leaflet is in the selection of the visual image: first, it is a rather abstract depic-
tion of the horrors of that day; and second, most Afghans have never seen a
skyscraper or could even understand its concept. How can they decipher a
billowing red flame as an attack on someone else’s 110-storey building?
Moreover, as noted above, polls in Afghanistan suggest that very few Afghans
had any knowledge of the 9/11 attacks and what they meant.”* Hence this
leaflet, which had the critical objective of trying to explain why the US and
NATO invaded Afghanistan, could never hope to convey the rationale for the
invasion in one rather indecipherable image.

Figure 10.6 depicts four men, three of which are identified and one that is
not. The front of the leaflet says, “The Taliban’s reign of fear” and continues
on the back, “...is about to end.” The men have writing on their head coverings
identifying them, although the fourth is an unknown Taliban male. The man
on the left, identified as [Mullah] Mutawakkil, was working with the US
forces and served as the Taliban’s foreign minister. As suggested by Gopal,
“Maiwand native Mullah Mutawakkil ... [s]urrender[ed] to US forces, making
him one of the highest-ranking Talibs in American custody. In fact,
Mutawakkil’s defection was only the latest in a rush of Taliban officials look-
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Figures 10.6: Front of leaflet, depicting Mutawakkil, bin Laden, Haqqani and

unknown Taliban male, AFD 56° Back of leaflet, depicting the same men with faces
of death

ing to switch allegiances.”® He had been identified by bin Laden as an enemy,
and picturing him in a leaflet as a target showed the lack of research conducted
about Mutawakkil and his position within the al-Qaeda/Taliban network.”
It was probably a mistake to identify someone working with the US as a target
for destruction and apparently an enemy of bin Laden.”® It appeared as though
the US were doing bin Laden a favor by targeting Mutawakkil for death.

The leaflet includes a fourth man with no identification, which would con-
fuse Afghans who could not know who he was. The black turban is often worn
by Taliban, but not in all cases. So any Afghan male wearing a black turban
who was not Taliban might expect from this message that he could be tar-

geted for killing.

239



TALIBAN NARRATIVES

While urban Afghans with televisions might be able to recognize one or
two of the faces depicted on the leaflet, most rural Afghans, especially those
who could not read the leaflet’s written message, would not recognize them.
Moreover, the choice to show the four men’s skulls on the back of the leaflet
is bound to cause ambiguities. Some Afghans believe in mystical jizns who
have “fiery bodies [and] are intelligent and imperceptible” and are able to
appear in various shapes and colors.”” And maybe the developers of this IO
leaflet should have been aware of this possible cultural interpretation when
they made their assumptions of what a particular visual image would signify
to their intended audience.

Figure 10.7: Eid wishes and dates, a common food used to break the Ramadan fast,
AFD89%®

Figure 10.7 is the last leaflet from the early phases of OEF-A that we will
present and analyze. This leaflet, unlike most of the previous leaflets assessed,

is actually an example of a positive and effective cultural message. The leaflet
states, “Noble people of Afghanistan, Eid Mubarak,* We wish that God will
accept your prayers and fast. Have a blessed holiday. People of America.” Dates
are a common food used to break a Ramadan fast, and passing Eid wishes to
Muslims throughout Afghanistan is a positive message indicating that
Americans celebrate with Afghans and respect the religious traditions of
Islam. Dates were also air-dropped with the leaflets, to accentuate the well
wishes delivered with the document—a very creative 1O tactic,** because
although common in Afghanistan, dates are still a luxury item. The only trou-
ble was that many rumors ran through Afghanistan that “everything
Americans touched or ate was cooked in pork fat,” which is forbidden by
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Islam;® so if indeed the dates were “tainted by pork,” they could not be eaten
and might actually be haram (“unlawful”).

While we only evaluated a small sample of the many IO leaflets used in the
early phases of Operation Enduring Freedom, the leaflets assessed are fairly
representative of the ones created and deployed.®* The assessment of these IO
artifacts suggests a number of points that must have contributed to the relative
failure of this PSYOP and IO campaign. First, there appeared to be a funda-
mental lack of Afghan cultural literacy in the PSYOP and IO teams, as well as
among military members as a whole. During the carly phases of OEF-A, there
were few cultural and area “experts” within the American military to be
deployed with US operational units in Afghanistan. During the years 2001-4
there was relatively little effort on an institutional scale to train up a cadre of
active duty military officers and enlisted members who could master appropri-
ate languages and cultural cognizance to write and design successful messag-
ing campaigns. In addition, the process for targeting hearts and minds to win
the trust and confidence of the Afghan people revealed itself to be strategically
shallow and culturally illiterate. Through shortage of time, message architects
without the appropriate cultural training will not understand how to frame a
succienct visual and textual document and thereby will indirectly sabotage the
campaign altogether. It is evident that a lack of intelligence (cultural and
operational) about the target audience hindered the carly IO and PSYOP
effort in OEF-A.® In summary, the initial leaflet campaign of OEF-A was
relatively unsuccessful at delivering informative and directive messages, much
less messages that were effectively persuasive.

Later phases of OEF-A leaflets and other 10 artifacts

During 2008, the United States turned to counter-insurgency (COIN) as
their central tactic and objective in Afghanistan. Theoretically and consistent
with US doctrine,* this new focus on COIN had significant implications for
the US IO and PSYOP campaign, because information operations is theoreti-
cally considered as the key COIN “component” tying together the “three
pillars of the COIN Framework: security, politics, and economics.”” In 2009,
President Obama ordered a surge of US military forces into Afghanistan in
order to accomplish those counter-insurgency objectives. US and Coalition
forces in Afghanistan at this time were under the command of General Stanley
McChrystal. McChrystal tendered his resignation on 23 June 2010, two days
before a controversial article on his leadership and policies was published in
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the magazine, Rolling Stone.*® He was replaced by General David Petreaus,
who in August 2010 issued his guidance for US counter-insurgency opera-

tions in Afghanistan, including the following two directives:®

Be first with the truth. Beat the insurgents and malign actors to the headlines.
Preempt rumors. Get information to the chain of command, to Afghan leaders, to
the people, and to the press as soon as possible. Integrity is critical to this fight.
Avoid spinning, and don’t try to “dress up” an ugly situation. Acknowledge setbacks
and failures, including civilian casualties, and then state how we’ll respond and
what we’ve learned.

Fight the information war aggressively. Challenge disinformation. Turn our ene-
mies’ extremist ideologies, oppressive practices, and indiscriminate violence against
them. Hang their barbaric actions like millstones around their necks.

The author was fortunate to receive the 345% TPS (A) “Product Book” for
2009 and other IO work products that can be utilized to assess US IO and
PSYOP during the height of the US COIN tactical approach in Afghanistan.”
The assessment of IO and PSYOP artifacts deployed during 2009-10 is
important for our analysis and comparison of US IO and Taliban IO for a
number of reasons. First, referring back to the definition offered above that a
counter-insurgency is basically an information war supported by military
kinetics, the assessment of IO and PSYOP during this time period will tell us
a lot about the overall success or failure of the US COIN tactics in
Afghanistan in general. Second, after the carly phases of OEF-A, it was
assumed that PSYOP and IO efforts would gradually improve after years of
producing ineffective and, in many cases, counterproductive products. Indeed,
our preliminary examination of the PSYOP Product Book suggested that the
authors of the product book had made significant efforts to generate well-
crafted and colorful leaflets; however, most of the products were, in our opin-
ion, created with little attention to Afghan cultural nuances, just as we saw
above. For example, Afghans are generally practical and pragmatic people and
have a tendency to pay less attention to complex and wordy messages.” If a
banner in a village or an US IO artifact presents a picture of road-building and
a message that says, “This is what the Government of the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan (GIRoA) does for you,” there should be explicit “ground evi-
dence” of roads being built in that area. In the absence of such, people will
hardly believe the “blank promises,” especially after nine or ten years of US
occupation of Afghanistan.

The first observation concerning this PSYOP Product Book is the fact that the
vast majority of the PSYOP and IO products appear not to be aimed at “persua-
sion” but rather “instruction” or the presentation of “information.” This is an
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important finding that may suggest that US PSYOP and IO personnel had
learned by 2009 that they, quite frankly, were not very adept at producing and
deploying artifacts aimed at persuading the Afghan population or the Taliban
to take certain actions. Very few of these messages “[hung the Taliban’s barbaric]
actions like millstones around their necks,” as directed by General Petracus’
guidance for US counter-insurgency operations in Afghanistan.

Table 10.1: 345" TPS (A) “Product Book” objectives

PSYOP objective Number of

PSYOP/IO
artifacts

A: Increase support for Coalition partners 2

B: Decrease interference with CP (Command Post) operations 11

C: Increase support for GIRoA 26

D: Increase support for Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) 45

E: Decrease support for insurgents 28

F: Increase support for Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)” 35

H: Decrease insurgent activity 27

I: Increase support and participation in education system 17

J: Decrease incidents involving explosive devices 34

K: Increase safety and hygiene practices 19

Table 10.1 presents the explicit PSYOP and IO objectives presented in the
PSYOP Product Book and the frequency of messages portraying each objec-
tive. We assume that the number of artifacts is an indicator of the priority of
the particular objective; hence, the highest number being for the objective of
increasing public support for the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF),
reflecting the priority of “Afghanization” of the war.

The next most “important” PSYOP and IO objective according to the
metric emanating from Table 10.1 is decreasing the incidents of explosive
devices. The years 2009 and 2010 saw a dramatic increase in IED fatalities in
Afghanistan (see Figure 10.8). This increase in IED fatalities compounded by
the public’s growing disapproval of the war in Afghanistan’ made it contin-
gent that the US counteract the growing IED threat. For a COIN strategy to
succeed, it is critical to have public support behind it. History has clearly
shown that once the public loses confidence in the war effort, the probability
of failure looms large.”* And the American public since at least the Vietnam
war has had little patience for increasing US casualties in a foreign war.
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Figure 10.8: IED fatalities, 2001-117
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The leaflets and other products assessed below will, where relevant, be
related to the associated PSYOP and IO objective from Table 10.1.
A: Increase support for Coalition partners

The leaflet shown in Figure 10.9 is yet another PSYOP product that was not
well conceived. This leaflet shows an Afghan male dressed in usual attire—a

Figure 10.9: Hostilities will not be tolerated, AFO9A02aaLF15697
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Figure 10.10: Report illegal weapons, AF09B02aaBB1063
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shalwar kameez and woollen hat, or pako/—in the cross hairs of a weapon. While
the man is wearing a bandolier and carrying automatic machine gun, this is also
not uncommon in rural Afghanistan. There is nothing explicitly presented that
suggests that this person is a Taliban or other insurgent/jihadist. The picture
depicts a scene that is not necessarily threatening or hostile to the average rural
Afghan. Even the person in the forefront using binoculars is not overly rare or
unusual. Hence, the visual could be interpreted, based on the visual alone, as a
threat to an average, rural Afghan. Moreover, the leaflet’s message, “hostilities
will not be tolerated;” is very vague. What and whose hostilities are being refer-
enced, when an invading force is by definition bringing hostilities? This is yet
another example of a leaflet that had some purpose for the person who origi-
nated it, but the combination of selected image and pared down text creates too
many ambiguities. Finally it is not at all clear how this leaflet supports the
PSYOP objective of “increasing support for Coalition partners.”

B: Decrease interference with CP (Command Post) operations

Figure 10.10 would make perfect sense to a literate Afghan, but relies too
much on the text for an illiterate receiver of the leaflet. Had it been specifically
designed to target urban, literate Afghans it could serve as a fairly useful mes-
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Figure 10.11: Working for the future of Afghanistan, AF09B02aaHB 1069
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sage; but in rural areas, where the literacy rate is low, it would not have sufhi-
cient impact because the meaning of the message is not completely clear from
the visual alone. The text gives the options of speaking to an elder, as illus-
trated in the photo; or calling a Tipline, which most Afghans would feel more
comfortable with, for security reasons, when conveying information about
dangerous issues such as IEDs or weapons caches. So arguably the visual
should have illustrated the second option.”

C: Increase support for GIRoA

The leaflet shown in Figure 10.11 straightforwardly presents the objective
intended, but with no “story” at all. The static image gives no pictorial evi-
dence of the message. The causes of Afghans’ current political frustrations are
the massive corruption associated with the Kabul government and Afghan
urban elite, the lack of security experienced by most Afghans on a daily basis,
the lack of a creditable justice system, the relative absence of good, long-term
jobs, the fact that many Afghans view the Kabul government as a puppet of
the occupying power (the US), and many other reasons.”® Hence, the official-
looking message probably fell on deaf cars: actions obviously speak much
louder than words, and most rural Afghans have not experienced a significant
improvement in their daily lives or standard of living. But these facts do not
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exclusively apply to rural Afghans. Consider, for example, that Kandahar, the
second largest city in Afghanistan, after thirteen years of American occupa-
tion (2001-14) and billions of dollars spent, still has only sporadic electric-
ity.”” Moreover, traditionally, local governments are much more important
and have a greater impact on the average Afghan than the “central” govern-
ment in Kabul. The majority of rural Afghans have never had much faith in,
or understanding of, the central government in Kabul. Finally, “most Afghans
feel increasingly frustrated with the term ‘future”® They are much more inter-
ested in day-to-day survival for themselves and their families. Finally, the leaf-
let’s message is a very general statement that makes no specific promises. I
would argue that this leaflet does not follow General Petracus’ instructions to
“avoid spinning, and don’t try to ‘dress up’ an ugly situation.” This message
should have been expanded with more explicit promises, e.g. “The
Government of Afghanistan and its local government partners are working to
answer your needs and improve your prosperity.”

D: Increase support for Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)

Figure 10.12 shows a leaflet that is purely instructional and warns Afghan
drivers to “approach the checkpoint slowly and stop when told.” While the

text of the leaflet is self-explanatory to those who can read, the image is con-

Figure 10.12: Transport control protocols, AF09B02aaHB1495
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Figure 10.13: Billboard, AF09C01aaBB 1070

THE AFGHAN NATONAL ARMY

fusing and does not illustrate the text. The picture shows a car with an open
trunk and open door while the message instructs the driver to drive slowly to
the checkpoint. These types of errors that could easily be fixed with a better
understanding of the importance of visual literacy do not give one confidence
in the US PSYOP instructional campaign.

F: Increase support for Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)

Figure 10.13 shows a PSYOP billboard that was deployed throughout pro-
government areas of Afghanistan. Billboards, especially in the later phases of
the US occupation of Afghanistan, became a popular PSYOP/IO messaging
technique:

The US military currently assists the Afghan government in constructing billboards
aimed at undermining support to the insurgency... Billboards are a rarity in
Afghanistan and receive special notice. The primary weakness of this method of
dissemination is that billboards must be constructed in pro-Afghan government
areas where the population is already sympathetic to the message ... from anecdotal
evidence presented by PSYOP personnel, it scems that billboards reinforce the
anti-Taliban sentiments of those who are already anti-Taliban and are ineffective in
swaying pro-Taliban sectors, as they are seen simply as government propaganda on
a big platform. Another possibility to consider is the effectiveness of billboards in
areas where the Taliban has established a shadow government. In such cases, they
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would probably serve to underscore the local’s view of the government’s self-delu-
sion and inefficacy.”!

The actual effectiveness of billboard messages has not been systematically
studied. The billboard message presented in Figure 10.13 is primarily infor-
mational; it is not a persuasive message. It gives a rather rather prosaic state-
ment that, “The Afghan National Army is protecting the citizens of
Afghanistan.” Part of the purpose might have been to counteract the fact that
while the ANA is professional, its units’ effectiveness are actually very une-
ven.®? But the other part of the purpose was presumably to convey “protec-
tion”, whereas the images of the two soldiers suggest hostility rather than
protection of citizenry.® The choice of background pictures should have
conveyed this dual message more effectively.®

Figure 10.14 is a leaflet aimed at educating the Afghan people concerning
Article Twenty-Four of the Afghan Constitution, reproduced identically on
both the front and back of the leaflet. Although the goal may be laudable, its
practicality is questionable. As we have seen time and again with US PSYOP
leaflets, the message is wordy and difficult for rural people to understand.
Indeed, the interpretation and application of this constitutional article are
difficult for any educated person to grasp completely. But most importantly,
the majority of the Afghan population is more interested in the practicalities
of their livelihood than in the Constitution’s position on “liberty.”

Figure 10.15 portrays an anti-opium poppy message and involves a very
complex and controversial topic:

“The opium economy of Afghanistan is an intensely complex phenomenon. In the

past, it reached deeply into the political structure, civil society and economy of the

country. Spawned after decades of civil and military strife, it has chained a poor
rural population—farmers, landless labour, small traders, women and children—to
the mercy of domestic warlords and international crime syndicates that continue
to dominate several areas in the south, north and cast of the country. Dismantling
the opium economy will be a long and complex process. It cannor simply be done by
military or authoritarian means. That has been tried in the past, and was unsustain-

able. It must be done with the instruments of democracy, the rule of law, and
development.®

This is clearly a very contentious issue for the US to address in their PSYOP
campaign because, as suggested in the quote above, Afghan peasant farmers
have long cultivated opium for agronomic advantages and to support their
family. It is estimated that Afghan farmers who grow opium make four times
their former income.* While there is absolutely no argument concerning the
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Figure 10.14: The Constitution of Afghanistan, AF09C08aaHB 1075
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Figure 10.15: Poppy eradication, AFOOC09hhHB1487

The Islamic Government Of Afghanistan

No prosperity comes in growing Poppy

We will destroy your field
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Figure 10.16: ANA continues to defeat Taliban
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disastrous effects that opium and heroin have on people’s lives®” and that the
Taliban’s taxes on opium production as well as trafficking increase their finan-
cial resources, opium cultivation is absolutely critical to hundreds of thou-
sands of Afghan rural families’ livelihood and existence. In fact, one the
biggest concerns among rural Kandaharis interviewed in 2009 was the possi-
bility of the eradication of their crops.* Hence, the leaflet’s message presented
in Figure 10.15 is not only extremely controversial and possibly counterpro-
ductive, it is also threatening, “The Islamic Government of Afghanistan will
not tolerate the growing of Poppy...We will destroy your field.” Afghan opium
will not be eradicated by threatening people through IO messages. The tone
of this message scarcely differs from many of the Taliban and other Afghan
insurgents’ intimidation campaigns, which have the effect of threatening and
terrorizing the Afghan people.

E: Decrease support ﬁ)r insurgents

Figure 10.16 also has a title, not shown here, saying “Leave behind TB
[Taliban] captured or killed.” The front of the leaflet shows ANA soldiers
firing at the Taliban with the message, the “ANA continues to defeat the
Taliban.” The back of the leaflet presents a lengthy message asking for Afghan
villages to support the ANA fight against the Taliban, and includes an “apol-
ogy” to the Afghan villagers if they were “frightened” by ANA actions against
the Taliban.

The leaflet has several purposes. The request in the title that the Taliban
leave their dead and fallen behind is a powerful message, especially consider-
ing Islamic burial traditions; and there is no reason given why this will support
the declared purpose of “decreasing support for insurgents.”

One question about the text superimposed on the front photo is whether
it is a reflection of reality or else “spin,” to use the term that General Petreaus’
COIN guidance warns against.*” In 2009-10, the Afghan National Army did
not have a string of victories against the Taliban. In fact, during this period
they rarely, if ever, played a forward role in fighting with the Taliban, and
achieved few victories over the Taliban; that role was reserved for US or
NATO forces, with the ANA serving as back-up force. A RAND study pub-
lished during the relevant time period suggested:

Evidence of operational proficiency is largely anecdotal, although there are some

quantitative indicators. Numerous anecdotes attest to the operational capability of
the ANA units. Quantitative ratings present a more restrained endorsement—for
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Figure 10.17: Afghan National Police, AF09D02aaHB 1101
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example, only seven of 42 infantry kandaks (17 per cent) have reached CM 1 [abil-
ity to operate totally independently]. Although progress is apparent, the ANA still
has a long way to go.””

The back of the the leaflet (Figure 16) is an extremely wordy message that
would only have a chance of being effective with literate Afghans. One inter-
esting aspect of the message is that it refers to the ANA as “Mujahidin” (an
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Arabic term meaning one who is engaged in jihad). The ANA implicitly
describing their mission as a jihad has the potential of being ridiculed by the
audience of the leaflet, because at the time the leaflet was deployed the ANA
had not proven itself to be visibly effective or capable of confronting the
Taliban without the support of foreign forces. This was a fact recognized by
most Afghans. Moreover, jihad has a very specific meaning for Afghans and it
is hard to argue that the ANA was actually involved in a “jihad””!

Figure 10.17 has a fairly simple and straightforward message: “[The]
Afghan National Police serve and protect the people of the Government of
the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.” The back of the leaflet suggest how to
join the ANP.

The problem with this leaflet is again one of spin versus reality. Does the
leaflet portray a reality that can be believed by the leaflet’s Afghan target audi-
ence? Specifically, many Afghans view the ANP as an extremely corrupt and
“extractive” organization. A US Institute of Peace “Special Report” published
in 2009 (the same year as this leaflet was deployed) described the ANA as:

riddled with corruption and generally unable to protect Afghan citizens, control
crime, or deal with the growing insurgency... Beyond funding the Taliban, the
explosion in Afghan narcotics production fueled widespread corruption in the
Afghan government and police. Drug abuse by police officers became increasingly
common as did other forms of criminal behavior.”

A variety of tribal leaders interviewed in Kandahar in 2008 and 2009 vali-
dated the USIP Special Report’s findings concerning the ANP when they
suggested that:

o They saw little difference between the conduct of ANP and Taliban in
regards to extortion; some cited the ANP as being worse than the warlords
of 1990s.

e The local ANP units continued to be viewed negatively by local residents
and communities. Although some measures have purged violent and abu-
sive officers, problems remain. Accusations of robbery, extortion, rape, drug

trafficking, abductions and bribery were rampant.”?

Whether or not these accusations could all be substantiated is in this con-
text irrelevant; the perception among the locals was that the ANP were extrac-
tive predators, and in some cases the Taliban had exploited these grievances
and bolstered their manpower and expanded recruitment efforts. Kandahari
tribal leaders also suggested that serious consideration should have been given
to the idea that ANA units should take the lead in protecting Kandahar City
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Figure 10.18: Poster: The Taliban are cowards, AFO9E02aaP$ 1269
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and other vital/critical areas. Although not all Kandaharis viewed the ANA
positively, far more communities had pleasant experiences and respectful
exchanges with ANA units when compared to the ANP, according to the
leaders interviewed. The ANA had a reputation for fairness, respecting
women, and resisting bribes.”*

It is clearly difficult to produce and deploy a PSYOP or IO artifact asking
for public support, much less recruiting, for an institution that is viewed as
corrupt and held in disdain by the majority of a targeted audience. If it was
even one of the most “hated” organizations in many areas of Afghanistan, then
the “aspirational” purposes of the leaflet were maybe a step too far.

E/H: Decrease support for insurgents and their activities

Figure 10.18 is a PSYOP poster with the text: “The Taliban are cowards. They
look and fight like women.” And below, “The Taliban hide like women.”
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While there have been rumors of Taliban fighters being caught trying to
travel clandestinely dressed in burqas, the authenticity of these rumors has been
challenged, especially such images being posted on social media.” However,
those who challenged these rumors were Pakistani media sources, and it is no
secret that the Pakistani military and especially its Inter-Services Intelligence
(ISI) directorate have supported, protected, and given refuge to the Afghan
Taliban for decades.”® This would suggest that the Pakistani media’s attitude to
the Taliban has to be questioned. The IS have been accused of attempting to
influence certain Pakistani media outlets and journalists, especially concerning
issues of the Afghan Taliban and state-sponsored terrorism.””

The design of the poster in Figure 10.18 is cartoonish in style; but to those
unused to graphic images, the sequence of action could be confusing. For a
start, a Pashtun Afghan man seen dressing as a woman would seem devastating
and a direct assault on Pashtunwali, bringing great shame (sharam) to the
man’s honor (zang), and extremely negative to his bravery and courage
(¢hairar).® But there is an additional implied slight on women as well: the
poster suggests that Taliban are not actually very good fighters—they are as
cowardly as women. So the audience should not respect their supposed brav-
ery in the field. And a further accusation: they hide in a cowardly fashion, so
the women’s dress is synonymous with lack of courage.

Overall, the poster appears to be delivering a double negative of meaning.
The Taliban are cowardly fighters; in fact so cowardly that they can be com-
pared to women; and then they escape in the guise of women. This seems
hardly the finest way to make a case against the insurgent Taliban.

Finally, Figure 10.19 has a similar objective but an opposite message: it
derides the Taliban for their brutality, rather than their cowardice.

Part of this leaflet was originally designed by the author during the initial
phase of OEF-A, and was discussed in the Preface of this book. The front of the
leaflet carries the message, “The Taliban were annoying and beating with cables
and whips. Do you want to receive the same fate or destiny?” While the picture
seems self-evident, the message (at least in this English version) seems poorly
worded. Is beating from the Taliban merely “annoying”? And why is the initial
sentence in the past tense? Are the Taliban no longer practising such beatings?
And if they are not, how will one experience this fate or destiny? Even allowing
for mistranslations between the original text and this English version, the tex-
tual message is not as incisive as the image—a lost opportunity.

The back of the leaflet is a much better IO instrument, as the sequence of
brutal images tell a powerful story; they are photos, suggesting authenticity;
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Figure 10.19: Counter Taliban, AFO9E01abHB1396

Do you want to recieve the
same fate or destiny?

and the text is purely ancillary for anyone without a command of written
language. The interrogative style draws in the reader to find answers. How can
beating a person because of the length of his beard, or whipping a father or
mother be Islamic? Also, the statements are personalized, referring to mzy
father or mother.
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Summary of US Afghan PSYOP and IO campaign in later phases of OEF-A

A critical analysis of the OEF-A leaflet campaign exposes a major shortfall in
cultural awareness among leaflet preparers. It is important to say that not all
the leaflets dropped during OEF-A were culturally deficient; however, a sig-
nificant number ignored Afghan cultural nuances and thus demonstrated
poor cross-cultural communication by US PSYOP and IO campaigns.

As noted, the US PSYOP and IO operations included artifacts other than
leaflets, billboards, and posters: for example, radio broadcasts. Yet leaflets,
billboards, and posters were the PSYOP/IO instruments that Afghans have
seen most commonly over the course of the war. The radio messaging that we
have heard seems more nuanced and effective than some other US PSYOP
products; but even here the messages became problematic when the US
attempted to address issues involving Islam or the Taliban’s version of Islam,
which many of them did. The US has little credibility in addressing these
issues and many of the radio messages we have heard confirmed this.”” The
United States’ inability to address issues of Islam has basically meant, as sug-
gested above, that the US has had to concede a major portion of the IO and
PSYOP battle space because this is an area, especially issues concerning the
jihad, which is a primary focus of Taliban IO. And of course this is an issue
not just of messaging; it is symptomatic of the US’s struggle to justify their
presence within this alien culture.

An IO or PSYOP campaign that relies heavily on leaflets, posters, or bill-
boards suffers from the fact that it is geographically demanding to distribute
them across the entire country, as the US did during the early phases of the
war and also in later phases but not with the same frequency. Such instru-
ments should be region-specific, reflecting the culture and lifestyle of that
region, because Afghanistan is so culturally diverse. What works in one area,
district, village or even valley will not necessarily work in an adjoining one. In
fact, an IO artifact that may be effective in one area might be counterproduc-
tive in another because of ethno-linguistic, political, social, or other dynamics.
For instance, some of the PSYOP and IO artifacts that we saw deployed in
southern Afghanistan used photos or illustrations from the eastern regions of
the country; it was evident that the people portrayed clearly did not come
from the south. This can have a severe impact in how the message is viewed or
interpreted by southern Afghans.

But the value of focusing on local concerns and matters is not only relevant

with leaflets, posters, and billboards. Consider, for example, an ODA' IO

259



TALIBAN NARRATIVES

initiative known as the “mobile mullah program” that used Afghan mullahs to
address the Afghan population through a variety of means, including especially
radio programs. Initial assessments suggested that the mobile mullah program
suffered from a lack of willing participants, due to constant threats directed at
the program. One mullah, for example, was fired for refusing to visit a particu-
larly hostile village in Kandahar. Another mullah in the program who was to
participate primarily in Kandahar was from Nangarhar and spoke a different
dialect of Pashto, thus making it difficult to build trust among Kandahari
Pashtuns who suspected his involvement with American PSYOP.'"! Hence, the
mobile mullah program and network effectiveness suffered significantly
because the vast majority of participating mullahs were perceived by Afghans
as lackeys of the Americans. Moreover, the few mullahs who participated in the
program were hesitant to travel to certain areas in fear of their life.'

The use of use local media can be very important. The US should have
recruited local advocates, i.e. governors, district leaders, shura leaders, police
chiefs, mullahs, who were involved with the local community and could pre-
sent and could present Taliban counter-narratives.

Also, for many Afghans the leaflets’ effectiveness relied heavily on people
being able to read the textual messages. A stronger focus on selecting more
appropriate visuals and more succinct texts would have helped convey mes-
sages in the rural battle space. “Less is more” is always the best message for
punchy visual advertising or propoganda. For example, while serving as a
COIN advisor to the Canadian Kandahar Task Force and spending consider-
able time in the Dand, Kandahar village, Deh-¢ Bagh—the initial village loca-
tion of the Canadian’s COIN operation Kalay (village) program'®—during
foot patrols, I witnessed on numerous occasions Afghans staring at the images
of US PSYOP/IO leaflets which made no sense without the written mes-
sage.!” This was definitely an observation to relay to the troops.

Leaflets arc in fact only rarely a productive format. They can easily be coun-
terproductive if not effectively designed and vetted to reflect Afghan culture
through a proper trial and review process. Moreover, many Afghans inter-
viewed suggested they were afraid to hold onto them fearing the Taliban
catching them with one. Finally and critically important, since the US lacked
the linguistic competence to address Afghanis in their own language, they
needed even more sophisticated skills to address them through images alone.
And if they failed in this measure, they demonstrated publicly, in front of the
insurgents, their inability to communicate why they were there at all.
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Conclusion

The war in Afghanistan has always been a war of stories and narratives. The
US has seemingly recognized this, with former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen emphasizing the importance of strategic com-
munication in an era where “the lines between strategic, operational and tacti-
cal are blurred beyond distinction.”'” However, the US military and the
Afghan government have continually failed to offer a credible narrative or
stories that resonate with the Afghan people. This has been the basic failing of
the United States and allies’ operations in Afghanistan, in my opinion. The
Taliban, on the other hand, have crafted a strong, simple, and culturally rele-
vant IO campaign to energize, coerce, and control the Afghan populace, fully
recognizing that perceptions of strength and progress have always been crucial
to determining the trust and confidence of Afghanistan’s tribes and power
brokers. The Taliban fluency in the Afghan linguistic and cultural space, in
addition, has afforded them the opportunity to produce messages that reso-
nate emotionally and shape the responses of their target audience, especially
rural Pashtuns.

Above, we assessed a wide variety of US PSYOP/IO leaflets, posters, and
billboards, and few of these products had enough substance to present a story
that would resonate with the Afghan population. It is instructive to compare
these leaflets to the only Taliban leaflet we know of and presented in Figure 2.2
(Chapter 2). This leaflet included enough vernacular text to offer an explicit
story which would clearly resonate with the rural Afghan population.

In 2009 the author was invited to address a large meeting of professional
personnel from military, intelligence, and diplomatic organizations intimately
involved in US PSYOP and information operations in Afghanistan. At the
conclusion of my presentation concerning Taliban IO, I asked the participants
to name the main themes, stories, or narratives of their efforts in Afghanistan;
to my utter disbelief, the large and senior crowd went silent. They could not
offer me a single PSYOP or IO theme that they thought was critical to US
efforts in Afghanistan. This vividly demonstrated to me that our efforts in
Afghanistan were destined for failure. How could we succeed in our objectives
if we did not have a single meaningful story to relate to the Afghan people as
to why we had invaded and occupied their country?

In Iraq and especially Afghanistan, the US military was given the mission
of persuading and influencing foreign audiences, but struggled to achieve

viable and measurable success. Christopher Lamb’s critique of the PSYOP
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operations of OEF-A and Operation Iraqi Freedom cited four main problems
with PSYOP performance: first, the lack of national-level themes to guide
message formulation; second, a slow product approval process that rendered
some products irrelevant; third, questionable product quality with uncertain
effects; and fourth, an overall lack of resources, including insufficient force
structure.'® Each of these four problems plagued PSYOP and IO personnel
throughout OEF-A. This resulted, in part, in a failed persuasion campaign
that targeted both short- and long-term Afghan behavior. Behavior psycholo-
gists advise that there is more success found in short-term persuasive cam-
paigns than long-term, primarily because long-term persuasion requires logical
versus emotional messages.'” Human behavior pivots on reward cues and can
change quickly, based on emotional triggers. Emotional arguments are more
effective because most people want short-term gratification. Long-term per-
suasion efforts require an established relationship or at least a sophisticated
understanding between the message transmitter (PSYOP/IO personnel) and
receiver (Afghan target population).'® A basic and fundamental misunder-
standing of the Afghan target audience marred the US PSYOP and IO cam-
paign. As has been suggested several times, the US is excellent at producing
messages and pursuing strategies that make sense to those of similar language
and culture, but not to an audience used to oral rather than written language,
and Islamic values rather than military values.

All of Lamb’s suggested problems could have been at least partially solved
in Afghanistan if the Department of Defense (DoD) had invested heavily
during the carly stages of the war in making PSYOP and IO leaders and
personnel competent speakers of the relevant target languages, and knowl-
edgeable of about the cultural, political, social, and historical aspects of
Afghanistan. Later in the war, the expansion of the military’s Foreign and
Regional Area Officers Program brought an improvement in the US mili-
tary’s knowledge of Afghan cultures and languages; but the damage caused
by carlier uninformed PSYOP/IO personnel could not be overcome.
Meanwhile, the Taliban dominated the strategic communication battle space
and created a discourse due to their language and cultural familiarity, speed
of information dissemination, and insider knowledge of how to conduct
their information operations.

A coordinated IO campaign in Afghanistan would have had to account for
the various tiers and factions within the insurgent network and carefully craft
its message toward the demographics of particular areas. The local politics and
local disposition of the people in an area are very important. With any IO
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campaign, a nuanced picture of the local tribal, political, and anthropological
dynamics is very important. Withput a clearly developed picture, the US
should have stuck to simple and clear messages that resonated especially
within rural, Pashtun culture. The US should have used very narrow, simple,
but resonating themes, filtered through local Pashtuns.

Possibly most damning for US information operations was the fact the US
and their PSYOP and IO personnel did not have an adequate understanding
of the Afghan discourse or narrative in their community context. As was
argued in Chapters 1 and 2, narratives are a system of cognitive standards that
allow messages to be interpreted. Narratives are the 72eans by which humans
interpret and prioritize information. Hence, a narrative becomes a lens through
which people view their world; it can represent foundation beliefs that are
often told and recalled as stories. Dupree’s seminal work on Afghanistan sug-
gests that such “framing” instruments performed a variety of significant func-
tions to include “social control,” where individuals are told by illustration what
they should or should not do and what rewards or penalties they will incur for
not following these norms.'” This discourse or narrative primarily involved the
Afghans’ view of a defensive jihad and the Afghans’ perceived obligation to
support this defense of Islam and the Afghan way of life.

Nearly all Taliban communication—night letters (Chapter 5), sermons in
mosques, public announcements, and the critical oral tradition (Chapter 2)—
works as a cohesive whole to create an all-encompassing discourse of jihad or
religious struggle. As we saw in earlier chapters and will be discussed in depth
in the concluding chapter, the Taliban narrative and stories supporting it

included:

1. Afghans and their religion/way-of-life are under attack by the international
community, which is led by the United States.

2. Only the Taliban are fighting the oppressors of Islam.

3. If'you are not supporting the Taliban, then you are supporting the infidel
oppressors and apostates.

4. Afghans, as Muslims, must join with the Taliban to evict the invading army
so that Shar’iah law can be re-established under the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan (i.e. the Taliban government).

The US basically had to surrender to Taliban dominance within this dis-
course, meaning that the US efforts essentially refused to accept the cultural
reality, especially of the Afghan peasant mental space, within which the US

had to do battle in order to compete in the real world of ideas in rural
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Afghanistan. And for a rural counter-insurgency this was devastating, because
IO messages which did not fit within this discourse or narrative of how the
struggle in Afghanistan was perceived by the peasant villager, who we earlier
argued was the center of gravity of the war, were dismissed as nonsensical. The
US could not credibly message in the jihadi narrative, for its messages were
secular; so for the most part their messages were rejected as meaningless.

In order to message effectively within this discourse or message frame, four
elements would have to be taken on board:

1. Language manipulation using Dari, Pashto, Urdu, and Arabic to convey
certain emotions and select/mobilize target audiences.

2. Exploiting collective memory themes to evoke a strong sense of national-
ism, an innate characteristic, as we saw earlier in Taliban messaging.

3. The critical role of the warrior poet in shaping respected cultural values as
we saw in Chapter 7.

4. 'The nature of Pashtun folk tale transmission and the value system it reflects
in cultural messaging.

But is it actually possible or pragmatic to adopt another country’s culture
to this degree?''”
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CONCLUSIONS

As we have seen throughout the previous chapters, the Taliban maintain sim-
ple objectives in their strategic communication, such as “forcing the invaders
to withdraw” and re-establishing Shar’iah throughout Afghanistan. The
objectives remain simple, for both the Taliban and other Afghan insurgent
groups such as HIG, even if to Western perceptions the messages themselves
look complex. I fact, it is these simple objectives that have helped Afghan insur-
gents avoid convoluted messaging campaigns; they know that their target audi-
ence are typically rural, more adept in spoken than written communication, and
conflict-fatigued. The simplicity of their strategic aims was key to to their suc-
cesses carly on after their political creation in 1994, when they vowed to
accomplish (and largely achieved) two highly desired objectives: establishing
security and instilling law and order through swift Islamic-based justice.’

The Taliban’s messaging spectrum and narrative universe is finite. The num-
ber of objectives, messages, and narratives can be identified and framed within
a given outline. The Taliban are able to draw upon this information—mes-
sage—narrative treasure chest and “plug it in” to the range of delivery systems
available to them. Despite early misunderstandings of some technology, such
as cell phones and the internet, the resurgent Taliban and other Afghan insur-
gent groups have keenly adopted modern communication and technology to
their advantage. Video productions, internet web pages, text messaging,
Twitter, Bluetooth dissemination of audio and video files are some of the
modern delivery systems the Taliban now use to spread their views and state-
ments, as we have seen, in addition to DVDs and CDs.
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However, despite an aggressive effort from Afghan insurgent groups to
exert control over territory, groups like the Taliban still lack the manpower
and material needed to impose a large-scale occupation of territory inside
Afghanistan. In 2008, the International Crisis Group suggested that the
Taliban “still puts out contradictory messages that indicate internal rifts and
the diffuse nature of the insurgency.”

The Taliban have been greatly aided in spreading their messages by the lack
of significant government counter-attacks and the proliferation of jihadist
messages through local and international media outlets. The Taliban have
capitalized on this groundswell by producing multilingual websites as well as
numerous militant publications that enable the Afghan insurgents to operate
as a competitor for the “hearts and minds” in the general IO battle space.

The basic thesis of this book is that the war in Afghanistan represents a battle
of narratives, and that the Taliban have been extremely successful in promoting
a message to the Afghan people and the international community that the
present as well as the future are theirs. As suggested above, the group has mas-
terfully and consistently spread strong, simple, and culturally appropriate sto-
rylines that appeal to the deeply religious, cultural, and political sensibilities of
tribal rural and many urban Afghans. Meanwhile, the Taliban have also
strengthened their claim to legitimacy and demonstrated their potential for
governance by creating administrative and legal bodies that now easily outper-
form the inefficient, corrupt, or absent institutions of the Kabul government.
Finally, the Taliban has refocused its operations on the ground to demonstrate
relentless resolve toward threatening Afghanistan’s capital and surrounding
areas, while also tempering and reforming their behavior toward Afghan villag-
ers who have always been critical of the Taliban’s brutal tactics and strict social
restrictions. All these approaches combined have revealed that the Taliban are
now telling all their various audiences that their return to power is imminent
after US combat troops withdraw from Afghanistan, and that they will imple-
ment an Islamic regime that is inclusive and tolerant of all Afghans.

While the US military and the Afghan government have consistently failed
to present a competitive narrative to the Afghan people since the rise of the
Taliban insurgency, the chance to turn the tide has now expired. Nevertheless,
as the United States prepares to draw down its forces and return the complete
control of Afghanistan to its government and military, the time and the
opportunity have never been more appropriate for the Afghan government to
create a strong narrative of its own. After all, the storyline of the Taliban is full
of inconsistencies and flaws that signal weaknesses in the group’s true ability
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to overcome the Afghan government and the security forces, to remain a cohe-
sive organization, and to move beyond their past brutality to form a govern-
ment that is moderate and truly representative of the most commonly-held
Afghan values. For Afghanistan to move forward, the government must focus
on themes of real economic development and job creation, nationalism, rec-
onciliation, unity, and hope; this could send a strong message that the Afghan
government will someday provide a stable, peaceful, and prosperous future for
its country.

In the introductory chapter of this book, a range of questions were raised
that we believed would be useful in assessing the utility of Taliban narratives,
such as:

1. Do Taliban narratives and stories provide an insight into the conceptual
metaphors and other rhetorical techniques that are common in
Afghanistan?

2. Does an analysis of Taliban narratives reveal some of the major contours of

the Afghan/Taliban (Pashtun) worldview?

The answer to both of the questions as suggested by the data and analyses
presented in this book posed above is “yes.” For example, consider the Taliban’s
information operations and narratives in the important province of Kandahar
(basically the Taliban’s home province), where they address a wide variety of
issues including the important dynamic of civilian casualties. And more often
than not, these messages are grounded in language and terms that Kandaharis
thoroughly understand and can relate to. The use of historical examples, poems,
and chants—to name but a few—that Afghans can easily relate to is the modus
operandi of Taliban information operations. The Taliban also have a basic mes-
sage that they abhor civilian casualties and “collateral damage,” but from their
perspective this is less important ultimately than repelling the “crusaders” and
“infidels” who want to destroy Islam and Afghan life.

It is important to note that many Afghans believe that the US is responsible
for most civilian casualties in southern Afghanistan. Yet all reputable studies
of civilian casualties suggest that the Taliban are responsible for the vast
majority of civilian deaths.? The Taliban’s messages to the Kandaharis suggest
a very different story. For example, consider the terrible evening attack in
Kandahar that killed dozens of people in the month of Ramadan in 2009; it
was clearly carried out by the Taliban, according to knowledgeable American
sources on the ground. And yet numerous interviews with Afghans reveal that
they believe that the Americans carried out most of the attacks that caused
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civilian deaths. In regards to the Ramadan massacre of 2009, interviews clearly
suggested that Afghans believe that US forces carried out the attack: they
believe that a plane dropped a bomb or a cruise missile that killed the inno-
cent civilians. When asked why they think so, the Afghans interviewed pro-
vided several reasons:

1. Some people “saw” a US plane flying over the area during the time of the
massacre.

2. Some people saw a “big rocket with flames behind it,” probably fired from
the US base at the Kandahar Air Field (KAF).

3. They argued that the US and Kabul helped pay families of the dead, prov-
ing that the US was responsible for the civilian deaths.

4. No parts of a truck/tanker (the truck bomb that US and Kabul believe was
the perpetrator of the attack) were found to prove it was a tanker loaded
with explosives.

S. The Taliban did not claim responsibility for it.*

These interviews, in part, clearly demonstrate how Taliban messaging can
have an impact that extends far beyond the initial message or story. That is,
Taliban messaging can significantly impact on the perceptions of the Afghan
population. As suggested by the numerous studies cited in Chapter 1, stories
and narratives have a tremendous impact on how people view their environ-
ment, and this could be one explanation as to why Kandaharis have this seem-
ingly incorrect view of US military actions.

Similarly many Afghans believe that the assassinations of prominent tribal
elders and influential government officials who have considerable support
among the public are the work of the US. For example, Abdul Majeed Babai,
a famous Afghan poet and prominent figure in Kandahar, as well as head of
the culture department, was assassinated in February 2010 while he was walk-
ing to his office.’ Although most evidence suggested a Taliban assassination,
his family believes that the Taliban did not carry out this attack because the
Taliban went to his Janazah (ceremony or gathering after the funeral cere-
mony) and shared their condolences with his family. The Taliban also explic-
itly rejected any involvement in his killing.

According to interviews, there are other interesting conspiracy theories and
counter-narratives concerning the US® that we believe are significantly influ-
enced by the repetition of Taliban narratives and stories; for instance:

e Many Kandaharis, including many who are educated, believe that the 9/11
attacks were a plot by the US to give an excuse to expand its domination in

the world.
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e People believe that the US has massacred people in numerous Afghan vil-
lages. For example, one interviewee suggested that the US arrested around
160 people in Shahwalikot district and had “bags (hoods) placed over
their heads.” Many were later released (around 130, according to the inter-
viewee), but the rest were killed (“blown up”) while they were imprisoned
in a house/room controlled by the Americans.

e Another interviewee suggested that when US forces come into an Afghan
village, they “red stamp doors and later carry out raids during nights target-
ing these houses with killer dogs.” We found this story was very common
among students at schools—especially girls’ schools in Kandahar. We found
it surprising that even Afghan educated women’s perceptions were influ-

enced by Taliban propaganda.

This notion of messaging and narratives impacting on a person’s percep-
tions, such as those presented above, is supported by those studies that posit
that “information” such as that portrayed through Taliban messaging can
impact on a person’s motivations, judgment, attention, and thoughts.” “People
use narratives to understand how their world works.”®

Other discussions with Kandahar residents suggested that some mullahs in
the city mosques and many mullahs in the village mosques were preaching
against the government and in defense of the Taliban. We did not find this
overly surprising because we recognized that the Taliban in the south got the
mullahs to coordinate with their weekly messages, especially at £butba (Friday
sermons and prayers).” One interviewee recalled a mullah in a mosque just a
block away from UNAMA preaching against the Afghan government and the
Americans. He also suggested that a mullah preaching a Friday prayer sud-
denly cried out that “yellow and white Taliban are fighting and martyring
themselves for their religion”; he then said, “God swears that this is the time
of jihad because red infidels have captured our soil.”*

The examples above suggest that the Taliban are well aware that some of the
most important messaging techniques are person-to-person interactions and
whisper campaigns. Taliban mullahs play a prominent role in these tech-
niques, and since religious and cultural themes are powerful among the public,
the Taliban play this fact to the maximum. This is a testament to the success
of the Taliban’s shabnamabh, taranas, poetry, circulars, radio messages, text
messages, social media, and websites. Moreover, slickly produced DVDs
showing interviews with Taliban commanders, battle footage, and misdeeds
carried out by foreign forces and the Afghan government are widely available
for sale in Afghanistan’s urban cities and bazaars.
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A summary of the stories, themes and vocabulary used by the Taliban
The Taliban stories

The ultimate goal of the Taliban since the US invasion has been the discredit-
ing and removal of foreign forces from Afghanistan and the re-establishment
of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan under Taliban rule. Associated with this
narrative is the Taliban’s consistent position over the years that they will never
negotiate or reconcile until the foreign forces leave the country: “I will say
very clearly, if they substitute their law with Islamic law and push out non-
Afghan troops from our country, after this we will start negotiations with the
government.”!! This has been a major component of their stories and narra-
tives since 2002. What has 7o been part of their stories, however, has been a
clear plan of governance for a future Afghanistan, other than the imposition
of Shar’iah law."?

A second component of Taliban stories is their clear intention to confront
and defeat the foreign, infidel invaders, just as their forefathers did earlier with
the English and Soviets. The past history of Afghanistan is an important
theme that the Taliban use for recruitment as well as to increase their popular
support. We saw this explicitly in the Taliban leaflet presented in Chapter 2
(Figure 2.2). The inability or failure of the British and Soviet forces to conquer
or subjugate Afghanistan is a common theme that is often emphasized: that
the US and the international Coalition will share the same fate as those who
invaded Afghanistan earlier. The Taliban’s view of their own invincibility por-
trays the conflict as not one that the US will inevitably lose in the future, but
one that they have already lost. Following Ramadan in 2008, Mullah Omar
even urged the foreign forces to leave Afghanistan because he argued that in
seven years they had failed to establish an effective government or make any
significant progress.' In addition, the Taliban stories suggest that the longer
the conflict draws on, the better off their fighting 