
In 2001 approximately
100 Central Intelligence Agency ofªcers, 350 U.S. Special Forces soldiers, and
15,000 Afghans overthrew the Taliban regime in less than three months while
suffering only a dozen U.S. fatalities. They were supported by as many as 100
U.S. combat sorties per day.1 Some individuals involved in the operation ar-
gued that it revitalized the American way of war.2 This initial success, how-
ever, transitioned into an insurgency, as the Taliban and other insurgent
groups began a sustained effort to overthrow the Afghan government. The
ªghting, which began in 2002, had developed into a full-blown insurgency by
2006. During this period, the number of insurgent-initiated attacks rose by 400
percent, and the number of deaths from these attacks by more than 800 per-
cent.3 The increase in violence was particularly acute between 2005 and 2006,
when the number of suicide attacks quintupled from 27 to 139; remotely deto-
nated bombings more than doubled from 783 to 1,677; and armed attacks
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nearly tripled from 1,558 to 4,542.4 Insurgent-initiated attacks rose another
27 percent between 2006 and 2007.5 The result was a lack of security for
Afghans and foreigners.

Why did an insurgency develop in Afghanistan? Answers to this question
have important theoretical and policy implications. First, existing theories of
civil wars and insurgencies do not adequately explain the rise of Afghanistan’s
insurgency. Some scholars have argued that insurgencies usually begin be-
cause of grievances among ethnic groups. Others have claimed that they typi-
cally begin because of greed, especially the opportunity to organize and
ªnance a rebellion through primary commodity exports. If these theories can-
not explain the insurgency in Afghanistan, what can? Second, Afghanistan
was supposed to be the initial front in the United States’ war on terrorism. In
an emotional address to a joint session of Congress a few days after the attacks
of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush pledged to launch a global
war against terrorism beginning in Afghanistan: “The leadership of al Qaeda
has great inºuence in Afghanistan and supports the Taliban regime in control-
ling most of that country. In Afghanistan, we see al Qaeda’s vision for the
world.”6 Afghanistan would be the ªrst battleground. What happened?

This article argues that a precondition for the onset of Afghanistan’s insur-
gency was structural: the collapse of governance after the overthrow of the
Taliban regime. Weak governance is a common precondition of insurgencies.
The Afghan government was unable to provide basic services to the popula-
tion; its security forces were too weak to establish law and order; and too few
international forces were available to ªll the gap. Afghan insurgent groups
took advantage of this anarchic situation. International relations scholars often
differentiate domestic politics from international politics by their structures. In
domestic systems, there are governmental institutions that establish law and
order. The international system is characterized as anarchic because there is no
higher authority to protect states from external aggression. But this dichotomy
is not always appropriate. States are sometimes weak and unable to provide
basic services to their populations or to establish order. In this environment,
domestic politics begin to resemble international politics, and insurgencies be-
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come more likely. In addition, the primary motivation of insurgent leaders in
Afghanistan was neither grievance nor greed, but ideology. Leaders of the
Taliban, al-Qaida, and other insurgent groups wanted to overthrow the
Afghan government and replace it with one grounded in an extremist interpre-
tation of Sunni Islam.

To assess the rise of the insurgency, I visited Afghanistan multiple times in
2004, 2005, 2006, and 2007. I conducted interviews with local Afghans and gov-
ernment ofªcials from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization,
Pakistan, and India. Within the Afghan government, for example, I inter-
viewed ofªcials in the Presidential Palace, National Security Council, Ministry
of Interior, Ministry of Defense, and National Directorate for Security (Afghan-
istan’s intelligence service). In addition to interviews, I reviewed a number of
primary source documents that have thus far not been released. Examples in-
clude the Afghan National Directorate of Security’s Strategy of Insurgents and
Terrorists in Afghanistan, the Afghan National Security Council’s National Threat
Assessment from various years, and the Afghan Ministry of Defense’s National
Military Strategy.7

The purpose of this article is not to offer a comprehensive theory of in-
surgencies, but rather to examine why the Afghan insurgency began. None-
theless, a broader explanation of the logic of weak governance is useful.
Consequently, this article proceeds in six sections. The ªrst section outlines key
deªnitions and assesses alternative arguments for the rise of insurgencies.
The second lays out a structural explanation for why they begin. The third sec-
tion examines governance problems in Afghanistan. The fourth analyzes the
ideological motivations of Afghan insurgent groups. The ªfth section outlines
the rise of Afghanistan’s insurgency. And the sixth section offers policy
recommendations.

Grievance or Greed?

An insurgency is a political-military campaign by nonstate actors who seek to
overthrow a government or secede from a country through the use of uncon-
ventional—and sometimes conventional—military strategies and tactics.8 In-
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surgencies can involve a wide range of tactics, from small-scale public
demonstrations to large-scale violence.9 There are two general theories for
why insurgencies begin.

The ªrst theory is tied to grievances among the population. The role of eth-
nic grievances in causing war is common in the literature on civil wars and in-
surgencies.10 Ethnic ties, this theory claims, are stronger, more rigid, and more
durable than the ties in ordinary social or political groups.11 Consequently, eth-
nic combatants are more committed than other groups to their cause and less
likely to make negotiated concessions. There is some evidence that the likeli-
hood of ethnic violence is U-shaped: violence is less likely in highly homoge-
neous and highly heterogeneous countries, and more likely in countries (such
as Afghanistan) with an ethnic majority and small ethnic minorities.12 In addi-
tion, hypernationalist rhetoric and atrocities committed by one or both sides
can harden identities to the point that cross-ethnic political appeals are un-
likely to be made and even less likely to be heard. As a result, restoring civil
politics in multiethnic states shattered by war is difªcult because the war itself
destroys the possibilities for cooperation.13

Following the overthrow of the Taliban government in 2001, Afghanistan’s
ethnic breakdown was approximately 50 percent Pashtun, with smaller per-
centages of Hazaras, Tajiks, Uzbeks, and other ethnic groups.14 Such diversity
created competing ethnic power centers.15 Competition existed even among
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the United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan (often referred to as
the Northern Alliance), a loosely knit conglomeration of Hazara, Tajik, and
Uzbek groups from northern Afghanistan. As one CIA assessment concluded
in 2001, there were “serious rifts and competition between the Tajiks, Hazaras,
and Uzbeks. Afghanistan truly is a zero-sum game. Anytime anyone ad-
vances, all others consider this to be at their expense.”16 Consequently, this ar-
gument assumes that the insurgency was caused by interethnic grievances.
These grievances were particularly strong among Afghanistan’s Pashtuns,
who believed that they were marginalized by northern ethnic groups because
“many of the most important and powerful ministries stayed in the hands of
the Panjshiri Tajiks,” the largest group in the Northern Alliance.17 The result
was that the United States and the Afghan government inevitably faced what
one assessment concluded was “an extremely difªcult challenge of unifying a
fragmented society and fostering the development of a national identity be-
cause each ethnic group [attempted] to gain a foothold in government often at
the expense of other groups.” The assessment continued, “[The] attempt at en-
tering government is taken from an ethnic approach, rather than a national
one; the fragmentation of society will continue until either one dominant eth-
nic group controls all of the governmental power or ethnic politics makes way
for increased internal conºict.”18

There is little evidence to buttress this argument, however. The Taliban
and its support network were not motivated to ªght because of ethnic con-
cerns. Nor did the Afghan population back the Taliban and other groups be-
cause of ethnic ties.19 Indeed, there were deep divisions among the Pashtun
ethnic majority regarding the Taliban. The Taliban had support from a number
of Pashtun Ghilzai tribes, as well as such Durrani tribes as the Alekozai,
Eshaqzais, and Norzais. But most Durrani Pashtuns did not support the
Taliban, nor did a number of other eastern and southern Pashtun groups.
Ethnicity was also not a major factor in how Afghans voted. Hamid Karzai
won the 2004 presidential election with support in Pashtun provinces, as
well as non-Pashtun northern provinces such as Balkh and Kunduz.20 In a
2004 election-day survey, only 2 percent of Afghans said they voted for a can-
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didate based on ethnicity.21 In addition, public opinion polls carried out by in
Afghanistan suggested that ethnic grievances were not a major concern of the
Afghan population. An opinion poll carried out by the U.S. State Department
in 2007, for example, found that most Hazaras, Pashtuns, Tajiks, and Uzbeks
did not view ethnicity as a factor dividing them. Instead, a large majority (85
percent) thought it was essential for Afghanistan to remain one nation. The
State Department poll concluded that the data showed that most Afghans did
not see “their country headed toward an irresolvable ethnic clash,” but instead
endorsed a “uniªed, multi-ethnic state.”22 Even among disaffected Afghans
most likely to support the Taliban, there was no evidence that ethnicity was a
major worry. In a 2004 public opinion poll conducted by the Asia Foundation,
for example, Afghans were most concerned about governance failures.23

This ªnding was supported in later polls, such as a 2006 poll undertaken by
the Asia Foundation that identiªed governance woes as the chief source of
concern.24

A major reason for the absence of ethnic grievances was that the Afghan
government was able to balance representation among the country’s ethnic
groups. Despite the mainly Tajik and Uzbek military victory over the Taliban
in 2001, Afghan representatives at the December 2001 Bonn Conference, which
was convened to re-create the government of Afghanistan following the U.S.
invasion, chose Karzai, a Pashtun, as their interim leader. As James Dobbins,
the U.S. envoy at the conference, recalled, negotiators made a concerted effort
to compose “a balanced cabinet, balanced among political factions, ethnicities,
and gender.”25 Over the next several years, the U.S. government and President
Karzai made a determined push to establish an ethnic balance at the level of
ministers and deputy ministers. For example, President Karzai appointed Ali
Jalali, a Pashtun, as minister of interior, who began to select ethnically diverse
governors and police chiefs.26
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The second theory is that insurgencies are caused by greed. Building on a
growing body of economic literature, this argument assumes that violence is
an industry that generates proªts from looting, making insurgents “indistin-
guishable from bandits or pirates.”27 Insurgents are motivated by greed. The
incidence of war is explained by circumstances that generate proªtable oppor-
tunities.28 These opportunities can include the extortion of natural resources
and other primary commodity exports, such as food, nonfood agricultural
products, oil, and other raw materials (e.g., diamonds). As one study con-
cludes, “At peak danger (primary commodity exports being 32 percent of GDP
[gross domestic product]), the risk of civil war is about 22 percent, whereas a
country with no such exports has a risk of only 1 percent.”29 In general, pri-
mary commodity exports substantially raise the risk of war by increasing the
opportunities for extortion, making rebellion feasible and perhaps attractive.
Launching an insurgency is therefore a rational decision that is inºuenced by
the economic opportunity costs of violence. In some resource-dependent coun-
tries, such as Azerbaijan, Nigeria, and Senegal, the occurrence of war seems to
justify the greed argument.

There is little evidence, however, that greed caused the insurgency in
Afghanistan. To begin with, the country has few natural resources. Years of
conºict left millions of people displaced and infrastructure destroyed. The
human resource base was depleted through the ºight of educated people, as
well as the lack of access to education and health care. Agriculture was mori-
bund, a situation compounded by the negative effects of drought. The econ-
omy improved after the fall of the Taliban regime largely because of the
infusion of international assistance and some service sector growth. Real GDP
growth exceeded 8 percent in 2006.30 Despite this progress, Afghanistan, a
landlocked country, was extremely poor. Its primary commodity exports
included fruits, nuts, handwoven carpets, wool, and cotton. There was no
competition over these exports, however, and they did not inºuence the deci-
sion of key groups such as the Taliban, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hizb-i-Islami,

The Rise of Afghanistan’s Insurgency 13

27. Herschel I. Grossman, “Kleptocracy and Revolutions,” Oxford Economic Papers, Vol. 51, No. 2
(April 1999), p. 269. See also Herschel I. Grossman, “A General Equilibrium Model of Insurrec-
tions,” American Economic Review, Vol. 81, No. 4 (September 1991), pp. 912–921; and Jack
Hirschleifer, “Theorizing about Conºict,” in Keith Hartley and Todd Sandler, eds., Handbook of De-
fense Economics (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1995), pp. 165–192.
28. Paul Collier, “Rebellion as a Quasi-Criminal Activity,” Journal of Conºict Resolution, Vol. 44,
No. 6 (December 2000), pp. 839–853.
29. Paul Collier, Anke Hoefºer, and Nicholas Sambanis, “The Collier-Hoefºer Model of Civil War
Onset and the Case Study Project Research Design,” in Collier and Sambanis, eds., Understanding
Civil War: Evidence and Analysis, Vol. 2: Europe, Central Asia, and Other Regions (Washington, D.C.:
World Bank, 2005), p. 16.
30. Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, 2007.



and Jalaluddin Haqqani’s network to seek the overthrow of the Afghan
government.

Some observers might argue that the rise in the cultivation, production, and
export of poppy caused the onset of the insurgency in Afghanistan. But this,
too, is untrue. Competition over poppy cannot explain the timing or the moti-
vation of the insurgent groups. The preponderance of evidence suggests that
the increase in drug trade was a result of the insurgency, not a cause of it. As a
joint study by the World Bank and the United Nations Ofªce on Drugs and
Crime concluded, “Following the fall of the Taliban, lingering insecurity and
weak central government control” led to the increase in the drug trade.31 Be-
fore being overthrown, the Taliban had curtailed the drug trade to historically
low levels through the use of intimidation and a ban on cultivation.32 When
the insurgency began in 2002, the cultivation of poppy was low and the
Taliban was not signiªcantly involved in growing, producing, or trafªcking
poppy. More important, most of the Taliban’s funding came from sources other
than drugs, according to Afghanistan government intelligence estimates.33 Ex-
amples include zakat (the Islamic practice of giving alms) collected at mosques
in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the broader Muslim world; aid from wealthy
Arab donors, especially from individuals in Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the
United Arab Emirates; and other forms of proªt, such as kidnapping.

Post-Taliban government ofªcials and local warlords tended to be heavily
involved in the narcotics trade. In June 2005, for example, the U.S. Drug En-
forcement Agency and Afghan Counternarcotics Police raided the ofªces of
Sher Mohammed Akhundzada, governor of Helmand Province. They found
more than 9 metric tons of opium stashed in his ofªces.34 As an editorial in the
newspaper Daily Afghanistan noted, “People deªnitely do not trust the govern-
ment. Governors warn that nobody should cultivate poppies and say the
poppy ªelds will be destroyed, but they encourage farmers to keep up poppy
cultivation by any means because the government ofªcials make most of their
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money from poppy cultivation. There are reports that a minister ordered farm-
ers to cultivate only poppies. . . . The government should identify these cor-
rupt ofªcials and should not fail to cut off their hands; otherwise it will face
further challenges.”35

In sum, neither grievance nor greed explains the origins of the insurgency in
Afghanistan. Rather, the insurgency was caused by two other factors. First, the
structural collapse of the state provided a permissive condition. Second, ideol-
ogy was a direct motivation for insurgent leaders.

Governance Collapse

A growing body of literature suggests that weak and ineffective governance is
critical to the onset of insurgencies, though the logic of this argument has not
been fully laid out. For example, James Fearon and David Laitin, who exam-
ined all civil wars and insurgencies between 1945 and 1999, found that
ªnancially, organizationally, and politically weak central governments render
insurgencies more feasible and attractive due to weak local policing or inept
counterinsurgency practices.36 In their study of 151 cases over a ªfty-four-year
period, Michael Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis found that effective governance
is critical to ending civil wars. They argued that success requires the provision
of temporary security, the building of new institutions capable of resolving fu-
ture conºicts peacefully, and an economy capable of offering civilian employ-
ment to former soldiers and material progress to future citizens.37 In addition,
Ann Hironaka argued that governmental capacity is a signiªcant predictor of
civil wars, and that between 1816 and 1997, effective bureaucratic and political
systems reduced the rate of civil war activity.38 Weak governance also contrib-
utes to lengthier insurgencies and civil wars.39

Governance, as used here, is deªned as the set of institutions by which au-
thority in a country is exercised.40 It includes the ability to establish law and
order, effectively manage resources, and implement sound policies. German
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sociologist Max Weber deªned the state as “a human community that (success-
fully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a
given territory.”41 A key aspect of governance, then, is enforcement: Can the
government force people to comply with the state’s laws? Can it establish law
and order? Another aspect is the quality of public services.42 Does the popula-
tion have conªdence in the state’s ability to enforce contracts as well as in the
police and the courts?43

Structural changes, such as the overthrow of a regime, can create a condition
of “emerging anarchy” within a state.44 International relations scholars typi-
cally differentiate domestic politics from international politics based on the
structure of their systems. As Kenneth Waltz argued, “Domestic systems are
centralized and hierarchic. . . . International systems are decentralized and an-
archic. The ordering principles of the two structures are distinctly different, in-
deed, contrary to each other.”45 Although this characterization of domestic
systems is true of strong states, it is not true of states with weak governance. A
state of emerging anarchy is characterized by at least two governance
problems.

First, the government is unable to provide essential services to the popula-
tion.46 Weak states do not possess sufªcient bureaucratic and institutional
structures to ensure the proper functioning of government. They often lack
trained civil servants and can barely operate school systems, courts, welfare
systems, or other essentials for social functioning.47 Corruption can be a partic-
ularly invidious challenge that impedes the provision of services. It can under-
mine support for the government and increase support for insurgents.
Corruption hampers economic growth, disproportionately burdens the poor,
undermines the rule of law, and damages government legitimacy. It has a sup-
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ply side (those who give bribes) and a demand side (public ofªcials who take
them).48 At its core, corruption is the misuse of entrusted power for private
gain. It can involve high-level ofªcials with discretionary authority over gov-
ernment policies or lower-level ofªcials who make decisions about enforcing
(or not enforcing) regulations. Corruption also slows economic growth. It is of-
ten responsible for funneling scarce public resources away from projects that
beneªt the society and toward projects that beneªt speciªc individuals. It hin-
ders the development of markets and distorts competition, thereby deterring
investment. The most damaging effect of corruption, however, is its impact on
the social fabric of society: corruption undermines the population’s trust in the
state’s political system, political institutions, and political leadership.49

Second, poor governance increases the likelihood of an insurgency because
the state’s security forces lack legitimacy and are unable to establish law and
order. As Robert Rotberg argues, “Failed states cannot control their peripheral
regions, especially those regions occupied by out-groups. They lose authority
over large sections of territory.”50

Government forces may be badly ªnanced and equipped, organizationally
inept, corrupt, politically divided, or poorly informed about events at the local
level.51 Although military and paramilitary forces play a key role, the police
are perhaps the most critical component of local forces. They are the primary
arm of the government that is focused on internal security matters. Unlike the
military, the police usually have a permanent presence in cities, towns, and vil-
lages; a better understanding of the threat environment in these areas; and
better intelligence. This makes them a direct target of insurgent forces, who of-
ten try to kill or inªltrate them.52 In fact, an insurgency reºects a process of
state building, where insurgents compete to provide governance to the popu-
lation. Insurgents take advantage of weak governance and assume statelike
functions. They provide security, collect taxes, set up administrative structures,
and seek to perform other government functions for the population they con-
trol. As Stathis Kalyvas argued, “Insurgency can best be understood as a pro-
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cess of competitive state building rather than simply an instance of collective
action or social contention. . . . State building is the insurgent’s central goal and
renders organized and sustained rebellion of the kind that takes place in civil
wars fundamentally distinct from phenomena such as banditry, maªas, or so-
cial movements.”53

A condition of emerging anarchy creates an opportunity for nonstate actors
to seize control of the state.54 Because the state is incapable of controlling its
territory, this weakness creates opportunities for insurgent groups. This is es-
pecially true in remote areas of the country, where insurgent groups can estab-
lish rural strongholds.55 The more extreme the decline or absence of authority
in a region, the more vulnerable its inhabitants become to those seeking to es-
tablish an alternative government.56 Insurgents then set up new institutions
and use violence against alleged spies, whose execution contributes to the in-
surgents’ control of territory.57 Warlords and political entrepreneurs often
ºourish under these conditions.58

A number of cases suggest a link between weak states and the onset of in-
surgency. In Lebanon a delicate sectarian balance led to the emergence of a
weak state in the 1970s and, as a consequence, the government’s inability
to implement substantive administrative reforms. The prevailing political sys-
tem tended to foster corruption and laxity in upholding the public inter-
est. The weak state fueled competition between the three leading religious
communities—the Maronites, Sunnis, and Shiites—and triggered an insur-
gency from 1975 to 1991.59 A weak state in Mozambique led to inªghting in
various regions of the country in 1976.60 After the collapse of the Soviet Union,
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weak state institutions in Georgia played a major role in a series of insurgen-
cies. As one study concluded, “The causes of the three Georgian wars shared
some similarities. Institutional weakness was a shared element in all three.”61

In Bosnia state failure as a result of the crumbling Communist Party apparatus
gave way to insurgency across the Balkans in the early 1990s. War in the
Balkans was caused by “the collapse of central authority in Yugoslavia. The se-
cession of Slovenia and Croatia led quickly to the disintegration of this weakly
held together ethnofederal Republic.”62 Another study contended that the
“dissolution of Yugoslavia was an important shock that increased the risk of
civil war onset.”63

The Collapse of Afghan Governance

The collapse of governance in Afghanistan was a precondition for the onset
of the insurgency.64 By the end of the 1990s, the Taliban had established con-
trol over most of the country. It received strong backing from Pakistan’s
Directorate of Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI), which assisted in the recruitment
of members and provided weapons, training, and technical assistance.65 In
1996 the Taliban captured Afghanistan’s capital city, Kabul, and conquered the
northern cities of Mazar, Kunduz, and Taloqan in 1998. By 2001 the Taliban
was in control of virtually all of Afghanistan. The only exception was a small
sliver of land northeast of Kabul in the Panshjir Valley, where Ahmed Shah
Massoud and his Northern Alliance forces had retreated. The Taliban insti-
tuted a repressive version of sharia law that outlawed music, banned women
from working or going to school, and prohibited freedom of the press. While it
was a detestable regime that committed gross human rights violations, the
Taliban succeeded in establishing law and order throughout most of the
country.
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The October 2001 launch of Operation Enduring Freedom by the CIA and
the U.S. military helped Northern Alliance forces led by Abdul Rashid
Dostum, Mohammed Qasim Fahim, and other commanders overthrow the
Taliban government.66 The collapse of the Taliban government that followed,
however, created a condition of emerging anarchy. The interim Afghan gov-
ernment established in late 2001 was able to control only small amounts of ter-
ritory around Kabul, and it had little control over rural areas of the south, east,
west, and north. On paper, Afghanistan looked like it had a central govern-
ment. The UN helped organize a meeting of Afghan political leaders in Bonn,
Germany, who, on December 5, 2001, signed the Agreement on Provisional Ar-
rangements in Afghanistan Pending the Reestablishment of Permanent Gov-
ernment Institutions, referred to as the Bonn agreement. The agreement
established a timetable for a transition to an elected government. The UN Se-
curity Council endorsed the outcome the following day in resolution 1383.67 In
practice, however, Afghanistan had a fragile government that became weaker
over time.

essential services

The new Afghan government was unable to provide essential services to the
population, especially in rural areas of the country. Governance woes wors-
ened in the ªrst few years after President Karzai’s government was estab-
lished. As one World Bank study concluded, the primary beneªciaries of
assistance were “the urban elite.”68 This disparity triggered deep-seated frus-
tration and resentment among the rural population. Indeed, the Afghan gov-
ernment suffered from a number of systemic problems, including fragmented
administrative structures, and had difªculty attracting and retaining skilled
professionals with management and administrative experience. Weak admin-
istration and lack of control in some provinces made tax policy and adminis-
tration virtually impossible. In many rural areas, the government made no
effort to collect taxes. As another World Bank study on Afghanistan warned,
“The analysis . . . of a distant and hostile central administration that cannot
provide pay or guidance to its staff in the provinces and districts in a timely
manner serves only to emphasize the need for action on various fronts.” It
contended that Afghan government personnel “at the provincial and district
levels urgently need the resources and support necessary to do their jobs. In
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turn, mechanisms are needed at all levels of government to ensure that real
accountability for service delivery is built into the administrative system.”69

Electricity is a good example. In 2005 only 6 percent of the Afghan popula-
tion had access to power from the electricity grid.70 And most of it was charac-
terized by low voltage, intermittent supply, and blackouts. The dire situation
reºected a lack of investment by the Afghan government and the international
community, as well as poor maintenance. In addition to grossly insufªcient
generation capacity (which was augmented by imports of power from neigh-
boring countries), the system was plagued by inadequate transmission, poor
distribution, and a lack of backup equipment. And most efforts focused on
supplying electricity in urban areas of the country, not on targeting rural areas
in danger of falling to the Taliban. The Afghan government’s electricity strat-
egy was to “increase coverage of the electricity grid in urban areas to 90 per-
cent by 2015.”71 For those rich enough to buy generators, electricity was not a
problem. The striking feature of Afghanistan’s economic structure was the
dominance of the informal sector. A large portion of the electricity supply, for
example, was provided by small-scale generators.72 The result was signiªcant.
As one World Bank assessment noted in 2004, “The bulk of Afghans still do
not have reliable electric power supply and clean water. Thus the situation that
prevailed in the 1970s and during the long period of conºict—basic social ser-
vices not reaching most of Afghanistan’s people—has not yet been fundamen-
tally changed with the partial exception of primary education.”73

A strategic assessment coordinated by Lt. Gen. Karl Eikenberry, commander
of U.S. forces in Afghanistan, concluded in 2006 that governance in notable
sections of the country was in dire shape. On July 15, for example, a brieªng
team told him that a range of governance programs “all need the attention,
buy-in, and assistance of the [government of Afghanistan],” but they were
“confusing, uncoordinated, and create staff redundancies.”74 According to
other internal memos, international efforts to provide essential services to ru-
ral areas were plagued by problems. A study by the U.S. Defense Depart-
ment’s Joint Center for Operational Analysis, for example, stated that “as the
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operational center of gravity for reconstruction and governance shifted to the
provinces, [U.S. government] supporting programs did not keep pace.” It con-
tinued that there were particular challenges with U.S. and other NATO Provin-
cial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), which generally consisted of between 60
and 100 civilians and soldiers deployed to operating bases to perform small re-
construction projects or to provide security for others involved in reconstruc-
tion. It noted that “many national-level programs that existed in the provinces
were poorly coordinated with U.S.-led PRTs. Lack of coordination limited the
ability of the U.S.-led PRTs to align these programs to support the broader sta-
bilization and reconstruction strategy. Additionally, nationally implemented
donor programs had limited geographic reach.”75

law and order

The Afghan government was also unable to provide security outside of the
capital. A major reason was the inability of the U.S. government to build com-
petent Afghan security forces, especially the police. The result was a weak se-
curity apparatus that could not establish a monopoly of the legitimate use of
force within the country. The police were not an international priority after the
overthrow of the Taliban regime, and they received signiªcantly less money
and attention than the army.76 The United States declined to provide
signiªcant assistance to the Afghan police in the aftermath of the Taliban’s
overthrow, and handed police training over to the Germans. By 2003, however,
U.S. ofªcials at the State Department, Defense Department, and White House
began to argue that the German effort was far too slow, trained too few police
ofªcers, and was seriously underfunded.77 German assessments of progress in
rebuilding the police noted that “17 German police ofªcers—men and women
from both our federal and state police forces—are advising the Afghan Transi-
tional Authority on this challenging task of crucial importance for the coun-
try’s democratic future.”78 The low level of resources, however, demonstrated
that the Germans were not serious about police training.
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Consequently, the State Department’s Bureau of International Narcotics and
Law Enforcement contracted DynCorp International to train the police. But by
2004, ofªcials in the White House and the Department of Defense had begun
to express growing worries that the State Department effort was failing. Secre-
tary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld wrote a series of “snowºakes” expressing
concern that the police program was undermining U.S. and broader NATO
counterinsurgency efforts.79 Key problems included the failure to conduct
follow-on mentoring of Afghan police, to provide signiªcant institutional
reform in the Ministry of Interior, and to curb deep-seated corruption in the
police and Ministry of Interior. In 2005 the U.S. military took the lead in pro-
viding training, equipment, and other assistance to the Afghan National Police
and internal security forces.

Nevertheless, the competence of the Afghan police remained low. As a
German assessment of the border police noted in 2006, “Neither the Afghan
border police nor the customs authorities are currently in a position to meet
the challenges presented by this long border.”80 Internal U.S. government doc-
uments expressed deepening alarm at the state of the Afghan police. A report
by the Ofªces of Inspector General of the U.S. Departments of State and
Defense concluded that the Afghan police’s “readiness level to carry out its in-
ternal security and conventional police responsibilities is far from adequate.
The obstacles to establish a fully professional [Afghan National Police] are for-
midable.” It found that key obstacles included “no effective ªeld training
ofªcer (FTO) program, illiterate recruits, a history of low pay and pervasive
corruption, and an insecure environment.”81 Another assessment, headed by
Col. Ricky Adams, director of the Police Reform Directorate for the U.S.-led
Combined Security Transition Command–Afghanistan, concluded that the
Ministry of Interior was “ineffective,” “poorly led,” and “corrupt,” and that
the police forces were “poorly equipped.”82

The Afghan police were needed to help establish order in urban and rural
areas. But they were heavily outgunned by insurgent forces and plagued by
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corruption. In addition, they had no semblance of a national police infrastruc-
ture. They lacked uniforms, armored vehicles, weapons, ammunition, police
stations, police jails, national command and control, and investigative train-
ing.83 An Afghan trucker put it succinctly, “Forget about the Taliban, our
biggest problems are with the police.”84 An after-action report that assessed a
police-led operation to capture Taliban ªghters in Sangsar village in Kandahar
found that there was “no joint plan,” “no unity of command,” and “no intel
sharing” with Afghanistan’s intelligence service. The result was seven
fatalities and one friendly ªre incident. All Taliban escaped.85

U.S. force levels also were low, increasing the security vacuum in much of
rural Afghanistan. The number of U.S. troops per capita in Afghanistan was
signiªcantly less than in almost every state-building effort since World War
II.86 By early 2002 a NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)
of 5,000 troops had been deployed to help secure Kabul. In addition, 5,000
mainly U.S. forces under Combined Forces Command–Afghanistan conducted
combat operations throughout the country. These numbers had increased to
20,000 U.S. and 10,000 NATO soldiers by 2005, which still left a ratio of only
one soldier per 1,000 inhabitants.87 U.S. military ofªcials adopted a “light foot-
print” approach for at least two reasons: they wanted to prevent large-scale re-
sistance similar to what the Soviet Union encountered in Afghanistan in the
1980s; and they believed that small numbers of ground troops and the use of
airpower were sufªcient to ensure security.88 U.S. Gen. Tommy Franks, who
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developed the operational concept for Afghanistan in 2001, argued that after
major combat ended, “our footprint had to be small, for both military and
geopolitical reasons. I envisioned a total of about 10,000 American soldiers,
airmen, special operators, and helicopter assault crews, along with robust in-
country close air support.”89 U.S. envoy to Afghanistan James Dobbins had
pushed for a greater U.S., or even UN, military presence in Afghanistan after
the collapse of the Taliban. In a discussion with Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld
in Kabul in early 2002, for example, Dobbins noted that “the British believe a
force of ªve thousand adequate to secure Kabul.” He continued that given
“that the next four or ªve cities are all considerably smaller, I would expect
that a total of about 25,000 men might sufªce to provide the same level of secu-
rity for the other major population centers.”90 But he was rebuffed. This small
footprint was inevitable once planning for U.S. operations in Iraq began.

The United States also provided signiªcant assistance to local warlords, fur-
ther undermining governance and weakening the ability of the Afghan state to
establish law and order.91 Given that increasing the number of U.S. forces in
Afghanistan was not politically feasible in Washington, the U.S. desire to elim-
inate al-Qaida meant that the United States could not wait to develop Afghan
government forces. Lt. Gen. John Vines, commander of Combined Joint Task
Force 180 in Afghanistan, noted that “militias are part of the existing reality.”92

In the east, the United States gave money, arms, and other equipment to Pacha
Khan Zadran, whose forces were based out of Paktia Province. As one U.S.
military assessment from eastern Afghanistan noted, local warlord militia
forces “led every mounted patrol and most major operations,” partly because
“they knew the ground better and could more easily spot something that was
out of place or suspicious.”93 Such forces were often used for the outer perime-
ter of cordon-and-search operations. In several operations, such as the Battle
of Deh Chopan in August 2003, militia forces were essential in passing on in-
telligence and making up the bulk of the maneuver force. In the west, U.S.
forces provided assistance to Ismail Khan. This allowed him to establish
signiªcant political and ªscal autonomy in Herat Province. He controlled mili-
tary and civil administration, which was supported by large amounts of cus-
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toms revenues from trade with other Afghan provinces, as well as with Iran
and Turkmenistan.94 In the south, U.S. forces gave money and arms to Gul
Agha Shirzai and other warlords to help target al-Qaida operatives.95

The U.S. assistance to warlords weakened the central government. President
Karzai made a half-hearted attempt to reduce the power of warlords who
served as provincial governors by reassigning them from their power bases.
But their networks continued to inºuence provincial- and district-level admin-
istration.96 Public opinion polls showed that the increasing power of warlords
was alarming to many Afghans. One poll conducted for the U.S. military, for
instance, concluded that “a high percentage of respondents identiªed local
commanders as bringers of insecurity to their district.”97 The Afghanistan Na-
tional Security Council’s National Threat Assessment also noted, “Non-statutory
armed forces and their commanders pose a direct threat to the national secu-
rity of Afghanistan. They are the principal obstacle to the expansion of the rule
of law into the provinces and thus the achievement of the social economic
goals that the people of Afghanistan expect their Government, supported by
the International Community, to deliver.”98 An Afghan provincial governor re-
inforced this assessment, warning that “keeping warlords in power is weaken-
ing the government. The more the government pays them off, the stronger
they will become and the weaker the government will be.”99

The Ideology of Jihad

Much of the local Afghan population was motivated to support the Taliban—
or too fearful to oppose it—because of governance failure. This was especially
true in rural areas. As Kalyvas argued, “There is a clear epistemic bias, at least
in the sociological and historical traditions, in favor of the assumption that all
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(or most) participants in conºicts are motivated by ideological concerns.”100

This was certainly true of local Afghans, especially those in rural areas. But it
was not true of insurgent leaders, most of whom were strongly motivated by
ideology. An ideology is an organized collection of ideas. As Count Antoine
Destutt de Tracy once noted, ideology is the “science of ideas.” For insurgents,
an ideology provides a normative vision of how society, including its political
system, should be structured.101 The sections below examine the ideology of
insurgent leaders in Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as their regional and in-
ternational support network.

insurgent ideology

There were three main insurgent groups operating in Afghanistan: the
Taliban, al-Qaida, and Hizb-i-Islami. The Taliban were the largest group and
were motivated by a radical interpretation of Sunni Islam derived from
Deobandism. Deobandism is a conservative Islamic orthodoxy that follows a
Salaªst egalitarian model and seeks to emulate the life and times of the
Prophet Mohammed. The Deobandi philosophy was founded in 1867 at the
Dar ul-Ulum (Abode of Islamic Learning) madrassa in Deoband, India.
Deobandi madrassas ºourished across South Asia, and they were ofªcially
supported in Pakistan when President Mohammed Zia-ul-Haq assumed con-
trol of the Pakistani government in 1977. Deobandism became widely prac-
ticed in Pakistan, and to a lesser degree in Afghanistan, with the Jamiat-ul-
Ulama-i-Islam as its primary political proponent. It holds that a Muslim’s pri-
mary obligation and principal loyalty are to his religion. Deobandis believe
they have a sacred right and obligation to wage jihad to protect the Muslims of
any country.

The Taliban’s leadership, including allied organizations such as Jalaluddin
Haqqani’s network, adopted an extreme version of Deobandism. Women were
not permitted to attend schools, and most were prohibited from working. As
evidenced by their control of most of Afghanistan from the mid-1990s until
late 2001, the Taliban enforced a stringent interpretation of the Islamic dress
code. Women could not leave the house without a burqa, an outer garment
worn by women that cloaks the entire body. Men were forced to grow beards,
and the Taliban closed cinemas and banned music. They punished theft by am-
putating a hand and often punished murder by public execution. Married
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adulterers were stoned to death. Punishments in Kabul were carried out in
front of crowds in the city’s former soccer stadium. The Taliban also destroyed
hundreds of cultural artifacts that they deemed were polytheistic, including
major museums and countless private art collections. Mullah Mohammed
Omar, the Taliban’s leader, defended these actions by saying that they pro-
tected the purity of Islam. In April 1996, supporters of Mullah Omar bestowed
on him the title amir al-muminin (commander of the faithful).102

The Taliban’s extremist ideology partly explains Mullah Omar’s afªnity for
Osama bin Laden and other al-Qaida leaders. Indeed, al-Qaida leaders were
motivated by a similar extremist Sunni ideology, though they had more gran-
diose visions of spreading it to the Middle East. Many of al-Qaida’s leaders
were inspired by such inºuential Islamic scholars as Sayyid Qutb, a leading in-
tellectual of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood in the 1950s and 1960s. Qutb ar-
gued in his book Maalim ª-l-tariq that anything non-Islamic was evil and
corrupt. A strict adherence to Islamic law would bring signiªcant beneªts to
humanity.103 This perspective explains the motivations of al-Qaida leaders
to overthrow successive regimes in the Middle East (the near enemy), and to
ªght the United States and its allies (the far enemy) that supported these re-
gimes.104 In his book Fursan taht rayah al-nabi, for example, al-Qaida leader
Ayman al-Zawahiri argued that “the issue of uniªcation in Islam is important
and that the battle between Islam and its enemies is primarily an ideological
one over the issue of uniªcation.” Additionally he claimed that it “is also a bat-
tle over whom authority and power should belong—to God’s course and
sharia, to man-made laws and material principles, or to those who claim to be
intermediaries between the Creator and mankind.”105

Finally, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and the leadership of Hizb-i-Islami were
motivated by a similar ideology. It was built on the Ikhwan model of Islamic
revolution, which stresses the establishment of a pure Islamic state and, in the
case of Hizb-i-Islami, was tied to a highly disciplined organizational structure
built around a small cadre of educated elites. Hekmatyar was a Ghilzai
Pashtun from the Imam Sahib district of Kunduz, who became a radicalized
Islamist during his studies at Kabul University in the late 1960s. After a brief
period of involvement with Afghan communists, he became a disciple of Qutb
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and the Muslim Brotherhood movement.106 From the 1980s to the early 1990s,
Hizb-i-Islami received more funds from Pakistan intelligence than any other
mujahideen faction.107 After the overthrow of the Taliban regime, Hekmatyar
openly pledged to cooperate with al-Qaida and Taliban forces out of Pakistan
to ªght the “crusader forces.”108

Together, the leaders of these groups wanted to overthrow Hamid Karzai’s
government and replace it with a regime that adopted an extremist version of
Sunni Islam.

ideological support from abroad

The similar ideologies of the Taliban, al-Qaida, and Hizb-i-Islami allowed
these groups to gain support from abroad. Sanctuary in Pakistan was particu-
larly critical. As Figure 1 illustrates, the Taliban, Hizb-i-Islami, al-Qaida, and
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Figure 1. The Afghan Insurgent Front



Jalaluddin Haqqani’s network enjoyed sanctuary in Pakistan.109 This allowed
them to gain assistance from groups with similar ideologies.

Following the overthrow of the Taliban regime, its leadership structure
moved to Pakistan and based its operations out of three main cities: Quetta,
Peshawar, and Karachi. The Taliban’s inner shura included the leadership
structure and key commanders, and was headed by Mullah Omar. Shura in
Arabic means “consultation,” and includes the duty in Islamic law of the ruler
to consult his followers in making decisions. The inner shura was divided into
a series of functional committees: military, propaganda, ªnance, religious, po-
litical, and administrative. The political, military, and religious committees
were based out of Quetta, where they enjoyed support from Pakistani groups
with similar ideologies. Of particular importance was their relationship with
Jamiat-ul-Ulama-i-Islam, which had a following largely conªned to the
Pashtun border belt of Pakistan, although it had support in several urban cen-
ters. It ran an extensive network of madrassas that trained most of the leader-
ship and much of the early rank and ªle of the Taliban.110 The Taliban and
other groups recruited young Pashtuns from the local madrassas and ªnanced
their activities through forced religious contributions, often accompanied with
death threats. The Taliban’s headquarters in Quetta was critical because it al-
lowed easy access to Afghanistan’s southern provinces, such as Kandahar,
where Mullah Omar grew up and which was a key military front for the
insurgency.

The propaganda and media committees were based out of Peshawar, where
there was a Sunni jihadist support network that had existed since the
mujahideen war against the Soviets in the 1980s. The Taliban created a variety
of websites, such as www.alemarah.org, and used al-Qaida’s production com-
pany, as-Sahab Media, to make videos. The Taliban’s strategic information
campaign signiªcantly improved after the September 11 attacks, due in part to
al-Qaida. The Taliban’s videos were notably better in quality and clarity of
message, and its use of the internet dramatically increased to spread propa-
ganda and recruit potential ªghters. The Taliban also published a series of
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newspapers out of Pakistan, such as Zamir, and magazines, such as Tora Bora
and Sirak. Finally, the Taliban’s ªnancial base was located in Karachi.

Pakistan was also critical to other insurgent groups. Hizb-i-Islami was based
in Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province, which had a signiªcant network of
Sunni jihadist groups. Al-Qaida and its afªliated foreign ªghters were located
in a swath of territory near the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. Key al-Qaida
leaders such as Ayman al-Zawahiri were based out of the Federally Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas in Pakistan. Finally, Jalaluddin Haqqani and his broader net-
work were based out of Miramshah, Pakistan, as well as other areas of North
Waziristan. A cleric who rose to fame as a mujahideen leader during the Soviet
war in the 1980s, Haqqani served as minister of tribal affairs in the Taliban
government. During the Cold War, he had close ties to the CIA.111 He enjoyed a
support base and ran madrassas around Miramshah and Mir Ali. His son,
Sirajuddin Haqqani, also played a major role and was based in Pakistan.

Sanctuary in Pakistan was critical to the onset of the insurgency. The Taliban
and other jihadist groups were able to develop their strategies, recruit new
members, contact supporters around the world, raise money, and—perhaps
most important—enjoy a respite from U.S. combat operations. There were
some small U.S. task forces, such as Task Force 11, that hunted high-value tar-
gets in Pakistan, but U.S. military forces did not conduct sustained combat op-
erations there.112 Sanctuary allowed these groups to recruit new members—
sometimes referred to as the “neo-Taliban”—at madrassas and other locations
in Pakistan. There was a plethora of ideological recruits at madrassas and in
refugee camps.

The Taliban and other jihadist groups were also able to gain support from
outside actors, especially elements of the Pakistan government with a shared
extremist ideology. Based on interviews with ofªcials from NATO, the United
Nations, and the Afghan government, ofªcials in the Pakistan government
provided assistance to Afghan insurgents groups, especially the Taliban. In
particular, ofªcials in Pakistan’s Directorate of Inter-Service Intelligence and
Frontier Corps provided assistance to the Taliban.

As Richard Armitage, a former deputy U.S. secretary of state, noted, “We
had substantial information that there was direct assistance from the Pakistan
government to the Taliban between 2002 and 2004.”113 Some members of the
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ISI provided weapons and ammunition to the Taliban and paid the medical
bills of some wounded Taliban ªghters. They also helped train Taliban and
other insurgents destined for Afghanistan and Kashmir in Mansehra,
Parachinar, Quetta, Shamshattu, and other areas in Pakistan. One NATO docu-
ment concluded that “external/local elements trained in Pakistan (Taliban/
Hizb-i-Islami/Haqqani/ISI) enter through the Paktika border.”114

To minimize the likelihood of detectability, some ISI members also supplied
indirect assistance—including ªnancial assistance—to Taliban training camps.
U.S. and NATO ofªcials uncovered several instances in which the ISI provided
intelligence to Taliban insurgents at the tactical, operational, and strategic lev-
els. This included tipping off Taliban forces about the location and movement
of Afghan and coalition forces, which undermined several anti-Taliban mili-
tary operations. Some Pakistani intelligence ofªcials were also reportedly in-
volved in directing suicide operatives into the Afghan theater and conducting
a range of attacks in Kabul, Kandahar, and other areas. Most of the ISI’s assis-
tance appeared to come directly from individuals at the mid- and lower levels
of the organization, often from individuals with a shared ideology. The Paki-
stani government repeatedly stated that it was not providing assistance to the
Taliban, but the evidence to the contrary appears overwhelming.115 In addi-
tion, Gen. Hamid Gul and Col. Sultan Amir Imam, pro-Taliban and pro-al-
Qaida former leaders, gave widely reported speeches at Pakistani government
and military institutions calling for jihad against the United States and the
Afghan government.116

The Pakistani military also furnished support to some insurgent offensive
operations. In one incident near Shkin, Afghanistan, Pakistani military obser-
vation posts provided supporting ªres to a Taliban offensive operation against
an Afghan observation post that consisted of heavy machine guns and rocket-
propelled grenades. A U.S. military after-action report noted that the Pakistani
military’s direct engagement was an integral part of the insurgent attack: “The
Pakistani military actively supported the enemy assault on the [observation
post] despite past assurances of cooperation with Afghan and Coalition forces.
It was able to inºict major damage using its advantages of terrain.” The report
continued, “Major damage to the [observation post] and friendly casualties
would likely have been avoided had the enemy maneuver element been acting
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alone.”117 Provision of this assistance was consistent with the Pakistan govern-
ment’s past behavior, especially that of the ISI. Much like during the 1990s,
Pakistani support was critical to the onset of the insurgency. It helped under-
mine Afghan governance by strengthening opposition groups that could move
into rural areas of the east and south where the Afghan government was weak.

The Result: Afghanistan’s Spiraling Insurgency

In the spring and summer of 2002, Taliban and other forces began offensive op-
erations to overthrow the Afghan government and coerce the withdrawal of
U.S. and coalition forces.118 Weak governance and a radical Sunni ideology
combined to produce an increasingly violent insurgency. By 2003 the Taliban
and allied insurgent groups had slowly pushed their way into rural areas of
the east and south, co-opting some locals and coercing others through targeted
killing.

The absence of government in rural areas was critical to the onset of the in-
surgency. Afghanistan’s intelligence agency, the National Directorate of Secu-
rity (NDS), undertook a candid assessment of the insurgency in 2006. The
assessment was based on intelligence reports from NDS stations across
Afghanistan; information from informants in Afghanistan and Pakistan; inter-
views with Afghan National Army commanders, police chiefs, governors, and
district ofªcials in Afghanistan; interrogations of detainees; meetings with
Taliban commanders; and open source information.

One of the starkest ªndings of the NDS assessment was that the failure of
governance in Afghanistan’s rural areas was a leading cause of the insurgency.
It concluded, “The ªrst requirement of countering Taliban at the village level
requires good governance, honest and competent leaders leading the institu-
tions.” Reºecting on the spiraling violence in the south and east of the country,
the document rhetorically asked, “Who are we?” The answer was ominous: “A
lot of people in the villages of Zabul, Helmand, Kandahar, and Oruzgan have a
simple answer to this question. They say this is a corrupt government.” The as-
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sessment also noted that “government ofªcials and people are equally critical
of the justice sector. Criminals do not receive fair justice. This is another factor
which has boosted the Taliban morale in southern Afghanistan. They are al-
most conªdent that they can buy justice at some stage.”119

In addition, the NDS assessment acknowledged that Afghan police and
army forces were unable to provide security to the population in rural areas of
the country: “When villagers and rural communities seek protection from the
police, either it arrives late or arrives in a wrong way.” The government’s secu-
rity forces, in short, did not enjoy a monopoly of the legitimate use of violence,
especially in rural areas. The assessment contended that people who cooper-
ated with the government, or even openly supported it, often faced grave dan-
gers: “Those who are collaborating with the government or coalition forces are
now forced to move their families to the cities fearing attacks from the Taliban.
This exodus of government informants and collaborators from the villages is a
welcome development for the Taliban, insurgents, and terrorists.” As a result,
villages gradually fell into the hands of the Taliban and other insurgent
groups. The assessment noted, “The villages are gradually emptied of pro-
government political forces and individuals. These rural areas become sanctu-
aries for the Taliban and the population is left with no choice but to become
sympathizers of the insurgents.”120

By 2005, there was growing Taliban penetration of rural areas in eastern and
southern Afghanistan. Given sustained security and assistance, villages across
this swath of territory might have sided with the government. But without that
help, they moved toward the insurgents. As one internal UN assessment con-
cluded about the Musa Qala area of Helmand, a Taliban stronghold: “Govern-
ment capacity is virtually non-existent in most areas of Helmand. The limited
level of government activity in Musa Qala reºects a similar level across
the province.” It further stated that “the population and the Shura clearly
want more assistance,” and that this was a signiªcant factor fueling the
insurgency.121

The logic is straightforward: the Afghan government’s inability to provide
essential services and security to rural areas increasingly marginalized the
population, and provided a target of opportunity for insurgents. As one joint
memo by the government of Afghanistan and other key actors involved in the
counterinsurgency concluded, the inability to provide services to rural areas
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“make people more susceptible to indoctrination and mean that the life of a
ªghter may be the only attractive option available.”122 This concern was reiter-
ated in internal Afghan documents, such as the National Military Strategy,
which noted that if basic services were “not provided quickly, the people will
be more vulnerable to extremist elements claiming to offer a better alterna-
tive.”123 In an internal study conducted for NATO by Altai Consulting, a pri-
mary reason why local villagers supported the Taliban and other insurgent
groups was the absence of governance—especially regarding the provision of
key services such as water and electricity.124

By 2006, Afghan groups had developed a close relationship with Iraqi insur-
gent groups, who provided information on making and using various kinds of
remote-controlled devices and timers. Islamic militants in Iraq furnished infor-
mation through the internet and face-to-face visits on tactics to the Taliban,
Hizb-i-Islami, and other groups. In addition, there is some evidence that a
small number of Pakistani and Afghan militants received military training in
Iraq; Iraqi ªghters met with Afghan and Pakistani extremists in Pakistan; and
militants in Afghanistan increasingly used homemade bombs, suicide attacks,
and other tactics honed in Iraq.125

Insurgent groups used external support from like-minded jihadists to con-
struct increasingly sophisticated improvised explosive devices (IEDs) to target
U.S. and Afghan forces, including IEDs with remote control detonators.126 For
example, there were a handful of al-Qaida-run training facilities and IED facto-
ries in places such as North and South Waziristan. They ranged from small fa-
cilities hidden within compounds that built IEDs to much larger “IED
factories” that doubled as training centers and laboratories where recruits ex-
perimented with IED technology. One effective IED was the “TV bomb,” a
shaped-charge explosive that could be hidden under brush or debris on a
roadside and set off by remote control from 300 yards or more. Taliban com-
manders received information from Iraqi groups on improving the Taliban’s
ability to make armor-penetrating weapons by disassembling rockets and

The Rise of Afghanistan’s Insurgency 35

122. Joint Paper by the Governments of Afghanistan, Canada, the Netherlands, the United King-
dom, the United States, United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, Combined Forces
Command–Afghanistan, and International Security Assistance Force, Assessment of Factors Contrib-
uting to Insecurity in Afghanistan (Kabul: Government of Afghanistan, 2006), p. 3.
123. Afghanistan Ministry of Defense, The National Military Strategy, p. 3.
124. International Security Assistance Force, Nationwide Research and Survey on Illegal State Op-
posing Armed Groups (ISOAGS): Qualitative and Quantitative Surveys (Kabul: International Security
Assistance Force, 2006).
125. Senior U.S. Department of Defense ofªcials, interviews by author, Kabul, Afghanistan, Sep-
tember 2006 and January 2007.
126. Senior UN, NATO, Afghan, and Pakistani government ofªcials, interviews by author. See
also Jalali, “The Future of Afghanistan,” p. 8.



rocket-propelled grenade rounds, removing the explosives and propellants,
and repacking them with high-velocity, shaped charges. The Taliban also de-
veloped or acquired new commercial communications gear and new ªeld
equipment, and appeared to have received good tactical, camouºage, and
marksmanship training.127

In addition, insurgents increasingly adopted suicide tactics, especially in
major cities such as Kandahar and Kabul.128 The number of suicide attacks in-
creased from 1 in 2002 to 2 in 2003, 6 in 2004, and 21 in 2005. There were 139
suicide terrorist attacks in Afghanistan in 2006 and 140 attacks in 2007.129 The
use of suicide attacks was encouraged by al-Qaida leaders in Pakistan, such as
al-Zawahiri, who argued for the “need to concentrate on the method of mar-
tyrdom operations as the most successful way of inºicting damage against the
opponent and the least costly to the Mujahedin in terms of casualties.”130

Insurgent-initiated violence in Afghanistan signiªcantly increased in 2006
and again in 2007. One senior U.S. military commander remarked after a grisly
suicide attack in Kabul on September 8, 2006, that killed two U.S. soldiers and
fourteen Afghan civilians, “Afghanistan is starting to feel like Iraq in 2003.”131

A couple of days later, on September 10, Hakim Taniwal, the governor of
Paktia Province, was assassinated by a suicide bomber. (I was scheduled to
visit him later that week.) The next day, nearly a thousand mourners attended
Taniwal’s funeral, including the Afghan ministers of interior, refugees, com-
munications, and parliamentary affairs. Another suicide bomber blew himself
up at the funeral, killing at least seven people and wounding up to forty. Five
of the dead were policemen and two were children. The act of targeting a fu-
neral deªed basic human dignity. President Karzai, who was a close friend of
Taniwal, denounced the attack as a “heinous act of terrorism” and “an act
against Islam and humanity.”132 By 2007 Taliban penetration of Afghanistan’s
rural areas had spread to such western provinces as Herat, as well as to central
provinces such as Wardak.
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Conclusion

Following the U.S. invasion in late 2001, Afghanistan was supposed to be the
initial battleground against al-Qaida. Yet U.S. and Afghan efforts failed to pre-
vent the rise of an insurgency in that country. The conventional explanations
about why insurgencies begin, which center around grievance or greed, do not
convincingly explain this insurgency. Ethnic grievances were not signiªcant in
Afghanistan, and commodity exports—including poppy—were not the cause.

What does the insurgency in Afghanistan suggest about current theories of
insurgencies? First, there does not appear to be a single theory that can explain
the motivation of insurgent leaders.133 Motivations can vary from case to case.
Insurgent leaders may be inspired to overthrow a regime or secede from it for
a number of reasons, such as grievance, greed, ideology, or some combination
of these factors. In the Afghanistan case, the leaders of the insurgency were
motivated by an extremist Sunni ideology. Second, the collapse of governance
is a critical precondition for the onset of insurgencies. Weak governments that
are unable to provide essential services or establish security appear to be more
likely to suffer an insurgency or civil war, as Fearon, Laitin, and others have
concluded.134 This was certainly true in Afghanistan. The overthrow of the
Taliban government led to emerging anarchy. The newly established interim
government was too weak to provide essential services or security to most of
the country, especially rural areas. “The Taliban are not strong,” noted Presi-
dent Karzai about the rise of the insurgency. He went on, “It is not them that
causes the trouble. It is our weakness that is causing trouble.”135

The policy recommendations to reverse this trend are straightforward,
though they would be challenging to implement and would likely take a long
time to produce results. The average duration of civil wars since 1945 has been
about ten years, with half lasting more than seven years.136

The ªrst recommendation is to extend governance into rural areas of the
country. This includes providing key essential services such as electricity to
the population. A good example is the Kajaki Dam. It sits near the head of the
Helmand River, 55 miles northwest of Kandahar City, surrounded by a pictur-
esque landscape and Afghanistan’s most fertile land. The dam was built in
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1953, and in 2007 it generated just 20 megawatts of power and provided only
sporadic electricity to 380,000 people. Two of the three turbines did not func-
tion.137 As NATO Secretary-General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer noted, a refur-
bished dam “will give power to 2 million people and their businesses. It will
provide irrigation for hundreds of farmers. And it will create jobs for 2,000
people. The Taliban, the spoilers, are attacking this project every day to stop it
from going forward.”138 Successful efforts to rebuild the dam and protect it
from insurgent attacks would pump electricity into key rural areas of the
south.

The second recommendation is to establish effective law and order. The
Afghan government, with international assistance, needs to make a concerted
effort to strengthen the state’s security apparatus. This means increasing the
competence of the police and curbing the power of warlords, who have be-
come entrenched throughout the country and signiªcantly undermine gover-
nance. What will it take? Security forces in the country in 2007 totaled only
143,500, including roughly 95,000 Afghan security personnel, 25,000 NATO
soldiers, and 23,500 U.S. soldiers.139 This amounted to less than 0.5 percent of
the population. Although there is no ªxed formula for the number of troops
required for successful counterinsurgency operations, past efforts have often
required a minimum of 10 security forces per 1,000 residents, or 1 percent of
the population.140 The personnel could be any combination of international
troops plus local forces. There has been no census in Afghanistan since 1979,
but current estimates of approximately 30 million people translate into a re-
quirement of 300,000 security forces. This leaves a gap of more than 150,000
forces. Afghan police, paramilitary, and military forces should ideally ªll
this gap, but additional NATO forces would be helpful. U.S. troop commit-
ments in Iraq, Japan, South Korea, and other countries make this challenging
for the U.S. military, and most NATO countries except Britain have been un-
willing to signiªcantly increase their troop levels in Afghanistan. A large-scale
U.S. engagement in Iraq makes Afghanistan virtually unwinnable in the short
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run, and requires a long-term effort to train and mentor Afghan security
forces.

Third, success in Afghanistan will require a much more sustained effort by
the Pakistani government to capture or kill jihadists and undermine their ideo-
logical support base. U.S. policymakers should devise a much tougher policy
that pressures Pakistan to curb public recruitment campaigns for the Taliban,
close training camps, and conduct a sustained unconventional campaign that
undermines popular support for Afghan insurgents in Pakistan and captures
or kills leaders and guerrillas. Individuals within Pakistan’s intelligence appa-
ratus and military must also end direct support to the Taliban and other insur-
gent groups. Although these steps may take time, they are achievable. Pushing
Pakistan’s leadership to conduct a sustained campaign against insurgents will
require ªnding pressure points that raise the costs of failure. Perhaps the most
signiªcant is tying U.S. assistance to Pakistani cooperation. The United States
gives Pakistan more than $1 billion in military and economic assistance each
year. This covers such areas as economic development, law enforcement, and
military assistance. The United States should tie assistance in some of these ar-
eas, as well as implicit U.S. support in multilateral bodies such as the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, to Pakistan’s progress in defeating
Afghan insurgents and their support network.

Skeptics might argue that this strategy would be too costly. Such measures
by Islamabad could cause signiªcant bloodshed. Pakistan has a weak insti-
tutional architecture, an underdeveloped economy, simmering internal ten-
sions, and nuclear weapons. A sustained effort by Pakistani leaders to stop
funding insurgents and to crack down on them in areas such as Baluchistan
and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas could trigger major violence. Yet
Pakistan’s military has conducted a number of large sweeps in North and
South Waziristan against foreign ªghters, without causing massive violence. In
fact, the failure to counter militant groups operating in Pakistan is more likely
to cause bloodshed, as the December 2007 assassination of Benazir Bhutto
demonstrated. Concerns that an offensive by Pakistan would bring radical
Islamist organizations such as the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) into
power are also exaggerated. In the February 2008 Pakistani elections, the secu-
lar Awami National Party handily defeated the MMA in the North West Fron-
tier Province.

In sum, improving essential services and the effectiveness of the Afghan
police in rural areas of the country could have a stabilizing affect over the
long run. Together they would likely undermine the Taliban’s support
base and increase the government’s monopoly of the legitimate use of force
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within Afghanistan. So would greater efforts to counter insurgent ideology
in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Most Afghans are not asking for much. They
crave security and a reason for hope, and perhaps something to make their
difªcult lives a bit better. After thirty years of near-constant war, they certainly
deserve it.
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