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Summary

This report consists of two main parts: the firgttps an overview of the existing
historical and anthropological research on Pastitibes” in Afghanistan, and the

second part examines how “tribes” behave in Afgstani. It is based mostly on academic
sources, but it also includes unclassified goventrirédormation and research performed
by HTS Human Terrain Teams, which have been atthtth&).S. Army brigades since
2007.

Military officers and policymakers, in their seardn solutions to problems in
Afghanistan, have considered empowering “the tfibssone possible way to reduce
rates of violenceln this report, the HTS Afghanistan RRC warns thd the desire for
“tribal engagement” in Afghanistan, executed alonghe lines of the recent “Surge”
strategy in Iraq, is based on an erroneous understaling of the human terrain. In
fact, the way people in rural Afghanistan organizEmselves is so different from rural
Iraqgi culture that calling them both “tribes” isa#gtive. “Tribes” in Afghanistan do not
act as unified groups, as they have recently iq. IFor the most part they are not
hierarchical, meaning there is no “chief” with whaonnegotiate (and from whom to
expect results). They are notorious for changimgféinm of their social organization
when they are pressured by internal dissensionterreal forces. Whereas in some other
countries tribes are structured like trees, “tribesAfghanistan are like jellyfisH.

Instead of “tribal engagement” in Afghanistan, HiES Afghanistan RRC advocates for
“local knowledge, cultural understanding, and lagahtacts,” in the words of David
Kilcullen.? There are no shortcuts. What this means in paldgems is a need to focus
on ground truth, looking at local groups and tleinflicts, rather than arriving with
preconceived notions of how people should or migiven the proper incentives,
organize themselves tribally. Most of Afghanistas Imot been “tribal” in the last few
centuries, and the areas that might have been (ityaRashtun areas that make up parts
of Regional Commands South and East) have charmgstaally over the past 30 years.
Pashtuns may choose to organize themselves along diféerent forms of identity, and
may be conscious of belonging to more than one farocommunity simultaneously.
Pashtuns’ motivations for choosing how to identifyand organize politically—
including whether or not to support the Afghan govenment or the insurgency—are
flexible and pragmatic. “Tribe” is only one potential choice of identity among many,
and not necessarily the one that guides people’sadsion-making.
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Methods Followed

This report was originally intended to be a litaratreview of the existing English-
language anthropological and historical researcRashtuns, and specifically the
research on Pashtun “tribes” in Afghanistan and thehavior. It does not represent
original research on the topic. The HTS Afghanig(C sought to include the full range
of existing opinions about tribes in Afghanistan.

After the literature review, it became clear tlEhong academic anthropologists and
historians, there is a unanimous consensus orutied of tribes in Afghanistan. The
consensus position holds that groups that behawally,” according to the classic
definitions of Middle Eastern tribes, are harditafin Afghanistan. In fact, many
scholars are reluctant to use the word “tribe”llaftoa describing groups in Afghanistan.

Since there was such an overwhelming consensusgmoamong academics, the HTS
Afghanistan RRC devoted significant personnel resesito seek out dissenting
published and unpublished academic views on thie.tdpe reason for adding on this
approach was that many who return from Afghanistad to say that, in fact, tribase
important. The HTS Afghanistan RRC wanted to finthe representation of that opinion
in existing academic research.

The result of the RRC’s search for dissenting pmsston tribes was a very small amount
of historical research and analysis, none of wixnels performed by academic
anthropologists or historians. The positions argmethese scholars have been taken into
account, but because they provide no original ¥eldk or historical data on tribes and do
not engage existing anthropological and histonieaéarch, they have not influenced the
RRC'’s analysis in this report.
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PART I:
DO TRIBES MATTER?
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What is a Tribe?

“Tribal” is not the same thing as “local.” Thereeanany different definitions of the word
“tribe” among anthropologists. Among all the coctiling definitions, though, there are
some common features that stand out.

1. Tribes are large groups connected through kinship.

The most commonly named aspect of “tribes” is thgta group of people related by
blood to a common ancestor. In many societiesdriefine themselves exclusively in
terms of the relationships between sons, fatheas\djathers, and other male relatives
(what is called “patrilineal kinship”). Sometimetferent groups invent fictional
relationships in order to make non-family relatioips into family ones.

As the generations pass, families on different tinas of the family tree grow into
different “segments.” Individual families relate@ach other as cousins, second cousins,
third cousins, and so on, and consider themselvas the member of one tribén this

kind of family structure, conflicts often operaleray the lines of the Arabic proverb “I
against my brother; my brother and | against mysgguny cousin, my brother and |
against a stranger.”

2. Tribal society is not governed, and doesn't like ggernments.

This is a more controversial statement, but gelyendien anthropologists talk about
tribes, they are talking about groups of peoplé¢ énen’t “governed” in the modern
sense. They often have informal systems to deal thé basic realities of life (managing
resources, conflicts, etc.) but they don’t havdituigons in the sense that states have
them.

The reason this statement is controversial isttizl society is supposed to be a
“primitive” or “undeveloped” form of social orgarazion that came before states in the
prehistory of mankind.The current consensus among social scientistgistbday,
tribes are almost always specific organizationspomses to specific historical faéts.

3. In relation to outsiders, tribes act together as goups.

This point is the most important from the pointvaw of the U.S. commander. In Iraq,
part of the success of the “Surge” strategy wastdiilee fact that U.S. commanders
made agreements with Iraqi tribal elders, or “sheikThose sheikhs then made sure that
everyone in their tribal groups would not act asd¢hemies of the Government of Iraq or
the U.S. forces there. Tribes may have differentsaa organizing themselves—they

can have “chiefs” or councils, for example—»but tesult is that when a decision or
consensus is reached, the whole community is eggéctabide by it.

' A good diagram of the “segmentary” model is aval@aat:
http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/anthropolbgtpr/descent/unilineal/segments.htnaiccessed on 7
July 2009.
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Are There Tribes in Afghanistan?

Before getting into whether or not there are trjligs worth saying definitively that there
are some groups in Afghanistan—a very large peagenof Afghans, in fact—that are
not tribal at all. Talking about “tribe” in relation to these groupskes no sense (or
about as much sense as talking about “tribes” am€e, for instance). These totally non-
tribal groups live mostly in the central, westeand northern areas of Afghanistan.

Non-tribal groups include: Tajiks, Uzbeks, Hazaras, and mangity-dwellers.

What does it mean to be totally “non-tribal?” Badlg, it means that these people a) do
not organize by kinship, b) do have governmenitutsdbns (however basic) and c) don’t
act as one big group to achieve one collective.goal

Among the groups that live in the south and eastgver, there are some that clearly
value kinship more than the non-tribal groups. Soifrtbem stand outside the control of
the government. However, it's important to underdtthat these groups do rasit as
coherent groups with “chiefs” or even formal colsicAnd from province to province,
district to district, even village to village, pdemrganize themselves in different ways,
as we will show later in this paper.

When thinking about Pashtuns in the south and easyou can’t assume anything.

The great cliché about the Pashtuns, the largesicegroup in the south and east of
Afghanistan as well as the northwest of Pakistathat they are “one of the largest tribal
groups in the world>This is a misleading generalization. We know, Hasea large
amount of recent and not-so-recent research teanhtaning of “tribal society” in the
Pashtun areas has changed a great deal evenlastimeindred years. It is clear that there
are many aspects of Pashtun life at least as iupioas “tribe,” if not more so.

Scholars who have performed research in Afghanistaare unanimousin the view
that Pashtun “tribes” aren’t political units that a ct collectively:

“No clear evidence exists of tribes actually cealeg into large-scale
corporate bodies for joint action, even defensivelyen for defense of
territory.”

“The tribal system is weak in most parts of Afglsian and cannot
provide alternatives to the Taliban or U.S. contfdle Pashtuns generally
have a tribal identity. Tribal identity is a ratHxible and open notion
and should not be confused with tribal institutionkich are what
establish enforceable obligations on members oba.t’

“...As a matter of fact in most cases tribes do rastechobservable
organgzations which could enable them to perforffective actions as a
tribe.”
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Pashtuns’ Descriptions of Themselves

Some Pashtuns, when asked to comment on their emge ©f belonging, may
emphasize the importance of tribal or kinship idgnThere are numerous possible
reasons why a Pashtun might do that. One obviasorewould be that their tribal
identity is, in fact, important. The HTS Afghanist®RC is not trying to disprove all
cases of tribal organization in Afghanistan, bathea to show the variety of ways that
people might choose to organize themselves iniaddid family relationships.

If a Pashtun reports that tribe is important to linmer, it's also necessary to observe
how that identity works itself out in practice.rfmny cases, Pashtuns have memories of
tribal identities that don’t always determine the&havior. Anthropologists refer to this
kind of disjunction of what people say about thelwvesscompared to what they actually
do using the term “native model” (also known as‘éraic” model). Every society has its
own way of thinking about itself, and that imageatsélf may not correspond exactly to
the description of an external observer. The natieelel should always be taken into
account, because it certainly influences how petipik, and it reflects a certain subset
of a culture’s belief system, which also changesr divne®

Many Pashtuns maintain their belief in the persisteof kinship systems through oral
storytelling traditions. Family lineage narrativeame into vogue in the second half of the
17" century A.D., and the great names of Pashto titezavere involved in promoting
these narratives widely. For example, Afzal Khane-gbn of Khushhal Khan Khattak,
the preeminent Pashtun poet—translated a Persigioidge history of the Pashtuns into
Pashto, and developed a triumphal story of Khattadcess against neighboring
Pashtuns. This story and others have been traeshtittough families and play an
important role in how people conceptualize theestry:°

States and the Pashtun “Native Model”

At least as far back as the Mughal Empire, whiath éh@minion over Pashtun-inhabited
areas for a long period of time, we can find exasmf a central government that
encouraged Pashtun groups to respond to the goeetrinibally. Both the Mughals and
the Durrani Afghan kings encouraged Pashtuns totaiai family-based networks
instead of other forms of organizatith.

The British made great efforts to engage Pashtiamgdribal lines to the exclusion of
other methods: “They attempted to increase tribadiarity, they introduced special tribal
laws, and developed competing theories about hibwstworked and should be
handled.*? The British believed that establishing clear triteulations by imposing
standards on customary law institutions (like Rasivali) would help them better control
the Pashtun populations of the “tribal areas.” ™miroach was unsuccessfll.

The presence of states adjacent to ungoverned laasasformative effect on the people
living there. Some scholars of tribalism and waefaave claimed that “the wider
consequence of the presence of the state is tleakaicinsformation of extant socio-
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political formations, often resulting in ‘tribalitian,’ the genesis of new tribe$*This is

the case in the Pashtun areas of Afghanistan aaidt®aas well. The influence of the
Mughal, Durrani, Sikh, and British Empires, amottigens, combined with the literary

and oral traditions that emerged in th&4IB" centuries, A.D., are part of the reason that
today Pashtuns might sometimes name “tribe” asrapertant identity category.

In addition to ‘tribalization,” states and confBatan also ‘detribalize’ areas that were
formerly tribal. As we will see below, decades ohflict have detribalized many areas of
Afghanistan that formerly organized by tribe.

Today, some Pashtun groups still do, in fact, aggathemselves along kinship
lines. Even in those cases, however, there is acagtee of coherence, and
individual members of those communities may chdosgnore the consensus of
the group.

Anthropological Models of Pashtun Society: Solidaty Groups

Anthropologists and historians who study Afghamisdan’t use “tribe” as an analytical
unit. Instead, they talk about a word that is ottamslated as “tribe,” but has a lot of
other meanings as well. That wordqeswm The best translation fagawmis “solidarity
group,” meaning a group of people that acts asglesunit and is organized on the basis
of some shared identity.

In non-tribal areas of Afghanistan (like Tajik oathra areas), asking a person, “What is
your gawn®” usually gets an answer of an ethnicity, a regli@anea, or a single village.
For example, if you ask a Tajik from the Panjshallgy, “What is yougawn?®” he will
probably answer “Tajik” or “Panjshiri.” That's batse Tajiks feel they have the most in
common with people from their own valley, and afteat from their own ethnicity.

In Pashtun areas, the wagdwmcan mean something different. Because Pashtuns
maintain beliefs in the endurance of kinship, Pastibften will reply with the name of
their tribe, even if that isn’t really an effectigelidarity group for them. That is, the fact
that they answer with their tribal identity doesméan that they will act on it. Other
gawmscut across family relationships.

Today, the wordjawmcan mean any group of people that has somethiognnmon and
acts as a single group. That can mean a familypgrespecially in Pashtun areas; it can
mean a geographical location; it can mean a grépeaple with the same profession;
and it can also mean a group of people united ¢ynamon political goal under a leader.

This creates confusion for foreigners who ask AfghdVhat is your tribe?” That gets
translated into Dari and Pashto as “What is yyawn®” And the reply one receives can
be an ethnicity, a geographical location, a profesd class, a warlord’s name, a village
name, or a tribe. In English, we would have différguestions to get each of those
answers.
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Finally, gawmschange. People can choose to belong to communitieen conditions
change, Pashtuns can realign themselves with angitbiep. In the following sections,
we will lay out some of the reasons why familidatenships might not be the best way
to analyze Pashtuns, and instead why local, smoalesonflicts play a big role in
organizing local communities.

First-Cousin Hostility in Eastern Afghanistan

One reason why the “family tree” model of tribeesio't apply to Pashtuns in
Afghanistan and Pakistan is because of the uniglaganship between male father’s-
side first cousins. It is so unique to Pashtunafghanistan and Pakistan that one
anthropologist goes so far as to say that firssgohbostility is a defining feature of the
Pashtun ethnicity> The word in Pashto for “male father’s-side firstisin” istarbur,
which is, at the same time, also one way of sa$émgmy” in Pashtd®

Why would first cousins in a tribal society be enesrwith each other? The standard
model of a Middle Eastern “tribal society” saystthimse male relatives should be a
source of support against more distant “relativesither tribes, not enemies.

For Pashtuns, it comes down to competition oveirtheritance of land from common
ancestors—especially from one’s grandfather orfatreer’s side. In many areas of
Afghanistan and Pakistan, the land that is suitedsléarming is limited, because it's
located in valleys surrounded by mountains. Assaltethe individual men of each
succeeding generation inherit smaller and sma#ecgds, because they are subdivided
with the other sons. Intensifying things even mdne,men who are in most direct
competition with one another also tend to have lalots that share borders—borders
which, in the absence of any good system of sumgegind land law, are the cause of
many violent negotiation¥.

In one study, a petty land conflict between firstisins turned into a bloody case of
revenge:

“As an example, two [...] cousins had neighboringgld@he cousin
whose field was more distant from the village wdlke his field on an
ancient pathway which verged on the plot oftaibur. There was a
simmering dispute over the right to this narrowhpahich ended in a
gunfight and the death of one of the man’s sdfis.”

The conflicts that happen between cousins arelnetya directly about land or money,
even though those things are always at the hedneahatter. Many rural Pashtun men
are constantly on guard about anything that migint their public reputations—and the
behavior of cousins reflects directly on a manjsutation'® If a cousin makes himself
seem braver, better, or more successful, then awilefieel compelled to match the
cousin or put him back in his place. For exampheamthropologist witnessed the
following conflict in Swat, Pakistan:
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“The most devastating feud ongoing during my fiebdkvwas one which
began with a boy’s refusal to let his second coplay soccer with him.
This trivial insult led to a fight which spreaditelude the boys’ fathers.
At the close of the fieldwork three men were dead the fields of both
families had either been sold for weapons or efiddllow as the
remaining men sought to eliminate their rivais.”

Matters of honor are, to some rural Pashtuns,asaseinfringements against a land
border, if only because they are “representatifesomne possible future event in which
actual resources are involv&dHonor is not just an ideal in Pashtun societis itiewed
by many Pashtuns as the very mechanism that pessBashtun society as something
separate from the wider world. The struggle betwamrsin-rivals and the feuds that
struggle spawns are seen not as problems to banated but, in fact, as “identical with
the social structure?® Feuds between first cousins, and their respeédistions, can last
decades, as in one documented case that begas 1820s in Mohmand Agency, FATA,
Pakistan and was still playing itself out in th&08§?

This is not to say that first cousins are incapalleeing on the same side of a conflict,
and in fact, having a strong first cousin is a seuwof pride. But it is always also a
comment on one’s own position relative to the cougiposition that constantly needs to
be augmented by generosity and fighting. It is alsbinevitable that conflicts must
necessarily spin out of control; rural Pashtunshaell-developed methods to resolve
conflicts througljirga mediation and the exchange of property or women.

The result of this special kind of intra-family agbnship is that, during times when
conflicts aggravate first-cousin hostility, theesddon’t necessarily break down along
“closest male relative” lines. Whereas in a clagdididdle East tribal situation, all the
participants in a conflict pick sides based on \Whse represents their closest male
relative, Pashtuns establish temporary factionaligings that are unpredictable and not
necessarily based on familial relationsHips.

Instead of Tribes, Factions

Anthropologists have long noted the tendency ohRas to form factions that don’t
break down along tribal lines. The phrase “bloothisker than water” is not an accurate
description of Pashtuns. Pashtuns are just ay likethoose a way of organizing that has
nothing to do with the closeness of family relasibips. Pashtuns freely choose the side
of distant family (or non-family) as often as fayniAs seen in the diagram below, the
line between factional groupings of community leadshifts across tribal group
boundaries—far from being a stable structure, thesders align themselves strategically
and switch sides as time passes and events develop.
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Figure 1. Example of a complex factional dispute iBwat, Pakistan, 1875-1956"

In dispute depicted in the figure above, we seexample of the way that in a factional
environment, conflict participants switch sides mtae. In the first period, 1875-1900,
the Juna Khel was in conflict with the Maruf Khiel.the 1910-1920 period, part of the
Maruf Khel split away and joined Juna Khel in thecific dispute (this is signified by
the shift of the wavy line to the left, putting paf the former group on a different side.)
The leader of that combined faction was actualeauf Khel, although the original
party was Juna Khel. In 1930-1950, the line betwtbersides shifted again, and the
descendents of Juna Khel took back leadershipenf ffaction. Thus the “tribal” dispute
shifts from family to faction and back to familyemtime.

The tendency for rural Pashtuns to form groupsdhei’'t based on family relationships
has, historically, also been a way for Pashturstyimie attempts by central governments
to establish control over them. For example, Britislonial administrators and officers
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attempted a “tribal approach” in Waziristan, anis tvorth quoting one historian’s
summary of the issue:

“It appears that the tribes of Waziristan triesbtganize themselves in
different ways in different circumstances; the idiffty for the
government officer was that both the [family] systand the factional
model (and sometimes even the chiefly one) to sextent corresponded
to reality. Each reflected a different aspect adepuality of tribal
organization. Sometimes tribal politics were shapgdlan and lineage
membership, at other times they revolved arounticiaal nuclei, or even
maliks, occasionally they expressed some kindrotdeial identity.
Usually all of these influences played some pard, @ a result the
Mahsuds especially demonstrated an ability to soal@nd dissolve in a
way that was extremely difficult to predict”

From Factions to Larger Solidarity Groups: Partiesand Patronage Networks

When there is no wider conflict outside of the lamanflict, factional disputes may
remain limited to the local community. When a nasibconflict (like the Soviet-
mujahidin war, or the present war) overlays thalaituation, however, the local conflict
can transfer itself into the different sides of lweger conflict.

For example, the Kunar uprising in 1978-9 againet@ommunist government of
Afghanistan began as a “tribal” revolt by Safi Rasis. “Tribal” in this case meant that
the groups involved used the traditional structuwfesrganization—informal gatherings
of fighters and elders infirgas, and informal fighting groups known kshkars®’ After
a brief initial success, the “tribal” revolt disset into failure because of the structural
limitations of triballashkars Because in most rural Pashtun societies, theliggafall
adult males is a paramount value, it was diffitolorganize the men of thashkarby
assigning them different roles (everyone wantefiptat at the front, not work on
logistics, e.g.f®

As thelashkardissolved, more disciplined and better-funded parstepped into the
void. These parties eventually evolved into theahigin parties such as$izb-e Islami
(later led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar). The parties;duese of their access to weapons,
were able to leverage the cultural tendency oflargarticipants to compete with their
factional rivals as a way of maintaining personahdr:

“A vital dynamic of tribal society—arguably thediuthat keeps honor
alive as a moral code—is the understanding thaamwmill not willingly
allow his paternal cousins and other peers to ohnihoin any competitive
endeavor, particularly combat. One gains renowhégg the first into

the fray, the most daring in the pursuit of glagd the most successful in
battle. Rivalry §iali) therefore required results, and when weapons were
not available from tribal sources, individuals ®drto parties who were
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only too happy to give them some as long as theseato become
members and to submit to party disciplifé.”

This dynamic of non-tribal groups— or parties—suhsg factional rivalries explains
why the mujahidin resistance was not at all a trdoaflict with the state. Rather, the
mujahidin groups exploited local factional confiichat had expanded from family
rivalries to recruit fighters.

When local conflicts became part of the wider nalaconflict in the Soviet-mujahidin
war, many areas of Afghanistan became “detribalibedause of the change in conflict
structure. Before the Soviet war, many Pashtun conities were led by groups of
village elders and other adult males, and theythagower to mediate local conflicts.
After the start of the war in 1978-79, communitiest were reshaped by the process of
detribalization found new, non-family based waystganize themselves politically:
local strongmen.

“These local petty notables would not have expiesisemselves
politically before the war, but they now find inlfizal affiliation an
access to weapons and a new self-assertion, metkimgye difficult for

the dominant party and leaders to assert themsab/agolitical
alternative above the traditional segmentation hShetty notables do not
necessarily have a territorial base...In some pdatitudetribalized or
depopulated areas, there is a process of transfgranpolitical group
which people joined not necessarily out of congitlen forgawm
affiliation into agawmnetwork, a ‘communal group,” whose existence is
simply a consequence of the war, but which willtoryerpetuate itself by
accumulating wealth and political power. This redsius thagjawmand
ethnic affiliations are in Afghanistan a dynamiogess and not a static
taxonomia.*°

These “local petty nobles” (referred to recentlydme scholar as “political
entrepreneurs?) form followings based not on family relationshipsit rather based on
their ability to hand out resources. Other terms'political entrepreneur” in current
usage are “warlord” or “local commander.” Local aoanders do not necessarily form
their followings based on tribal identity. Tribaleintity can be one way that these
political entrepreneurs mobilize support for theuses, but it is not the only one.

Because these local strongmen have, in many placasal Pashtun areas, replaced the
former tribal organizations or at least competeztesasfully against them, Pashtun areas
have started to resemble non-Pashtun areas momaned In other parts of Afghanistan,
like the northern areas inhabited by Tajiks, Uzbheksl others that are not tribal, local
strongmen convince people to follow them eithefdrge or by charismatic leadership
and patronage.
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“Warlord” is a term most associated with the forrmemmanders of the mujahidin
parties of the Soviet war, such as Abdul Rashidtidoof Mazar-i Sharif or Ismail Khan
of Herat. These leaders seized territory and imgbtiseir rule by force over that territory.

A more traditional Afghan form of social organizatiis the patronage network.
Patronage networks in both the north and the sangtlidlependent on the ability of the
patron, orkhan to distribute resources to make a convincing éashkis leadership.
Localkhansdo not hold any formal office—they are not elecad people are free to
decide whether to support or reject them. Mihgnsalso have some sort of tribal
relationship, but their followers are not limiteddefined by their tribal identificatioff.

The patronage networks they lead, therefore, anpdeary and their membership is not a
given. Each locality has its own dynamic, and dimst-hand investigation can tell
whether a locality has a warlordkhan or a tribal organization at a given tirffe.

Summary

Though tribe is a factor in Pashtun society, itegher the only source of Pashtun
identity nor the only foundation of Pashtun sooi@anization. Traditions of shared
kinship have formed the narrative foundations fastun tribal organization, and
historical forces have reinforced these structudesvever, both in the past and where
kin-based social structures still exist among Rashtother social forms routinely arise
and trump the importance of tribe and tribal orgation. Rivalry between close male
relatives, the formation of factions within kin ggus, and the dynamics of patronage
make Pashtun social structures far more compleaxitithey followed the classical
anthropological definition of “tribe.”
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PART II:
LOCAL CONFLICTS IN AFGHANISTAN
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Part | described some of the general features stitBa social organization and identity.
Part Il examines these concepts in the contexhefparticular conflict between two
Pashtun groups to illustrate that “tribe” is na¢ ttentral organizing and motivating
principle in Pashtun society.

Local Conflicts: A Test of “Tribe”

Conflict is an important category of social intdrags to examine for two reasons. First,
because Afghan society is popularly describedrasalt and communal disputes are
often labeled “tribal conflicts,” it is worthwhil® examine the role that tribal identities
and institutions actually play in conflicts betwegfghans. Second, the existence and
outcomes of conflicts have political and secuniyplications. How the government does
or does not deal with local conflicts shapes pupéicceptions about government
effectiveness and insurgents exploit local cordflictincrease their area of influence.
Examining Afghan conflict dynamics then helps answiether or not tribe is an
operationally useful concept and illustrates thatarstanding Afghan social dynamics is
critical for defeating the insurgency and strengthg Afghanistan’s government.

Most Afghans are not invested and do not takeipdhe conflicts that are typically of
greatest concern to Coalition Forces. Nationaltigsland the insurgency are issues about
which Afghans may have opinions — quite strong pimefact — but they are not the
conflicts that they experience on a daily basisti€adarly in the rural areas in which

most Afghans reside, Afghans are heavily investgdra in local conflicts. Local

conflicts in Afghanistan are pervasive, often ldagting, and inextricably tied to Afghan
livelihoods and social relations. Further, Talilzard other insurgents exploit and
exacerbate local conflicts in order to expand thdiuence. Correctly understanding

local conflict dynamics then is a critical firseptto combating the insurgency in
Afghanistan.

Tribal and ethnic identities offer convenient framoeks for both Afghans and external
observers to describe local conflicts. In some £abese narratives resonate, providing a
reasonable and accepted explanation for the cgnflicurn mobilizing others of the
same tribe or ethnic group to play a role in a konfOver time, related sub-conflicts that
have spun off from the original conflict may leadat situation in which two large
groups, each sharing a tribal or ethnic identityivaly participate in conflict against one
another. However, for reasons explored in greattildoelow, tribal and ethnic
narratives are inappropriate for describing theegaicauses and dynamics of local
conflict in Afghanistan. A close examination of theman terrain and the features of
conflicts in Afghanistan demonstrate that viewirgfticts through a tribal lens offers
few unique or useful insights.

“Tribe” and Local Conflicts
Tribe provides a convenient narrative for framimgl anderstanding local conflicts in

eastern Afghanistan. Afghan society is often, anwdirectly, as demonstrated earlier in
this essay, described as “tribal.” Therefore, dotdlare often described as being between
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tribesx andy, and area assessments often attempt to detthkatingoing tribal conflicts.
Though convenient, the tribal narrative oversimgdifiocal conflicts and distracts
observers from key issues in these disputes. in tatiance on tribal models and
narratives for understanding local conflict makasare difficult for the Coalition to
deny the Taliban influence over the population.

One reason why tribal narratives are inappropf@t@nderstanding local conflicts is that
there are other narratives available to partieoinflicts. Three decades of war have
undermined the centrality of tribe as a sourcelehtity. While it certainly still exists,
identities grounded in religion, language, placerin or residence, socio-economic
position, and association with tanzims, the mujahedrties that fought the Soviets, can
(and often do) all trump tribe in different circutasces. For example, the parties
involved in a conflict within a community over asguted resource may be two social
networks based in past membership in differentitaszin another example, the parties
involved in a dispute over use of land may be ftbmsame ethnic group, speak the same
language, be distant relatives, and yet define siedras in the conflict as farmers and
nomads, two socio-economic groups.

A second, and critical, reason to avoid using tnifzaratives to describe conflict in
Afghanistan is that the vast majority of conflictscurs within rather than between
groups described as tribes. Most conflicts occuiniwifamilies, between families in the
same community, or between factions within commesiOnly about 20% of all local
conflicts occur between communities. The rest takglace within communities, with
most being either within a family or between familes>* At all scales, livelihoods are a
source of conflict. Land is the most frequent sewtdispute within and between
families, while water and debt are more importantommunal conflicts. And only in
some of those cases — particularly those in ardebited by two predominant groups —
do tribal narratives neatly describe the conflidEven then, however, the narrative only
really explains the shared identities of the acitothe conflict and may obscure the
causes and stakeholders in the conflict.

A third important reason to avoid tribal descripgaof conflict is that stereotypical
classical tribal models are a poor tool for the4aihey do not provide any shortcuts.
Calling conflict tribal does nothing to anticipaieidentify the stakeholders in a
particular dispute. Instead, stakeholders are lyshatter-predicted by particular features
of the people and area under consideration sutdndsnheritance customs, local
geography, marriage practices, and water management

Additionally, tribal models do not help identifydders who can help resolve conflicts.
Traditional tribal and community institutions haveakened over the last several
decades. Respected local elites who controlled daldwater resources and who could
provide cohesive force to local institutions haeet targeted from the late 1970s to the
present by the communist government, commandadhsil with mujahedin parties,
warlords, and most recently, the Taliban, which &i#acked traditional institutions and
replaced them with its owit. The weakness of traditional institutions and theemce of

UNCLASSIFIED 17
AFRRC FP AF 2009SEPO01 01 Afghan Tribes U



UNCLASSIFIED

government institutions allow conflicts that may&an the past been solved relatively
quickly to persist over longer periods of time.

Where tribes exist in Afghanistan, there only viearely are single leaders of tribes or
clans. Instead, within tribes and communities,gtae various local elites, some of
whom may be extremely influential. Leadership ieofsituational. A local elite who
expertly solves land conflicts may not be the saperson from whom community
members seek advice on debt disputes. And in masgse a group of local elites must be
consulted to resolve local conflicts.

In both areas with strong tribal identities and kveaes, Afghan communities generally
share local institutions with similar features. &suor jirgas typically decide issues of
concern to the community and solve conflicts. Mudland those who own lots of land or
are wealthy are usually influential. To say thegle®f an area are tribal merely means
that those people identify themselves triballyslich areas, there may or may not be
tribal institutions — shuras and elites that cafoee obligations on members of the tribe.
In fact, in many areas there are no longer tribstifutions and during the wars of the
past three decades, both tribal and local institgtihave been targets of government,
warlords, and insurgents seeking to control Afghtam’s rural population¥. Therefore,
the local institutions that generally exist in gveommunity in Afghanistan are those
that must be engaged to address the local disthaethe Taliban exploits to its
advantagefurther, it should not be expected that these locahstitutions will be able

to create enforceable obligations on anyone moredh members of their own
community. Solving tribal conflicts will often require engagimumerous local
institutions representing each tribe’s constitu@mhmunities.

Mangal-Sabari Conflict — A Look at the Complexity d Local Conflict

A patrticularly bitter local conflict has been onggifor the last several generations in
Sabari district of Khost province. The conflicoien described as being between the
Sabari and Mangal tribes, though more precisaf/between the Zambar sub-tribe of the
Sabaris and the Bal Khel sub-tribe of the Mangtth® conflict has resulted in 80-300
deaths, and more will likely be killed as a resilthe dispute as it continudsThough

the two parties directly involved in this severaftiot are both tribes, features of the
conflict and the human terrain of the rest of Sathgtrict demonstrate that viewing local
conflicts through a tribal lens offers few unigueuseful insights.

The Zambar-Bal Khel conflict is like most otherdbconflicts in Afghanistan. The
central issue in the dispute is control of resourcle land in an area callderata Gundai
According to some accounts, the Zambar origindlywnaed the Bal Khel to settle in their
area to work in Zambar fields. Over time, the BakeKpopulation increased in size and
wealth, eventually leading them to claim land aesburces in the area as their otvn.

Once the conflict had begun, it fit neatly intaiédl narrative. As the conflict continued,
the fighting has reinforced the tribal narrativel @momplicated the dispute by connecting

UNCLASSIFIED 18
AFRRC FP AF 2009SEPO01 01 Afghan Tribes U



UNCLASSIFIED

additional disputes over lost property, injuriesg @eaths to the original conflict over
control of Prata Gundai

All previous efforts to resolve the Zambar-Bal Klehflict have failed. During the
1990s, the Taliban government attempted to modénateonflict, but the effort was
tainted from the start as the Zambar perceived #iiban to favor the Bal Khel. After the
fall of the Taliban, the GIR0OA sought to bring tanflict to an end. Governors of Khost,
Paktia, and Paktika brought the disputants togetmet UNAMA convinced them to
agree to adjudication by a religious figure fronmiyarhar province called Pir
Rahmatullah, whose role was to draw the line of aleation between the two sides. The
Zambar rejected Pir Rahmatullah’s decision, acgugie Bal Khel of having paid him
$100,000 to draw the line in their favor.

Further attempts are complicated by the fact thatgh the two parties fighting for
control of the resources Prata Gundaiidentify themselves as members of tribes,
thinking of the parties as stereotypical, classighes fails to offer any insight on how to
bring about a resolution. On the Sabari side iti@aar, there are no tribal institutions or
leaders who could enforce Sabari or Zambar comgiavith a settlement, and not even
the Zambar, the smaller sub-tribe, let alone thele/®abari tribe, act together as unified
groups.

The Sabari tribe is composed of three major suiatelements. The Rugha live in
southern Sabari district, the Tangai live in theldhe of the district, and the Zambar live
in the north. Prior to the Soviet invasion, alltloé Sabari sub-tribes were reportedly
unified under strong central leadership composelledndful of elders. Relationships
between the Sabari and the government and witleitrilbe were fairly static, and the
Sabari policed themselves with formal, tribal ingtons in exchange for autonomy from
direct government administration. The Sabari orgeshithemselves into 11
administrative sub-divisions through which resosrceuld be equitably distributed and
disputes could be quickly settléd.

The tribal institutions that once existed amongS3haéari have disappeared. War,
migration, and economic changes have disruptedisatationships and deprived the
Sabari of organic leaders and institutions thaemualved local conflicts and could
enforce obligations on members of the tibe.

In the late 1970s, Mamoor Ali Jan, an elder from Zambar sub-tribe, was the most
influential leader among the Sabari tribe. WhenSbgiets invaded, he decided the tribe
should go into exile in Pakistan, and many Salmdloied him to the Kurram Agency.
Mamoor Ali Jan died in the 1980s, and no one has lable to replace him. As has been
the case with tribal elites elsewhere in Afghamistafluential Sabari elders were killed,
exiled, or marginalized during the wars of the ghsty years. Today, the Sabari lack
clearly-designated elders with specific roles abligations they had in the past. Many
Sabari villages lack elders to represent them mgalar basis, and select ad hoc
representation as necess&rin some areas, the head of every household refisese
himself as an eldéf The lack of leadership and disunity of what leatigr does exist
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have created opportunities for the Taliban to maot@ and maintain a presence in the
region.

Economic changes have further eroded the influanderelevance of Sabari elders and
tribal institutions. In the past, Sabari familiespeénded on elders for crop seeds, water,
and many other necessities. More recently, howerany families receive remittances
from relatives working overseas that have freeditfrem reliance on elders. Many
families with money coming in from abroad say télalers held positions of influence
because of money and that those receiving remégoould afford to ignore eldefs.

On top of these two factors, there are lastingstivis resulting from the war with the
Soviet Union. Members of the Sabari tribe alliedntiselves with different tanzims,
leading to factionalism and fighting within thebigi*®> Additionally, there is a split
between the Sabaris who left for Pakistan durimgli®80s and those who stayed. When
those who followed Mamoor Ali Jan into exile in F&n returned to their land, they
found that those who had stayed behind had occupiesh of the land and that land
rights agreements had been nullified. Becausel tristitutions had already eroded in
authority and relevance and the Sabari lackedestatfluential leadership, conflicts over
land rights went unresolvéd.

Both the Sabari as a whole and the Zambar thensaheeinternally disunited; neither
the tribe nor sub-tribes act together as groupsriNCalay, a Zambar village in a
traditionally Rugha area, provides examples of lnotfa-Sabari conflict as well as
conflict within the Zambar sub-tribe. The ZambaiNwfori Kalay moved to the area
generations ago. They are involved in a land conflith nearby Rugha that began at
least 12 years ago when the Rugha surrounded tauded Noori Kalay, killing two
Zambar residents of the village. Residents of illage report that Rugha from Puri
Kalay still try to destroy Noori Kalay’s crops atitht they occasionally shoot at the
village as they drive pa$t.

The Zambar who live in Noori Kalay also are nottediwith the Zambar who still live in
the sub-tribe’s traditional territory in northerat&ri district. Residents of the village say
that they do not share leaders with the Zambardmorth. There is also an unresolved
dispute with the northern Zambars over timber #tatted in the early 1990s when many
Sabaris returned from Pakistan. The two sides bhpparently tried to resolve this
dispute, but have been stymied in their attempt$dipan in the area who do not want
Zambar elders to meét.

Though the Zambar and Bal Khel conflict is onlyirsgte example, there are hundreds of
other less well-documented examples that share sbthe same features and illustrate
that local conflicts are far more complicated thaial” models imply. Examples of

land and water conflicts can be found everywherwfghanistan in many different

forms. In the Shiwa pastures of Badakhshan proyiioceexample, a 2004 study found
numerous, complex conflicts over control of indivad pasture§® There are also many
examples of the weakening of tribal institutionsl #&aders. In Ghazni, for example,
numerous Andar villages have no functional shurasgmificant local elites’ There are
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also many instances of tribes not acting as grolips.Andar also show this quality. The
tribe as a whole has not met since the 1980sall of the many examples of conflict in
Afghanistan, it is the rare exception, not the rthat tribal identities or institutions cause
or solve local conflicts.

Local Conflicts, the Afghanistan Government, and tle Insurgency

Most conflicts in Afghanistan occur at the localde between small groups, and over
issues involving land or money. Typically, theseaftiots are resolved by informal, local
institutions such as shuras or by respected, klitak such as mullahs and malikgery
few conflicts — only about 10-20% of all civil awdminal disputes — are brought before
the local court system or other official institutar? Local informal solutions are
perceived to be preferable because they bettafgantions of fairness, are less corrupt,
and achieve quicker, more predictable restilBespite the importance of local
institutions and solutions to conflict, the majgritf attention and funding from
international donors and Coalition Forces has dorstrengthening formal institutions
that operate at too high a level to be adequagsgonsive to local needs.

Afghanistan's government (GIR0A) is unable to resdhe vast majority of local
conflicts in Afghanistan. Whether due to a laclcapacity, concern, corruption or some
blend of these factors, this inability to settledbconflicts contributes to low confidence
among Afghans in the GIRoA and its institutions.

Low confidence in the GIR0OA and the persistenclcdl conflicts have created
opportunities for Taliban and other insurgent g®tgexpand their influence in a variety
of ways. First, local power struggles reduce th@manity's ability to resist the
insurgency. Second, insurgents exploit and exateetbeal conflicts by allying with one
side or another to gain access to the area. Thaithan-affiliated insurgents have
increasingly set up their own shadow institutiamswiftly resolve local conflicts or
address government shortcomings. There are atdeast signs that by doing so, the
Taliban is building a reputation for deliveringriai and more effective justice than the
government?

GIROA weakness, lack of public confidence in goweent institutions, and the
persistence of local conflicts have all allowed ithgurgency to strengthen its presence
among the people of Afghanistan. The Taliban'desgsais to exploit local conflicts to
gain access to new areas and widen the gulf bet&fgans and their government.
Coalition Forces should be far less concerned isgthes of little concern or importance
to Afghans — national-level politics, for exampldey instead should deny Taliban and
other insurgent groups the opportunity to explodal conflicts to expand their influence.

Apart from the National Solidarity Program (NSH}|d attention has been paid to
building governance and conflict resolution capaaitthe local level. Because the

i The names for these leaders and institutions aamyss Afghanistan, but the basic pattern is dinges
Local leaders are typically respected landownergligious figures, and local decision-making ingtons
typically are composed of the respected malesettmmunity.
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persistence of local conflicts diminish confidemtéhe GIROA and create opportunities
for the Taliban and other insurgent groups to eggheir influence, which in turn
reduces physical security, a key task for the aaumgurgent in Afghanistan is to
understand, resolve, and avoid creating conflictealocal level.

Summary

The Zambar-Bal Khel dispute demonstrates the compéy in which identity is put into
practice in Afghanistan. In this conflict, the tywarties define themselves by their tribal
identities. Yet there are no tribal solutions tis tiispute because, at least on the Zambar
side, there are no tribal institutions capablerdbecing members of the tribe to comply
with a settlement. Disunity and conflicts withirettribe further complicate matters.
Thrown into this already complicated situation #re Taliban’s efforts to prevent Sabari
attempts to reunite in order to maintain their amftuence and freedom of movement in
the district. In fact, what is neatly packaged &sbeal dispute between the Zambar and
Bal Khel is in fact a complicated, tangled webafdl conflicts.

None of this is to say that tribes are not rearerirrelevant to Afghans. They are very
real as a foundation for identity and bonds ofdsoity. The institutions that once
reinforced these bonds, however, have witheredastof eastern Afghanistan. Where
there once were tribal elites are now local eltesse influence may not extend beyond
the village in which they live. Changes in Afghdarss economy have further weakened
the foundations on which local elites based th#luence. The result is that in almost all
of Afghanistan, one should not expect to find lead® institutions capable of making or
enforcing agreements on behalf of large groups.
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PART III:
WHY THIS MATTERS
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It may seem pedantic to stress that there is andigtn between “local” and “tribal”
knowledge. But there is a tendency to ascribe thi\itribal” to almost any situation in
Afghanistan, where water and land disputes areadttibal conflicts” or meetings with
village elders are called “tribal gatherings.” Thassing the term “tribal” may very well
understand Afghan conflict and community dynamineg,in using “tribal” rather than
“local,” they imply that Afghans have social quad that often are not present.

Mischaracterizing social realities distorts our ersfanding of Afghanistan’s human
terrain, which in turn hobbles our ability to creatfffective courses of action. A singular
focus on “tribe” as the central organizational pijahe of Afghan society implies a need
to identify leaders, institutions, and relationghipat may not exist. The assumption that
tribes have leaders or behave as a single unitibatés to inadequate engagement
strategies. And looking for conflict between trilmBstracts us from the more common
conflicts that occur within tribes that give theumgency opportunities to expand.

To accomplish lasting effects in Afghanistan whethdlding a well, resolving local
conflicts, or strengthening government institutioeguires a renewed focus on local
knowledge. There are no shortcuts. One cannot assooial structures follow a general
template throughout Afghanistan or even withinreglg ethno-linguistic group. Tribal
identities do still exist. However, tribal elitesdainstitutions have withered. Gathering
and mapping tribal, sub-tribal, and clan identia@sl boundaries only tells a small and
potentially misleading part of the story. The mongortant part of the story involves
identifying local conflicts, elites, and institutis, all of which cut across tribal and ethnic
identities often in unexpected ways. Local knowkeddds critical context that can be the
difference between success and failure.
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